
389

21
Vā theory and theorising 
beyond into the vahanoa: 

Post–human rhythmic 
conditions in Tu‘atonga

David Taufui Mikato Fa‘avae

In this chapter, the callings and projections of vā beyond is an expression 
of a desire to extend the assumed predominantly socially framed relatings of 
vā. Pacific peoples and communities appreciate life forces across entities in 
the world. This chapter is a consideration of vā’s post–human speculative 
potential. Post–humanist thought and theorising within the Euro-Western 
academe, conversely, has not always appreciated Indigenous concepts 
or framings grounded in the spiritual and unseen. My intention in this 
talatalanoa is to probe further into vā’s beyond–ness–like nature and 
rhythms in the vahanoa, a necessary sense–making that draws meaning from 
our Indigenous vernacular and embodied sensibilities. Vā’s potentialities lie 
in its simultaneity, through the considerations of its vibrant, dynamic, fluid 
and diverse relational interconnections across time–contexts, spaces and 
places. Such representations of vā can be expressed through the projections 
of its relational rhythms across and through physical, real–time or tangible 
spaces, beyond into the intangible, including the online and the more–
than–human world time–contexts and spaces across the moana.
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Tala fakatapu: Calling upon vā, unsettling 
vā–connections within settler–colonial 
Aotearoa New Zealand
The tala fakatapu (acknowledgement of people, place and sacred/spiritual 
space) is my desire to purposefully ground cultural acknowledgements. 
It is a deep and intimate appreciation and grounding of culturally ethical 
and spiritual practice. For Tongan people, the tala fakatapu is a hala‘anga 
(pathway) to connect with to‘utangata (generations of people) and fonua 
(land, place). I utilise tala fakatapu because I value vā and for its inclination 
to honour and ethically hold Indigenous relationality at the forefront of our 
shared ancestries, histories and positionings as Indigenous Moana/Pacific/
Pasifika people dispersed across Te Moana-nui-ā-Kiwa. Tala fakatapu is 
creatively critical sense–making that is upfront about our positionalities. 
My tala fakatapu is motivated by the intention not to perpetuate harmful 
decisions that further oppress and dislocate or distance tangata whenua1 
from their intimate connections with land and place–based relatings and 
knowings in the settler–colonial2 nation that is Aotearoa New Zealand.

Tapu moe Ta‘ehāmai Acknowledgement and respect to the 
God/the unseen

Tapu mo Kuini Ngā Wai hono i te pō Acknowledgement and respect to Kuini 
Ngā Wai hono i te pō

Tapu moe kelekele malumalu i Aotearoa Acknowledgement and respect to the 
sacred land of Aotearoa

Tapu moe Tangata Whenua Acknowledgement and respect to the 
people of the land

Tapu moe Ngāti Whātua-O-Ōrākei Acknowledgement and respect to local 
iwi—Ngāti Whātua-O-Ōrākei

Tapu moe hou‘eiki moe ha‘a matāpule Acknowledgement and respect to 
rangatira/chiefs

Tapu mo kimoutolu hono kotoa Acknowledgement and respect to you all

1	  Māori are the people of the land in Aotearoa New Zealand.
2	  Settler colonialism is Aotearoa New Zealand’s ongoing colonial condition. This is a consequence 
of the early settlers’ appropriation of land and the subsequent attempts at assimilating tangata whenua. 
Palangi and other migrants have since settled on whenua and shaped the ways in which schooling and 
politics are decided and conducted.
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On my father’s side (paternal), I am the grandson of Sione Taufui Mikato 
Fa‘avae (Ma‘ufanga Tongatapu and Satalo in Samoa) and Vika Lataheanga 
Fositā (Taunga Vava‘u, Pukotala Ha‘apai). On my mother’s side (maternal), 
I am the grandson of Sione P. Tomasi (Fuamotu) and Melenaite Vetekina 
Jennings (Niuafo‘ou and Angahā ‘Eua).

My fonua (placenta) is located in Alofi Niue, my place of birth. During the 
mid-1970s, my paternal grandparents made the decision to move to Niue, 
taking their children and their childrens’ partners in search of a better life. 
Though Tonga was always considered the homeland, their struggle to break 
away from economic hardship resulted in the difficult decision to migrate 
to the small island atoll. In pursuit of educational opportunities, my kinfolk 
moved again in the late 1980s, this time to Aotearoa New Zealand. It was 
there where I was mostly schooled and learned what it meant to be Tongan/
Pasifika/Pacific in relation to other Pasifika/Pacific, Māori, including 
Palangi. It was there where my wife ‘Elenoa and I met and where our son 
Daniel’s fonua is grounded in Te Atatu Peninsula, in the west of Tāmaki 
Makaurau (Auckland).

Although my musings concerning vā may not connect entirely with most 
Tongan (or Pacific, Pasifika) people, they are inspired by vā’s rhythmic 
nature and flow—its beats and rhythms (i.e. tā) beyond normalised 
perceived knowings and doings (Fa‘avae, 2021a). I unfold vā’s rhythms 
further in earlier publications (see Fa‘avae, 2021a, 2021b). The Lea faka–
Tonga concepts I draw from in this chapter are by no means loloto (deep, 
in-depth) or fālahi (wide, expansive). Nonetheless, they are an inspiration 
because they offer a hala‘anga that enables me to come a little closer to my 
ancestors and their ways of philosophising in the world. The call to enact 
fakatapu is the unsettling of taken-for-granted familiarity as tangata ‘o e 
moana—(people of the moana/Oceania).

When enacting fakatapu, one calls forth vā and its life force and energy: 
a call towards the vahanoa, beyond the normalised understandings of 
vā as predominantly social relations. Ka‘ili (2017, p. 121) refers to the 
vahanoa as the ‘open sea space between Islands’. For me, vahanoa as an 
open, expansive and unknown space has characteristics that offer more 
potential for the re-imagining of vā in the diaspora. The prefix faka– 
denotes ‘likeness, causation (causing or allowing to), supplying, having’ 
(Churchward, 2015, p. 24). Tapu has various meanings: sacred, holy, 
unlawful or forbidden (Churchward, 2015). When bounded together as 
fakatapu, the word becomes a verb linked to the respectful practice of tauhi 
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vā (honouring and nurturing relationships and connections) with spiritual/
sacred beings/entities. Doing fakatapu in this chapter, from the settler–
colonial system’s confines and structures in Aotearoa New Zealand, requires 
an unsettling of our assumed comfort and familiarity as migrants/settlers 
on whenua not ancestrally ours. Engaging in fakatapu is a commitment 
that connects me, the writer/author; you, the reader; and us—as well as 
our shared responsibility to ensure that Indigenous or minority peoples’ 
knowledges and ways of being and becoming in the world are appreciated, 
not undermined or ignored. I have chosen to italicise Tongan terms and 
ideas in this chapter mainly for visual emphasis, and to aid the flow of 
reading, as well as to encourage readers to pause and consider the vibrant, 
dynamic and fluid epistemological and ontological conditions that shape 
Tongan sense–making of vā’s beyond–ness–like nature.

Vā is often called upon to connect relationally. Though many have framed 
vā in relational doings, primarily as a socially centred ideal and practice, my 
view is that vā is more. Theorising vā beyond being predominantly a social 
practice or concern (including social problems), thus requiring social change, 
is an opportunity to extend vā’s intersectionality framings (Collins, 2019; 
Fa‘avae, 2021b). Stretching vā beyond its social intersectionalities is an 
opportunity to (re)imagine vā and its critical inquiry and praxis possibilities 
and responsibilities for transformative social change in tuʻatonga. For 
instance, how vā as an ethical space of negotiating interconnections can 
shape the way in which talanoa, as a mode of critical dialogue and praxis, 
is best employed to activate critical interrogation and inquiry with other 
entities within the more–than–human world. For example, how talanoa 
can be employed meaningfully in research to capture vā’s meaning–making 
between people and texts, classrooms, architectures/buildings, paintings, 
artefacts, cultural heirlooms (i.e. fala/mat, ngatu/tapa cloth, etc.), vaka/
canoe, rivers, mountains, motu/Islands, fonua/land and more.

If post–humanism focuses on ways of displacing historical notions that 
humans are central to existence, then what is the role of Indigenous Moana 
theories and concepts in this task? The central questions that direct this 
talatalanoa (ongoing conversation) are:

1.	 what shapes vā’s possibilities beyond socially framed conditions?
2.	 how is vā projected across places and spaces in tu‘atonga (the diaspora)?



393

21. VĀ THEORY AND THEORISING BEYOND INTO THE VAHANOA

The term ‘Indigenous’ carries historical colonial legacies that position 
‘native(s)’ as deficient. Māori educational philosopher and scholar Georgina 
Stewart (2018, p. 740) links her articulation of indigeneity (with a small ‘i’) 
to a ‘place–based human ethnic culture that has not migrated from its 
homeland and is not a settler or colonial population’. As an adjective, 
Indigenous refers to a ‘person, language, culture, or some aspect of culture’ 
(Stewart, 2018, p. 740). Sāmoa’s former head of state Tui Atua Tupua 
Tamasese Ta‘isi Efi posits that ‘indigenous spirituality lives and breathes 
in our Pacific person and personhood’ (Tui Atua, 2017, p. xi). Core to 
Indigenous/Indigeneity in the Moana (or Pacific) are ‘our names and our 
naming; our knowing, being and seeing; and our identities and sense of 
belonging’ (Tui Atua, 2017, p. xi). Naming and articulating vā and its 
forms within Te Moananui-ā-Kiwa will embrace the transcending nature 
of vā; this is indicative of its temporal and spatial tendencies that often 
wayfind beyond physical, spiritual and cyber boundaries into the unknown 
(Fa‘avae, 2021b).

Through the ‘ontological turn’, the Euro-Western canon of philosophy 
provides opportunities for worlded ecologies to be taken more seriously 
beyond anthropocentrism (a view that humans are at the centre of knowing) 
(Matapo & McFall-McCaffery, 2022). The ontological turn is defined as 
the ‘convergence of post–humanism with post–anthropocentrism’ (Bignall 
& Braidotti, 2019, p. 1) and calls for more ‘radical epistemologies that 
aim at a more inclusive practice of becoming-human’ (Bignall & Braidotti, 
2019, p. 1). My intention to unpack vā’s beyond–ness–like tendencies is 
inspired by Matapo and McFall-McCaffery’s (2022, p. 129) invitation 
to draw from vā and its knowledge ecology to ‘destabilise the humanist-
centric position that knowledge belongs only to human beings’. This means 
enabling unfoldings of vā beyond as a social construct, eliciting from its 
connections to fonua (land), moana (ocean), langi (sky) and noa (something 
unknown or yet to be known, or unknown space). In doing so, we take into 
careful consideration vā and its conceptualisations beyond human-centred 
rationalising. These considerations open generative talatalanoa about non-
anthropocentric epistemologies from Oceania.
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Post–humanism and the post–human 
condition
When adopting Malone and Kuby’s (2022, p. 98) definition of the term 
‘post’ as ‘a response to humanism or the logic of humanism’, this opens 
new thinking about what it means to be human in this lively, ever-changing 
world. The post–human condition is referred to as a critical epoch, a shift in 
academic theorising concerning humanity’s role. Post–humanism reflects an 
intellectual era that encourages alternative ways of being with and relating 
to nature. Rosi Braidotti (2013, pp. 1–2) states:

the posthuman condition introduces a qualitative shift in our 
thinking about what exactly is the basic unit of common reference for 
our species, our polity and our relationship to the other inhabitants 
of this planet.

In response to the Anthropocene, post–humanism should not be limited 
to a mere critique of humanism but embrace the challenge of displacing 
anthropocentrism,3 its ontological imaginings reflecting the ‘intricate web 
of interrelations that mark the contemporary subjects’ relationship to their 
multiple ecologies’ (Braidotti, 2013, p. 98). This new ontological perspective 
‘shifts from conceptions of objects and bodies as occupying distinct and 
delimited spaces, and instead sees human bodies and all other material, social 
and abstract entities as relational’, and these ‘assemblages of relations develop 
in unpredictable ways’ (Fox & Alldred, 2014, p. 401, original emphasis).

Continental post–humanism has often ignored the prior existence of 
Indigenous knowledge (Bignall & Rigney, 2019). Although post–humanism 
has allowed a shift to de–centre humanist knowings, very few writers have 
taken a dive into sacred and spiritual meaning–making through Oceania 
canonising. Oceania critical theologian scholar of Tongan heritage Jione 
Havea (2017, p. 4) argues for postcolonial criticisms that enable intentional 
confrontings, seeking ‘some kind of relief ’ for marginalised peoples. Another 
critical theologian of Tongan heritage, Nasili Vaka‘uta (2010) conceptualised 
Lau faka–tu‘a and tu‘a–wise as modes of alternative interpretations of the 
Bible that align with Indigenous, local and culturally relevant perspectives. 
From an Indigenous Māori lens, Carl Mika (2017, p. 2) argues that all 
things in the world are constituted by each other:

3	  The Anthropocene is an era in which humans have had a substantial impact on our planet 
(Braidotti, 2013).
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In indigenous thought, as I go on to say; that idea is a material entity 
… that is constituted by all other things in the world; it is as equal 
to the situation as my own neurological decision to think is. So, it 
should come at as no surprise—to me while writing, or to anyone 
else—that an idea should decide of its own accord to seemingly drift 
away and allow another to take its place … this ability to speculate 
is itself the convergence of both the human and non-human worlds, 
the latter including the world of the idea.

Sacred and spiritual meaning–making honours ecology as living in–
relationship. Upolu Lumā Vaai (2021, p. 228), a theologian scholar of 
Samoan heritage, positions ‘ecorelationality’ as a critical consciousness that:

treats ecology not as an academic discipline or an interaction between 
religion and nature as ecotheology sometimes tends to push, but 
rather as a living relationship. Ecology does not come with a static 
body of knowledge. Rather it comes with relationship.

Like post–humanism, ecorelationality provides a shift away from a human-
centric understanding and forces us to consider and wonder how the more–
than–human world embraces vā as a living entity and its conditions being 
in–relationship eco–relationally with other entities in the world.

Vaai’s (2021) application of ‘ecorelational’ brings to the fore the complex 
interdependence of entities across ecologies, opening rich talatalanoa 
about ‘more-than-human ways of knowing, being, and acting’ (Bignall & 
Rigney, 2019, p. 159). Our tauhi vā responsibilities, as Pacific scholars in 
the diaspora intentionally working with Indigenous ideas4 like vā as well as 
thinking within Euro-Western philosophical canons, provide an ethics of 
care with which to reconceptualise post–human critical thinking. We are 
thus urged to ‘situate [ourselves] in and as part of the world, defending 
an idea of knowledge production as embedded, embodied, affective and 
relational’ (Braidotti, 2019, p. 143), as well as ecological, sacred and 
spiritually inspired (Vaai, 2021). Critical post–human scholars seek to 
unsettle binaries, decentre the human and problematise historical notions 
of human exceptionalism by ‘challenging the simplistic dichotomies of 
animal/human, nature/culture, object/subject’ (Malone & Kuby, 2022, 
p. 98)—that is, by calling attention to and disrupting the Cartesian divide 

4	  Not all Pacific/Pasifika-heritage scholars opt to work Indigenous ideas or techniques together with 
Euro-Western ideas. I see the value of both. For example, my use of the extended hyphen/en dash (i.e. –) 
is intentional because it is symbolic of the space in–between, likened to vā as an in–between space of 
connections.
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between humans and others, the mind–body divide, and the divide between 
conscious thought or logic between humans and other more–than–human 
entities (i.e. fonua, moana, etc.).

Fakaivia i tu‘atonga: Post–human becoming 
as rhythmic speculations of personhood in 
tu‘atonga

My response to ‘humanism’ or the logic of humanism is informed by the 
diasporic contexts of tu‘atonga, specifically from–in–with Aotearoa New 
Zealand whenua (land, place). For me as a Tongan father, husband, uncle, 
educator and researcher, post–human becoming is grounded in critical yet 
hopeful speculations and an awareness of the histories I have inherited and 
continue to carry with me in my life. I utilise the extended hyphen (–) as 
a symbolic space of struggle, of the interconnected encounters associated 
with vā’s simultaneity, which hence require interrogation, negotiation and 
sense–making. Post–human becoming is not an afterthought for Indigenous 
Moana or Pacific scholars,5 but rather a space in which we can (re)engage 
with our sense–making of Indigeneity.6 Our decolonial intentions seek to 
privilege and centre Indigenous Moana–based thought in our meaning–
making. Yet, at the same time, we are mindful not to perpetuate oppressive 
practices that could further marginalise other Indigenous communities 
whose whenua we occupy as migrants or settlers and whose governments 
are still constituted by their (neo)colonial rulers.

Indigenous7 peoples and communities have long understood their vā with 
nature and the environment. Vaai (2021, p. 228) speculates that the ‘earth 
has its own ecological system that is beyond human imagination and should 

5	  Within the context of Indigenous scholarship and theorising in Aotearoa New Zealand and in 
the moana, ‘Indigenous Moana/Pasifika scholars’ refers to academics who are deliberate about their 
positionality as Moana or Pasifika scholars.
6	  Indigeneity has a different meaning for Māori, who are tangata whenua, and for our realm nations—
that is, Niue, Cook Islands and Tokelau—who share a unique political relationship with Aotearoa New 
Zealand. Indigeneity for a Tongan scholar born and raised on Aotearoa New Zealand whenua will look, 
feel, sound different to a Tongan scholar born and raised in Tonga. These Indigeneity subtleties and 
specificities are to be recognised when using ‘Indigeneity’ as an identity marker in higher education.
7	  Shawn Wilson (2008) reminds us of the political connotations associated with ‘Indigenous’ with 
the capital ‘I’. Not all Indigenous peoples share similar colonial experiences. Some continue to face and 
experience ongoing colonial and neo-colonial practices and processes within their own settler-colonial 
nations.
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be respected’. Many Oceania Island creation stories (i.e. cosmogonies) 
depict our coming ‘into being through cosmological relationships … the 
human being is perceived as a child of a cosmic union’. The construct of 
human identity is defined by this cosmic genealogy, for example:

I am not an individual; I am an integral part of the cosmos. I share 
divinity with my ancestors, the land, the seas and the skies … 
I belong to my family and my family belongs to me. I belong to my 
village and my village to me. (Vaai, 2021, pp. 228–229)

The term fakaivia i tu‘atonga (inspiration in the diaspora) refers to 
experiences of ongomālie (inspirational feelings) and vā–māfana (heart–
warming connections) through Tongan people’s utilisation of their 
personhood becomings and ancestral knowledges and practices on other 
whenua or fonua8 in the diaspora of Aotearoa New Zealand (Ka‘ili, 2017; 
Manu‘atu, 2000). Vaai and Nabobo-Baba (2017, p. 1) claim that there is 
no distinct or ‘single conception of personhood in the Pacific, with all its 
spaces, countries, and territories’. They ground personhood in the Samoan 
concept of itulagi, the lifeworld of the people, their cultures and languages, 
which help to shape people’s personhood ‘as they live, see and imagine it 
to be’ (Vaai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017, p. 1). Rethinking and reconstructing 
Pacific personhood becomings, they appeal to relationality, which they 
believe is ‘fundamental to the faith and cultural traditions of the Pacific 
Islands’ (Vaai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017, p. 1). Itulagi, as the lifeworld of the 
people, takes into consideration the human being’s becoming as an intimate 
yet intricate part of its lifeworld. Matapo (2016) speculates ‘becoming 
posthuman’ as a new and alternative framing and conceptualisation of the 
human subject within Pasifika research. She deliberately uses ‘becoming 
Pasifika researcher’ to open research seeing, doing and knowing to difference 
and multiplicity (Matapo, 2016, p. 6), rather than just re–produce meanings 
in analysis.

8	  Māori and Tongan notions of land (whenua/fonua) refer to more than the actual physical entity that 
is delimited in surveys and maps.
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Tā–vā’s place in vā’s beyond–ness–
like nature
The Indigenous Moana tā–vā (time–space) theory of reality was first 
introduced to the academic world in 2001 by Hūfanga ‘Ōkusitino Māhina 
at a philosophy conference in Chico, California (Ka‘ili et al., 2017). 
Tā has various meanings, for example, to hit or strike the beat (pulsate, or 
rhythm) of one’s heart: ‘‘Oku fēfē ‘a e tā ‘o hono nima? (how is his pulse?)’ 
(Churchward, 2015, p. 436). Tā also means to draw a picture or object, to 
photograph or ‘to perform’ (Churchward, 2015, p. 436).

Ka‘ili et al. (2017) deliberately and strategically fakahoa (couple) tā–
vā—this allows Moana scholars to consider the significance of tā (time) 
and vā (space) in their simultaneity, as well as the associated critical and 
in–depth sense–making and meaning–making. One key ontological and 
epistemological tenet of the tā–vā theory of reality is that ‘the inseparability 
of tā (time) and vā (space), like fuo (form) and uho (content), renders reality 
of tā–vā (time–space) to be four-dimensional and not three-dimensional’ 
(Ka‘ili et al., 2017, p. 3). Their descriptions of fuo and uho are largely 
framed in relation to art, architecture and faiva (see also Refiti, 2015). 
Fuo or form, in these time–contexts, reflects the arrangement of shapes in 
relation to the whole art or architecture piece, and uho or content consists 
of the elements created to convey key messages, or character, in relation 
to the whole. When making sense of vā–connections, fuo (form) and uho 
(content) conditions simultaneously inter–play. Fuo can also refer to shape, 
and to something that will lead to many or more (i.e. Na‘e fuo fiha ho fu‘u 
pīsi? How many fruit did your peach tree bear?), and uho can also mean core 
or centre (Churchward, 2015). To capture vā’s beyond–ness–like nature, 
I consider here the arrangements of vā–tā–fuo–uho (vā’s responsibilities, 
place and positioning in relation to time, form, content, shape, fruits) and 
their simultaneous interconnections (see Figure 21.1). This means that, 
when speculation begins with vā (space in between) as a central frame 
of analysis, the arrangement of tā, fuo and uho directs the ways in which 
vā can be projected, expressed, manifested or embodied across entities/
places/spaces.
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Vā, vaha, vaha‘a, vahanoa: Etymology and 
root words
Tevita Ka‘ili (2017, p. 121) defines vaha as ‘space between, space apart, 
space at sea; or long spatial distance’. The term vaha‘a translates literally as 
an ‘intervening space or time’ (Churchward, 2015, p. 528). When vaha‘a is 
deconstructed, individually the terms mean va (distance between or apart; 
attitudes, feelings, relations) and ha‘a (to be affected with) (Churchward, 
2015). When coupled, vaha‘a has several meanings, ‘(1) intervening space 
or time; (2) relationship, mutual feelings, or attitude toward each other; and 
(3) short spatial distance’ (Ka‘ili, 2017, p. 121). As root words in Lea Faka–
Tonga (Tongan language), vaha and vaha‘a highlight how vā as a life force 
can be projected across spaces and places and manifest in entities—material9 
and non–material, seen and unseen, animate and inanimate.10 Although 
Ka‘ili (2023) does not distinguish entities as either animate or inanimate, 
his claim is that all things (or entities) in the world are living, based on the 
ecorelational worldview and practice of Talamalu ‘o e fonua—associated and 
grounded in Tongan cosmogonies or creation stories.

Vā is often theorised as predominantly socio–relational. Churchward (2015, 
p. 528) translates vā as a ‘feeling’, possessing laumālie (spirit). As a spirit 
or life force, vā is shaped by the connections (and disconnections) and 
distance (or space) between entities within. Vā’s rhythms, as a life force, 
manifest in entities like the fonua, moana (ocean), akau (tree), langi (sky) 
and more. For example, vā’s beyond–ness–like nature is evident in concepts 
like vaha‘ataimi (space or interval of time), vahaloa (wide expanse, especially 
of the sea), vahanoa (open sea space between islands), or vahatoka (space left 
between yam mounds) (see Ka‘ili, 2017, p. 121), to name a few. The idea 
of vahanoa, as used in this chapter is key to furthering vā’s potentialities. 
The notion of noa has several meanings, defined as ‘any kind of, common, 
ordinary … or purely imaginary’ (Churchward, 2015, p. 379). When vaha 
and noa are fakahoa, or coupled together, vahanoa is described as an open and 
expansive space, often unknown to human understanding. From a Tongan 
perspective, these Tongan concepts show vā’s potentialities—embodied not 

9	  ‘Material’ relates to physical and tangible entities, rather than the mind or spirit; ‘non-material’ relates 
to the mind, spirit, intellect.
10	  ‘Animate’ refers to something that is alive or has life, something organic. ‘Inanimate’ refers to entities 
that are deemed not alive (e.g. stones, rocks, etc.).
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only in time–spaces in which people–to–people relations are present, but 
also in time–spaces in which fonua–moana or island–moana (see vahanoa), 
or yam–fonua (see vahatoka) relations can be understood.

Place, space and time: Vā’s rhythms, 
life force and spirit
For Frances Koya Vaka‘uta, the triadic framework of place–space–time is 
useful to understanding vā’s condition and the negotiations of cyberspace 
relations across place and time. She notes that ‘the triad of place, space 
and time … is integral to a deeper understanding of context, community 
and individual motives, beliefs, attitudes, behaviours and practices’ 
(Koya Vaka‘uta, 2017, p. 65). Place may be delineated into tangible 
(i.e. physical or geographic sites) and intangible (i.e. social constructs 
or worldviews, including cultural markers or boundaries delineating 
cultural status, relationships and the basic rules for engagement) sites or 
locations (Koya Vaka‘uta, 2017). Place can also be connected to or with 
land. This intimate and intricate connection between the human self/
selves is developed in place–space–time–based talatalanoa. The diagram in 
Figure 21.1 shows how multiple spaces of interconnection intersect and 
how vā can shape (and be shaped by) the simultaneous encounters with/
between places and time. The spatial arrangements of entities within the vā 
space, for instance, can be organised and understood based on the distance, 
proximity or closeness between entities within a particular context or place 
(i.e. people, mango tree, classroom in Tongatapu, the main Island of Tonga). 
These arrangements shape how vā or interconnected rhythms are expressed 
and embodied by human beings emotionally, and manifested spiritually by 
the more–than–human world. These simultaneous vā rhythms represent 
the vibrant, dynamic and fluid nature of relational space, and how vā as 
a life force (i.e. entity) seeks to find balance or harmony between other 
existing entities that occupy and share such relational space within a place 
or time–context (Ka‘ili et al., 2017; Kalavite, 2017; Seve-Williams, 2017; 
Tu‘itahi, 2005).
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A story of vā’s shifting nature
Vaai and Nabobo-Baba (2017, p. 5) claim that:

decolonisation should focus not only on reinstating the sacredness 
and dignity of ecology but also on how the human economy [what 
people do and think, while addressing the needs of humanity 
as a whole] should be reframed in light of such connectivity and 
sacredness. 

In this vein, the following story offers insights into vā’s shifting nature and 
potentialities beyond.

Maile and Laukau always liked hanging out under the mango tree at their 
primary school in Tonga. It was a place of comfort, a place they first met 
at when they started Kalasi Taha (Class 1) in 2017. In their mathematics 
class, Maile often struggled with the work, and it was a place where her 
teacher continued to remind her of her incapabilities. During lunch break, 
Maile met Laukau at their favourite spot under the mango tree. Maile’s fears 
from her maths class did not linger in her thoughts anymore. But when her 
mathematics teacher walked past them on his way to the staffroom, the 
feelings of fear came back. As the maths teacher disappeared, the mango tree 
and her friend Laukau made Maile feel better again.

How does this story make us think about the conditions of vā? How is vā 
carried, echoed, embodied by the people in the story? Does the mango tree 
contribute to the conditions of vā connections? Do places already possess 
vā, or forms of vā, even before people arrive or enter? Although I do not 
answer these questions directly in this chapter, I ask them to ue‘e loto mo 
e fakakaukau, ignite feeling and thinking around vā’s possibilities and 
potentialities.

Vā–projections: Beyond human speculation
‘Oku hā fēfē mai e fōtunga mo e ngaahi ongo ‘a e vā ‘ihe vahanoa? What does 
vā look, sound and feel like beyond? The term hā fēfē relates to how entities 
seemingly appear or come into sight or to the mind (Churchward, 2015). 
To ask this of the vahanoa is an Oceania–centred speculation—one that 
does not seek a definitive answer, nor an expectation that the vahanoa will 
succumb to our human desires to know all that is in the world. This way of 
Oceania–centred speculation into vā’s beyondness is tapu (sacred) because it 
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honours vā as a living entity (Dyck et al., 2022; Iosefo et al., 2021; Suaalii-
Sauni, 2017; Ualesi, 2021). Allen et al. (2022) explore the vā between 
educators’ pedagogical decisions and practices, and the colonial structures of 
the schooling classroom context in Aotearoa New Zealand. In a similar way, 
my exploration of vā’s projections is an attempt to understand the relational 
rhythms carried across into the online or cyberspace. The notion of space 
is often difficult to define; when two or more points are noted within the 
space, this makes it easier for the human mind to describe space based on 
the distance or closeness between one point from another and in relation to 
others within that particular space (Koya Vaka‘uta, 2017). The cyberspace, 
however, is often not so easily defined. The Tongan idea of vahaope is used 
to refer to the online or cyberspace, whereby ope is an intransitive verb 
meaning to ‘overlap or project beyond the edge or [perceived] end; to hang 
down over’ (Churchward, 2015, p. 395). Vahaope, therefore, refers to an 
open, expansive, yet unknowable space online whereby projections of 
physical, real–time and tangible relational connections move beyond into 
the intangible, online or cyberspace.

Vā–projections are the perceived expressions of vā as extensions of physical 
and tangible connection–making into the online space of engagement and 
learning. In vā’s case as an entity, or a life spirit, its projections are the 
felt, ignored or missed emotions experienced when striving to nurture 
the vā relational space online with other people and entities (Fa‘avae, 2021a, 
2021b). My positioning of vā–projections within tauhi vā (nurturing 
ethical and respectful social relations and connections) and tauhi fonua 
(maintaining sacred and spiritual relations and connections with place, 
people and the spiritual world) (Ka‘ili, 2017) are opportunities to explore 
the multiple angles of ethical relations as we extend our physical and real–
time desire to utilise digital tools to conveniently improve how we engage, 
interact and communicate with people, ancestors and other entities across 
time–contexts, places (i.e. geographic) and online spaces (Fehoko et al. 
2022). These were evident in how kāinga (extended families) utilised digital 
tools and online social media during Covid-19 restrictions in Aotearoa 
New Zealand to not only farewell their dearly departed loved ones, but 
also connect their families in Australia, the US and other parts of the world 
to the sad occasion. Similarly, Zoom was used to conduct church services 
across Tonga, Australia and other parts of the world.

The feminist and post–humanist scholar Donna Haraway (2008, 
p. 3) claims that ‘we learn to be worldly from grappling with, rather than 
generalizing from, the ordinary’. The question as to whether vā has life 
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beyond human imagination and representation is a critical philosophical 
concern, prompting criticism to grapple–with the ordinary, that is, the 
locally specific and domesticated ways in which Moana/Pacific/Pasifika 
scholars have predominantly framed vā as a social construct. To question 
vā’s becoming, which is a novel exploration, requires us to consider it as 
a living entity, framed within–beyond the ‘post’ era and condition. I draw 
from Lea faka–Tonga and Tongan concepts to guide and support me in the 
search for relevant tu‘atonga meaning–making.

Ko e hā nai e lea ko eni, ko e vā?
‘Oku vā–lelei mo fiemālie ‘a fakapotopoto
‘Oku fai ‘i laumālie e tala-‘uhinga ‘a vā–ofí
Ka ko e hā e mahu‘inga ‘o vā–tamaki, vā–kovi, mo e vā–mama‘ó na?
Vā—‘oku ou mālie‘ia ‘i ho‘o ngaahi fotu na 
Vā—‘oku ongomālie mai ho‘o tou‘angá 
Vā—ko hoku lotó ia ke talanoa‘i mo fefīliaki ho‘o ngaahi talá na.
What is this word, vā?
Wise people care for good and peaceful relations/connections
It is within spiritual work that you will find close relations/
connections
What is the significance of distorted connections, bad relations 
and disconnectedness?
Vā—I am inspired by your forms
Vā—I hear good things about your workings
Vā—our intention is to story and think about your genealogy

Binaries within science and dualisms within philosophy often emphasise 
the quality or condition of oppositions in understanding. Tā–vāist scholars 
favour oppositional thought because it provides an opportunity to fakahoa 
and thereby interrogate dualities of meaning. When fakahoa takes place 
(i.e. the coupling of words or ideas) the notion of fenāpasi is often used 
to understand the outcome of the union. Churchward (2015, pp. 147, 
169) defines the prefix fe– as ‘united or simultaneous action, collaborative, 
reciprocal, competitive’ and fenāpasi as an intransitive verb meaning ‘to occur 
at the same time’. This indicates that, through fenāpasi, there is opportunity 
to not only explore the consequence of the simultaneous encounter between 
ideas, including entities, but also the fruits of such a union. As noted earlier, 
fuo is used to mean shape but it also indicates something that will lead to 
many or more (i.e. Na‘e fuo fiha ho fu‘u moli? How many fruit did your orange 
tree bear?) (Churchward, 2015). Given that Indigenous Pacific people were 
never anthropocentric to begin with (Matapo & McFall-McCaffery, 2022; 
Vaai, 2021), I argue that Indigenous conceptualisations can further extend 
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relationality and relational connections beyond dominant post–humanist 
traditions and oppositional framings. Moving vā speculations beyond the 
human (or humanism) is to highlight Indigenous Moana/Pacific wholism 
through a worlded philosophy centred on ecorelationality and an ethical 
onto–epistemological view of reality and Pacific personhood, a unique 
understanding that all things in the world are intricately and intimately 
inter–connected in complex, yet perplexed ways (Mika, 2017; Vaai, 2021).

Vā crossing boundaries—A tu‘atonga 
concern
As Moana/Pacific/Pasifika people are becoming more mobile and global 
travellers, vā’s presence and relevance continues to cross geographical and 
epistemological boundaries. The Samoan scholar Lana Lopesi (2021, p. 63) 
developed a theory of Moana Cosmopolitanism to explore ‘an identity 
rooted ancestrally in the Moana and routed globally’. She contends that 
‘Moana Cosmopolitanism and Moana Cosmopolitan Imaginaries co-constitute 
each other. Meaning that one’s cosmopolitan experience determines how 
one imagines their subjectivity’ (Lopesi, 2021, p. 83). Projections of vā as 
expressions of felt, ignored or missed emotions across tu‘atonga as well as 
through cyberspace highlight how a Tongan person negotiates and navigates 
complex, dynamic, fluid and ongoing mobilities, as well as an economic, 
political, spiritual and collective responsibilities to their kāinga (extended 
families) and communities.

Vā continues to take form between places and spaces in tu‘atonga. I first 
came across tu‘atonga through Melenaite Taumoefolau (2021, n.p.) Tongan 
linguist and scholar:

Ko kitautolu Tonga, ‘oku tau pehē tautolu ko ‘etau fo‘i culture pe. 
Pea ko etau mo‘ui faka–Tonga pe ko ‘etau tui faka–Tonga pe koia kae 
ngalo ‘a tu‘atonga ia … ‘Ae hū mai koe ‘a e human rights ‘ihe 1948, na‘a 
nau omai ai e tu‘utu‘uni koe kihe human rights—‘totonu e tangata’. 
Aia pea hanga e au o fakafōtunga ia, hange ia hatau hū ki ha fonua 
e taha. Ko tautolu Tonga ‘oku totonu ketau ‘ilo ‘oku iai etau fonua ‘e 
taha—ko tu‘atonga ia. Koe human rights, ‘oku iai ‘a e totonu ia pea 
moe faka‘ei‘eiki ‘ihe kakai kehe. Aia koe ‘uhinga‘aki ia koe palopalema 
koe, pe fakamali‘i fēfē? Etau tui kalisitiane ‘oku ikai ketau tali ‘ihe tui 
e taha. ‘Oku ikai ketau tali ‘a e kakai ‘oku gay. ‘E fakamali‘i fēfē‘i kae 
hili ia, koe kakai koia ‘oku iai enau totonu. Ka koe kehekehe pe koe 
kehekehe fakatui pe. Ka ‘oku totonu ketau omai.
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As Tongan people, we think it’s our culture mainly. And our Tongan 
ways of living are what we believe it’s all about, yet we forget tu‘atonga 
… The arrival of human rights in 1948, they gave us directions 
about human rights—‘the rights of human beings’. My framing, it’s 
like going to a new place. As Tongan people, we need to know of 
our other place—that is tu‘atonga. The human rights, it has truth 
and value for other people. That’s the problem, how do you marry 
them? Our Christian beliefs and the non-acceptance of other values 
and beliefs. Our non-acceptance of gay people. How can they be 
bounded together [Tongan values/Christian beliefs and gay rights], 
yet they have their own rights. But the difference is in our different 
beliefs. But we need to consider it.11

Tu‘atonga is not only symbolic of a physical space. It also represents 
a knowledge space where Tongan bodies of knowledge, ideas and practices 
encounter other foreign lore, and come to dwell as metaphoric or figurative 
knowledge within dominant Euro-Western ideas. Here, Tongan vernacular 
and worldviews are learning to adapt, morph, evolve, weave, integrate—
often alongside other bodies of knowledge.

Mika is known for his provocative and ‘out-of-the-box’ speculations. At his 
2021 keynote during the Oceania Comparative and International Education 
Society conference, Mika positioned wā as being more than time and space 
for Māori. He argued that thinking of wā as time and space imposes an 
orderly and linear frame of analysis, and with it a ‘colonising gloss’ that 
separates ‘things in the world from each other’ (Mika, 2021, n.p). To ensure 
wā’s holistic nature is retained, he adopted Henri Bergson’s (2007) term 
‘duration’, a measurement of the trajectory of a body in motion. According 
to Bergson (2007, p. 2), ‘time is mobility. The line is made, it is complete; 
time is what is happening, and more than that, it is what causes everything 
to happen’. For Mika (2021, n.p.), wā can refer to the ‘overwhelming 
convergence of all things in the world: they are in the sphere of the Now. 
In Now-ness, things are stupendous rather than manageable: excessive 
rather than knowable.’ In wā, as with several other Māori phenomena, ‘the 
self is repositioned within the dramatic current of the All rather than ejected 
from it’ (Mika, 2021, n.p.).

11	  English translation is my own.
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It is within the grounded and generative conditions of mālie (inspiringly 
impressive, or ongomālie as excessive soul–fulfilling excitement) and māfana 
(excessive internal warmth and heartwarming) that I embrace the notions of 
stupendous/impressiveness and excessiveness/extending beyond the limits 
so that vā’s possibilities are visibilised, enabled and activated.

Vā’s possibilities: A space that binds 
entities together
Albert Wendt (1999, p. 402) defines vā as a space that relates and binds 
separate entities together in the ‘Unity-that-is-All, the space that is context, 
giving meaning to things’. Within the vā space, ‘the meanings change as the 
relationships and the contexts change’ (Wendt, 1999, p. 402). In communal 
cultures, the vā space that binds relies on ethical conditions guided and 
maintained by, for example, ia teu le vā (Samoan: cherish, nurse, care for 
the vā, the relationships) and tauhi vā (Tongan: nurturing and caring for 
vā) (Wendt, 1999). Iʻuogafa Tuagalu (2008) has explored the difference 
between social space (i.e. vā fealoa’i) and worship space (i.e. vā tapua’i) 
within the context of the Samoan village. Tuagalu (2008, p. 118, original 
emphasis) asked an important question: ‘what can the va teach me?’ A key 
point is that vā fealoaloaʻi and vā tapuaʻi are ‘closely entwined … The 
spiritual connections are fundamental and seem to underlie and act as 
foundation to all permutations of va relations between people’ (Tuagalu, 
2008, p. 118). When adopting Wendt’s (1999) definition of vā as a space 
that binds entities together (i.e. fonua and moana, or land and people), it 
makes sense to suggest that vā is active as a life force or spirit with/between 
entities that occupy space together. This suggests that, as part of entities, 
vā is already present in spaces. The uncertainty is how vā as a life force or 
spirit occupies and flows across the relational space. In other words, when 
humans enter the vā space between the mango tree and the fonua (land), for 
instance, the life force within that space can shift, thus changing vā’s flow 
and relational condition in ways that are projected as vālelei (good relations), 
vāmāfana (heartwarming connections), vākovi (bad relations), vātamaki 
(disharmonious relations), vāmama‘o (distanced connections), vāofi (close 
connections) and more (Ka‘ili, 2017; Paea et al., 2023; Tu‘imana, 2022).

Vā’s possibilities lie in the relational flow across entities within the space of 
connecting. The flow of vā can be projected between fonua–moana–tangata. 
The holistic approach to capturing vā’s rhythms and projections within and 
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across time–contexts, places and spaces provide generative ways of being–
knowing–seeing–feeling–doing vā’s possibilities (Fa‘avae, 2021a, 2021b). 
These possibilities are indicated in some important Tongan expressions: 
Vā moe fonua (relations with land, people and place), for example, attributes 
connections and relationships with/between land (Fijian: vanua, Samoan: 
fanua, Māori: whenua, Rarotongan: ‘enua) (Tu‘itahi, 2005) and its people. 
Tongan people make sense of wellbeing through the ‘intricate web of [inter]
connected, on-going relationship between the entire physical and social 
environment and humanity, and between man (and women) and his fellow 
human beings’ (Tu‘itahi, 2005, p. 19). Taufe‘ulungaki (2004, p. 3) defines 
health as the wellbeing ‘of the whole person: that is his/her spiritual, mental 
and physical wellbeing, which is an interpretation that is consistent with the 
Pacific’s holistic worldviews’. For her, fonua symbolises the community in 
Tonga (and other parts of the Pacific), highlighting the intimate, intricate, 
interdependent and reciprocal vā or relations that bind communities, 
individuals, nature and the spiritual world together. Vā moe fonua, vā 
moe tangata, vā moe loto and vā moe moana share mutual (and opposing) 
connections that symbolise vā’s fluid and dynamic relational tendencies, 
often embodied and manifested in various forms (i.e. uho/core or content, 
fuo/form or shape, tā/to perform) by other entities sharing space or place 

Vā moe to‘utangata (intergenerational connections), hohoko (genealogy) 
and tukufakaholo (inheritance) are linked to intergenerationalism. 
Vā moe to‘utangata refers to the philosophising and theorising of the 
layered interconnections between generations of people, their stories of 
vā with/between ancestors and other entities around them. Hohoko and 
tukufakaholo are traditions and conditions of vā–relatings that depend 
on the arrangements of to‘utangata across fonua in the moana. Such 
intergenerational arrangements are rhythmically rooted in our local vā–
relatings and globally routed through our ongoing mobilities with/between 
places and spaces.

My paternal grandfather, Sione Taufui Mikato Faʻavae, was the youngest 
of three brothers and sibling among a family of seven. He was the reason 
why my parents and uncles and aunts left Tonga in search of a better 
life. He gave a lot and served a lot for his brothers, siblings and kāinga. 
There were instances when his obligation to his older brother and kāinga 
did not always align with my grandmother’s views of what was best for 
their own little family. Being from Tonga, a nation in which the eldest son 
inherited his father’s land, those to follow would not directly benefit from 
the tukufakaholo (inheritance). In terms of social status, we are tu‘a, of the 
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commoner class. As a carpenter by trade, and despite not receiving formal 
training, my grandfather acquired his carpentry skills mostly through 
hands-on experience. He helped build churches in Tonga and willingly 
volunteered to do this because of his love for his older brother who was 
one of the church leaders at the time. The move to the Island of Niue 
from Tongatapu, Tonga’s main island, in the mid-1970s was a chance to 
not only build economic stability that was not available at the time, but 
also to provide further opportunities for his children and grandchildren 
to come. The late Epeli Hau‘ofa (1994) also alluded to why the search 
for economic opportunities was a goal for many Pacific families who left 
their ancestral home nations to other places in Te Moana-nui-ā-Kiwa. 
My kāinga’s migratory movement, however, did not stop there. My own 
father, Sio Milemoti Fa‘avae, followed a similar life pattern. We lived among 
our kāinga in Niue. I was ohi (adopted) by my grandfather and my aunt, 
my dad’s younger sister. My father too is a hard-working man. He used to 
be an automotive mechanic by trade. He also has a love for music and art.

The talatalanoa provocations shared in this chapter are ongoing, and so is vā’s 
possible becoming in tu‘atonga. From a mo‘ui lelei (flourishing and thriving 
harmoniously in the world) and tauhi fonua (nurturing ethical relations) life 
philosophy Tongan worldview (see Ka‘ili, 2017; Tu‘itahi, 2005), variants 
of vā—like veitapui (sacred space), vahaope (space beyond, cyber or online 
space) and vahanoa (open sea space between islands)—affirm its beyond–
ness–like nature. From a worlded philosophy (Mika, 2017) vantage point, 
vā’s rhythms are projections of the flow and shift of a life force within its 
relational ecology—shaped by the arrangements of entities/objects. From 
an Indigenous Moana/Pacific/Pasifika as well as critical post–human lens, 
the vā rhythms are projections of the interconnections between entities in 
nature (i.e. motu and moana).

To think and frame vā mainly as a social construct can ignore the ebbs and 
flows of vā as an entity, having vibrant, dynamic and fluid projections 
and rhythms across into the more–than–human world. The search for 
balance and harmony, a tenet advocated in tā–vā negotiations, also represents 
the vā negotiations between the motu (island) and moana (ocean). When 
tangata are added to the mix (i.e. motu–moana–tangata), vā’s fuo (form, 
shape, fruits) and uho (content, core or centre) shift due to the multiple 
and simultaneous encounters within its relational ecosphere. When entities 
become less active during their encounters in relational spaces, vā’s rhythms 
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(i.e. fuo and uho) and flow again change and shift, impacting vā’s presence 
and ivi (strength). Vā’s future and possibilities can be understood across 
tuʻatonga and in our local and global becomings.

Tongan Enough: Becoming in the Vā (June 2022)
Is our becoming Tongan, enough?
like young children during the month of May 
standing all dressed in their Sunday best 
ready to recite their bible verses for the first time
Tongan enough is in learning to fulfill church expectations

Is our becoming Tongan, enough?
like a dissatisfied fa‘e (mother)
disappointed at her son failing to provide for her annual misinale 
(tithing)
comparing him to her other children just to make her feel better
‘give your all no matter what’, he’s told 

Is our becoming Tongan, enough?
like a young girl learning to tau‘olunga (dance)
gracefully pacing her movements
ready yet petrified at the punake’s (choreographer’s) glaring eyes 
and soul-breaking comments
‘move to the back’, she’s told

Enough is sometimes too much
like a parent running on the sidelines at a rugby league game 
ready to protect their child from harm
armed with powerful yet harming words like tui‘i ke mate 
(tackle and destroy)
pain is in our becoming, Tongan

Learning to become Tongan in the vā space is more than enough!
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