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ABSTRACT
Youth in Tonga occupy a particularly fraught social position due to their

symbolic status as both the “purveyors of global modernity” and “the future of the
nation and tradition.” This precarious standing provides the basis for my analysis
of the ways in which youth engage in the negotiation of moral frameworks in
everyday life. I employ both sociocultural and linguistic anthropological methods
and theory to examine how morality is construed across multiple domains of
daily life, including language, aesthetic self-fashioning, and social action. Global
modernity has brought significant changes in the kinds of goods available and
lives imaginable by Tongans, but has also introduced considerable ambivalence
about how Tongan culture and tradition can be reconciled with new
opportunities. In particular, digital technologies and links with transnational
organizations have begun to mediate gendered notions of what it means to be
moral in the rapidly changing local context. In a society where strong
relationships with kin are still one of the major institutions critical to the
fulfillment of basic daily needs and to making extra-local connections for
education or work, these changes have led to increasing concern about the
maintenance of Tongan “tradition,” including moral obligations to extended
family. As new technologies, expanded fields of sexuality, and other enticements
instill desires for different kinds of lives, the affective and material ties of
generous, loving kin continue to keep youth rooted in traditional social networks.
Throughout the negotiation of desires and obligations, youth work to present
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themselves as socially appropriate actors in their daily activities, while casting an
eye to the larger global stage. This research stands on the premise that
globalization must be understood as a set of processes operating on micro-levels
of intimate social practices rather than viewing it as simply a collection of macroscale economic or political forces. I argue that, as youth re-interpret the
meanings of morality in light of global modernity, they subtly shift cultural
understandings of emotional and epistemological frameworks as well, changing
the balance of power relations between and within the local and global contexts.
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NOTE ON ORTHOGRAPHY AND TRANSCRIPTION
Tongan is a Polynesian language with CV (consonant-vowel) word

construction and penultimate stress (except when stress is used grammatically in
the definitive accent, in which case it is word final). The orthographic
conventions used in this dissertation are as follows:
Table 0.1: Orthographic conventions
Phoneme
Vowels
a
ā
e
ē
i
ī
o
ō
u
ū
Consonants
f
h
k
l
m
n
ng
p
s
t
v
‘

Description
As in father
(lengthened /a/)
As in may, but slightly more lax or shorter
(between may and met)
(lengthened /e/)
As in seek
(lengthened /i/)
As in row
(lengthened /o/)
As in suit
(lengthened /u/)
Voiceless labiodental fricative, as in father
Voiceless glottal fricative, as in hat
Voiceless velar plosive, as in kill, sometimes with
slightly more voiced quality, as in give
Lateral approximant, as in lay
Bilabial nasal, as in mother
Alveolar nasal, as in never
Velar nasal, as in singer
Voiceless bilabial plosive, as in public, but with slightly
less aspiration than is typical in American English
Voiceless alveolar fricative, as in silly, though
occasionally more post-alveolar, as in show
Voiceless alveolar plosive, as in take, sometimes with
slightly more voiced quality, as in door
Voiced labiodental fricative, as in very
Glottal stop (as in both syllable-initial sounds in uh-oh)
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While it is understood that transcripts still bear the markers of our own

biases in research and orientation of attention to particular aspects of interaction
(Ochs 1979, Bucholtz 2000, 2007), these textual representations of audiorecorded speech still stand as a valuable tool in the interpretation and analysis of
ethnographic data. In the transcripts that follow within the body of this text, I
have chosen to textually represent utterances as closely as possible to spoken
speech, using fairly common Tongan methods for spelling or glossing these
differences between standard written and locally spoken language (e.g. “kou” for
the common contraction present tense singular “‘Oku ou,” or “kai” for negative
“‘ikai”). I have, however, confined transcribed data to the Tongan orthographic
system shown above, even when utterances have appeared phonologically to be
closer to other phonemes (e.g. [b] for /p/, [d] for /t/, [r] for /l/; for a creative
interpretation of some of these sound changes, see Mila 2006). Tongans are often
aware of and able to metapragmatically comment on even slight differences in
speech styles, and in order to capture some of the variation in style that relates to
speaker identity and status, I have attempted to include the range of ways of
speaking within the transcripts.
Transcription of recorded speech and text uses the following standardized
symbols and conventions derived from work in conversation analysis (Jefferson
1976; Atkinson and Heritage 1984). In cases of analyzing text messages and other
print data collected, examples are reproduced in their original form unless
otherwise noted.
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Table 0.2: Transcription Conventions
Transcript Symbol
(.)
…
WordWORD
Hhhh
-hhhh OR -unnhhh
Spee::ch
?
!
.
,
^
@
( )
(word)
A: Word=
B: =Word
A: Word [Word
B:
[Word
[words]
[…]

Description
Pause in speech
Speaker trails off
False start, cut-off or interruption
Loud volume
Exhalation
Inhalation
Drawn out word segment
Rising pitch/intonation
Emphasis in pitch/intonation
Falling intonation
Slightly rising pitch/intonation, slight pause
Rapid rise and fall in pitch/intonation
General laughter
Inaudible speech
Author speculation of inaudible speech
Latching, minimal time between speakers’ utterances
Overlapping speech
Information regarding utterance quality or context
Material left untranscribed or not reproduced in
example

Throughout this dissertation, pseudonyms are used for all individuals
except public figures (government officials, etc.) and a few specific persons who
explicitly asked for their real names to be used when it was determined that this
would not harm their reputations or that of their families in any way. Some
distinguishing features have also been altered in instances where a simple
pseudonym would not suffice to protect privacy and confidentiality. However, it
should be noted that ‘Eua is a relatively small geographical area comprised of a
tightly-knit population where the circulation and management of information
operates in culturally particular ways that do not always correspond with
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Western notions of privacy. Some stories and information used in this research
will most likely easily be identifiable to the masters of information analysis and
triangulation with whom I spent time (and from whom I collected data as well).
One of the challenges of doing research on locally relevant and potentially
sensitive topics within a small cultural group is to understand how and when it is
appropriate to share information that has been learned along the way. My
intention was to maintain a culturally acceptable level of confidentiality, privacy,
and trust for all research participants, and I hope my interlocutors accept the
sensitivity and gratitude with which I have used their contributions to this
research.
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CHAPTER 1.
YOUTH, MORALITY, AND MODERNITY

“As performers we are merchants of morality…To use a different imagery,
the very obligation and profitability of appearing always in a steady moral
light, of being a socialized character, forces one to be the sort of person
who is practiced in the ways of the stage.” Goffman 1959: 251

This! Is! ‘Eua!
I had been living at my research site on the island of ‘Eua, in Tonga, for just a few
weeks when I was confronted with the moral complexity of social life among
youth. While I had an underlying sense that Tongans in general often seemed to
be preoccupied with moral evaluations of social life, I gained a more specific
understanding of the ways youth navigate the tensions of multiple moral
frameworks through my friendship with Fololeni.1 While relatively short in
stature, Fololeni seemed to fill a room with her round shape and vivacious
personality. As a teacher at ‘Eua High School, her voice carried through the open
louvers of her classroom and into the ears of students several rooms away.
Fololeni was in her mid-twenties at the time I met her, and was fortunate enough
to have studied at a university in New Zealand in order to receive her teaching
credentials. She had decided to return to ‘Eua after her degree in order to support
her parents. Showing her strong ties to her family, Fololeni had also informally
adopted her sister’s children to “keep her company” in her house on the school
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 As mentioned in the preface, all names in this work are pseudonyms.
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grounds after her sister was diagnosed with cancer. In addition to her adopted
kids, Fololeni typically hosted several other high school students in her home at
any given time, caring for them while their parents were overseas or providing
them with intensive tutoring in preparation for exams. Overall, it seemed as if
this young woman was the pinnacle of Tongan morality: devoted daughter,
passionate teacher, and also highly active in the church, even sponsoring an afterschool religious studies group.
Yet there was another side to Fololeni that was quickly revealed to me, too.
To start, Fololeni loved to talk about her experiences in New Zealand, her passion
for shoes and fashion, and all the fun that could be had in a cosmopolitan space
outside of Tonga. Her boisterous love for jokes and raucous laughter occasionally
raised the eyebrows of school administrators and other teachers; her antics often
stayed just inside the bounds of appropriate behavior for a female schoolteacher.
And, finally, Fololeni enjoyed a good party, which nearly everyone knew on the
island but tried to overlook. Together with some of the other young, unmarried
high school teachers who joked that they formed the “Young Singles Club,”
Fololeni took me along on a night out a few months after I arrived on the island.
Because she was a distant relative, my host family encouraged me to spend time
with her, although as we drove off from the house I felt a little like my sixteenyear-old self, reassuring my parents that I’d be good as my friends and I planned
a night of adventure. The young teachers, a Japanese volunteer, and I ended up
on one of the beaches just outside of town, listening to hip-hop and dance music
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from the car speakers, watching Fololeni and another teacher, Semaima, as they
jokingly practiced their traditional Tongan dance moves to the music—a display
that could be interpreted as shocking and rebellious, given the symbolic weight
and high status attributed to more traditional performances of these tau‘olunga
by young, unmarried women. The night’s activities also included sharing bottles
of beer brought back from the main island by one of the teachers (there was no
place to buy alcohol on ‘Eua, except for the few hotel bars and a black-market
distiller). It took a little while to get over my initial shock and nervousness about
participating in this outing; I was still new enough to my field site that I worried
whether this paati (party) might affect my research and future social
relationships. I listened to Fololeni and the other teachers having a good time,
occasionally shouting out, “This is ‘Euuuuuaaaaaa!” and collapsing in laughter.
Reflecting on this from the vantage point of analysis, this experience did indeed
represent some of the conflicts and complexities of life on ‘Eua. How could one
balance the social obligations of family and a job that put one in the public eye,
with the desire to relax and have a good time? How did young people grapple
with their understandings of responsibility to maintain tradition while
experiencing forces—and desires—of modernity? This is youth on ‘Eua, fraught
with moral tension.
At the beginning of my fieldwork in January 2008, it was clear that ideas
of modernity and morality loomed large for people even on the more remote
islands of Tonga like ‘Eua, the site of my research. On this island a few hours’
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boat ride from the capital city of Nuku’alofa, the choices youth made regarding
their everyday lives and the decisions they considered for the future became
suffused with moral connotations. Youth felt the responsibility of familial
relationships even as they considered the possibilities embedded in other kinds of
personal interactions and connections (such as marriage partners or
opportunities for migration), either temporary or permanent. While global
modernity clearly has far-reaching economic and political effects, engagement
with global processes and transnational entities as a part of the experience of
“modernity” or “development” produces new forms and reshapes pre-existing
notions of cultural life on moral and socio-emotional levels as well.
This research investigates the ways in which processes of globalization and
modernity work in the constitution of, and become embedded within, moral
frameworks among youth on the island of ‘Eua in Tonga. I argue that global
modernity operates not simply as a series of economic or political changes, but
alters fields of morality and emotion in local contexts as well. This picture
becomes more complex when considering the particularly significant role of
youth in experiencing and understanding global modernity for Tongans: despite
their relatively low position in the status hierarchy that still determines the
boundaries of social experience in Tonga, youth have become critical actors in the
ways Tongan institutions and Tongan people think about and “do” modernity.
‘Eua becomes a critical site to examine youth, morality, and modernity because
its place on the margins of the margins affords a key vantage point to understand
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how the global and the local become intertwined. Through ethnographic analyses
of the lives of youth in ‘Eua, my work illustrates how competing moral
frameworks come to arise in specific local contexts, and how social actors utilize
these at times partial and unstable moral frameworks to understand and
interpret events in their daily lives.
Morality is understood here to be a dynamic and socially-constituted
means of understanding social interactions, defining socially appropriate modes
of being, and assigning relative value to given ideas and practices, as will be
outlined in more detail below. What is critical to understand here is that an
anthropologically-derived definition of morality does not rely on ideal notions of
“The Good” or one universal way of “The Right.” Instead, morality is understood
as a process where people in particular cultural groups make context-based
decisions about which actions—including communicative actions—are the most
socially appropriate and will reflect a commitment to upholding social order
(Lambek 2010; Mahmood 2005). Social actors produce particular moral
frameworks through discourse and practice, making and sharing evaluative and
affective stances through interaction.
This research shows how morality and moral frameworks are
polysemiotically revealed in social interactions; that is, how moral frameworks
emerge through a combination of semiotically identifiable levels, from clothing
choices, to the building and maintenance of social relationships, to what is said
and how it is said. In my analyses of the moral valences of a range of activities
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such as doing volunteer work, using new technologies like mobile phones and
DVD players, or choosing to speak English, I show the ways that competing
discourses about modernity and tradition, and their accompanying moral
narratives, produce a sense of ambivalence among youth and others in ‘Eua.
Following this, I investigate how representations of morality articulate with
globalization as locally understood.
Language and linguistic practices inform my understanding of how moral
frameworks come to be constituted and enacted as well. As will be addressed in
more detail below, language can encode and express moral stances in a number
of interrelated ways and through a multiplicity of forms. From a code choice of
Tongan, one can partially understand youths’ alignment with traditionallyderived understandings of cultural identity and their orientation away from a
“modern” future that would entail speaking a more global language such as
English. In grammatical constructions that make agency unclear, youth express
their ambivalence and uncertainty about particular topics or events. Through
discussions of their everyday lives, moral evaluations of particular actions and
commentary on what should or should not be done reveals speakers’ moral
stances. Interviews, texts, and conversations will be employed in this analysis to
show how moral frameworks emerge and operate in everyday linguistic
communication.
In interrogating the issues underlying the production of multiple moral
frameworks reflecting local interpretations of tradition and modernity, youth in
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Tonga emerge as especially appropriate interlocutors because they are seen as
powerful and embodied manifestations of possibility for the future in both
positive and negative senses. Moreover, mainstream discourse characterizes
them as potentially unstable subjects, not yet fully inculcated with the sense of
what it means to be culturally competent (Morton 1996: 71). For youth I worked
with, the question of how to act as a socially appropriate young man or woman
becomes especially fraught with moral tension given social perceptions of a
greater range of choices available and relatively fewer social roles that might limit
options for action. Without jobs or households and farmland of their own to look
after, not yet tied down by marriage partners or children of their own, and
without established roles in church, women’s societies, or men’s kava clubs,
youth operate within a liminal space (Turner 1967, van Gennep 1960) and are
seen as sufficiently culturally competent to help in important matters, but not yet
completely reliable in all situations. Tongans perceive children as willful, curious,
and having an underdeveloped sense of responsibility, and interpret this as a
possible point of rupture in social organization and the future of “tradition” in
Tonga. This sense of vulnerability underlies the ambivalence with which they
view the technologies and sensibilities of modernity.
Although this research focuses on a geographically small and isolated
island, it represents an important contribution to anthropological
understandings of youth and globalization in a number of ways. First, the
research addresses broad and globally relevant questions about how macro-scale
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forces of modernity and globalization interact with local, culturally constructed
moral frameworks that emerge in everyday social relationships. In the
contemporary world, local particulars are always in conversation with more
global and transnational concerns, and this research provides insight into the
ways people in a specific context grapple with the continuum of local-to-global
issues in their daily lives.
This research also seeks to address an oversight identified by Charles
Taylor within some theories of modernity. Taylor states that, “explanations that
shy away from invoking moral or spiritual factors in favor of (what are thought to
be) harder and more down-to-earth causes…[accounts of modernity] frequently
skirt altogether the issue of whether these changes in culture and outlook owe
anything to their own inherent power as moral ideals” (2001:177-178; see also
Keane 2007). My work adds nuance to the anthropological theorization of global
modernity through close attention to the moral tendrils exposed in social
interaction at this particular juncture understood as “modernity.” Understanding
the specific moral foundations, connotations, and transformations of modernity
as experienced in a particular locale assist in the general explication of how largescale processes affect and are affected by micro-scale cultural tenets in the world
at large.
In this dissertation, I follow Keane’s idea of semiotic ideologies within a
representational economy, using the term “semiotic ideology” to encompass not
just how ideas about language relate to justifications of political and social
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structure, but also how other objects and practices can become imbued with
semiotic meaning and act as a way of representing beliefs about social structure
and practice (2007: 16-19). Keane uses “representational economy” to reference
the ways in which changes in ideologies within one domain affect interpretations
of other objects and practices. In keeping with this, I work to show the many
different domains in which moral frameworks come to be defined and manifest
themselves in possibly unexpected ways. By combining analyses of sites of
explicit moral fashioning such as church and family with more mundane,
everyday activities that are nonetheless imbued with moral significance, such as
choosing what to wear or which movie to watch, this research builds on recent
foundational work in the anthropology of morality to show the complexity and
importance of morality in contemporary life.
In pursuing questions regarding globalization and moral frameworks
through the ethnography of youth, I also add to this growing body of work on
children and young adults. Youth are frequently implicated in the processes of
modernity and globalization through their consumption desires and habits
(Liechty 2003, Cole 2004), their educational goals and practices (Amit-Talai and
Verded 1995), and their burgeoning sexuality (Curtis 2009, Cole and Thomas
2009); this research seeks to expand understandings of the moral and emotional
work that occurs among youth in conjunction with their experimentation in the
face of the ever-expanding range of choices.
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Being Modern, Being Moral
Modernity in Tonga
The experience of modernity in Tonga, like many other places around the
world, has been characterized by increased interest in and reliance upon
capitalism within the economic sphere and a rapid increase in the range of
possibilities for consumption, travel, communication and engagement with new
people and ideas. In some ways, Tongans might argue that they have “always
been modern,” for almost since the emergence of the country as a single, unified
nation, Tongan leaders have urged their citizens to emulate certain Western
customs in styles of government, modes of dress, practice of religion, and even
linguistic codes. Yet, at the same time, Tonga might also fit equally well into the
category of sites that have experienced “alternative,” “plural,” or “multiple”
modernities (Gaonkar 1999, Knauft 2002, Mitchell 2000). Tonga could be
defined as experiencing an “alternative modernity” because it defies certain
aspects of Western notions of modernity: the country continues to maintain a
strict hierarchy of titled nobles, chiefs, royalty, and commoners, and is only
slowly moving towards a system of democratic government. Furthermore, the
capitalist economy operates in some ways that look quite different from the
commodity-driven cultures found in more strictly-defined “modern”
cosmopolitan sites, as many Tongans still rely heavily on exchange and
reciprocity to survive. While modernity and globalization have certainly increased
the range of imagined possibilities for Tongans (Appadurai 1996), at the same
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time, I argue that it has opened them up to new insecurities about their status
within the rest of the world. For example, television, movies, and the internet
have allowed Tongans to see lifestyles very different from their own, and many
perceive themselves as poor. Several people with whom I worked also worried
aloud about how Americans and others might interpret “traditional” Tongan
practices such as physical punishment of their children, and how this might earn
them a lower status on the global stage. To many Tongans with whom I worked, I
found that modernity meant increased opportunities for education and better
lives, as well as ever-growing access to, and unmet desire for, goods and
experiences.
Tongans’ ties to other parts of the world and their engagement with
processes of modernity and globalization began with an increase in migration
over the past forty years, and subsequent growth of diasporic communities in
Australia, New Zealand, and the United States (Lee 2003; Small 1997). Tongans
continue to move back and forth between their home country and these diasporas
in patterns of circular migration for work, school, medical care, and recreation; at
my research site, it was very rare for a family to have no relatives who lived in or
occasionally visited some other country. Over the past forty years of migration,
Tongans have not only travelled between these places themselves, but have
established relationships of exchange, trading traditional valuables like woven
mats or painted bark cloth for modern conveniences like washing machines and
stoves (Addo 2004; Evans 2001; Small 1997). For many of the people travelling

	
  

26
or managing the circulation of goods, the maintenance of traditional Tongan
language and culture remained important, and produced constant worry about
passing on “the Tongan Way” to the next generation (Lee 2003; Lee and Francis
2009).
More recently, the pace of global modernity and its effects on people’s lives
seems to have increased in Tonga. In the capital and further afield, many people
now feel the pressure of maintaining an appearance of cosmopolitan ease, or
seeming well-informed about global trends and keeping up with semiotic
markers of modernity. This includes engagement with, or at the very least an
awareness of, an ever-changing array of new options and experiences, such as
dining in restaurants, going to a hair stylist, or sculpting one’s body at a gym
(Besnier 2011). With greater access to economic resources through growing rates
of formal employment at home and abroad, Tongans also feel more anxiety about
the many obligations they have to family as well as a growing range of desires for
goods and services previously unavailable. One woman with whom I worked
frequently mentioned the “pressure” and “stress” that accompanied overseas
travel, since it was expected that lavish gifts and money would be given to family
members upon the traveler’s return to Tonga. Seen by others and by themselves
as “on the edge,” nearly bypassed by global modernity, “objects and bodies” begin
to take on special importance in the constitution of modernity. Besnier states,
“objects may originate as gifts and become commodities or vice versa, and these
transformations contribute to the constitution of the modernity in question,” so
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that mobile phones, DVD players, or electronic music players brought as gifts
from overseas become a means through which modernity is defined and alter the
relationship of Tongan youth to the commodity world. A parallel concern also
arises with managing the appearance of one’s body and its commodification,
showing “the ways in which modernity is engrained at once in the intimate details
of the quotidian and in large-scale dynamics of globalization and social
transformation” (Besnier 2011: 232). For instance, a young woman’s choice of
hairstyle or clothing can be understood as the performance of identity with a
specific alignment to modernity, which others may interpret as a moral stance,
understanding particular practices (e.g. drinking, having premarital sex) to go
along with bodily presentation (a halter top or tight jeans). The pressures of
performing modernity and acquiring (and keeping) the appropriate props to
bolster one’s image becomes a near-constant preoccupation for some Tongans,
even as they grapple with a sense of being just out of sight of the global audience.
While Besnier’s focus on bodies and objects is largely centered in relatively
new sites where modernity can be negotiated in the capital, such as flea markets,
hair salons, body-building gyms, and national beauty pageants (2011), for
Tongans living outside of the capital, modernity is negotiated in similar, but
differing, ways. For the youth of Tonga, their range of experiences associated with
modernity encompasses the sites and objects that can be seen in the capital city,
but also includes a number of different means for becoming engaged with and
implicated in the processes of global modernity. The frequency of trips to the
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capital and the salience of activities there to everyday life throughout Tonga
meant that even on the separate island of ‘Eua, events and ideas from the capital
still maintained a presence in people’s lives and informed their understandings of
moral and social practices. On ‘Eua, youth engaged with modernity in some ways
that ran parallel to those accessible in the capital, although sites with a more
rural and locally-specific feeling also figured in the ways they understood moral
modernity. Picnics on the beach or work in a farming cooperative run by youth
became spaces laden with modern and moral weight for ‘Euan youth just as much
as internet cafes or discos. As described above, youth have recently become a
central focus of the nation’s attention, and are tied to the temporal and cultural
future of the nation. In keeping with Besnier’s work, the bodies of youth have
become commodified in certain ways only understandable through the lens of
modernity: the management of youthful bodies and, in particular, of their
sexuality has become of paramount importance in constructing ideas of
modernity for Tongans, and for constructing ideas of Tongans for their global
counterparts (Mitchell 2002; Adams and Pigg 2005). This includes the
consumption of particular goods that help to transform bodies with different
styles, but also extends to development work that seeks to re-interpret bodily
practices like sex. In the past few decades, non-governmental organizations,
religious entities, and other forms of transnational aid collectives have taken
interest in Tonga and its youthful population, producing a number of reports that
have helped to define the category of youth locally as well as problematize the
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nature of those who fall into it. These organizations and the studies they assist
Tongan groups in undertaking work to produce some of the very issues they hope
to explore, such as teen mental illness, teen pregnancy, and sexually transmitted
diseases, to name just a few. While the education programs and financial
investment these organizations bring to Tonga make an impact on the lives of
youth and those who take an interest in them, at the same time, the experience of
modernity is complicated by the kinds of knowledge they produce and the moral
conflicts their work (sometimes unwittingly) engenders.
The increasing use of new media and digital technologies also informs
Tongan youths’ perspectives on modernity and lends insight into the ways
practices associated with global modernity shape and are shaped by moral
frameworks. Mobile phones provide youth with new opportunities to make
contact with others ostensibly outside of the realm of adult surveillance, but can
also lead to ambivalence and doubt about the strength of new romantic
relationships and the truth behind communicated messages (Horst and Miller
2006; Katz and Aakhus 2002; Ling and Pederson 2005). The ways in which
television and film can open up new forms of “imagined possibilities” (Appadurai
1996) and offer new perspectives on life choices has been well documented in
many countries (see, for instance Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, and Larkin 2002;
Larkin 2008); however, I argue that additional attention to the ways in which
visual media helps to cultivate particular moral and emotional selves can be
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useful in understanding the connections between new media, morality, and
modernity.
Morality
Anthropological investigations of morality move away from considerations
of morality as innate, individually-based, and personally-derived aspirations to
achieve some ideal behavior, and rather focus on the social actions and
interactions that develop an emergent moral framework underlying the shared
values and practices of a cultural group. Many recent anthropological accounts of
morality or moral systems draw upon Foucault as well as Aristotelian concepts of
contextually-based judgments regarding what constitutes the best or most
“moral” course of action (MacIntyre 2007; Zigon 2008: 23-25). The centrality of
understanding and reacting to situational contexts in Aristotle’s formulation of
moral virtue, as well as its focus on the development of a moral self through
habitual, repetitive practices, makes this philosophical rendering of morality
particularly well-suited to ethnographic analysis of actions taken in order to
transform oneself into a socially appropriate moral being (Mahmood 2005: 2528, 135-137).
The emphasis on social context as important in deriving moral
frameworks and the role of repetitive practice (what Bourdieu would term
habitus) in cultivating a moral social order has been productively elaborated
upon in non-Western, non-Enlightenment contexts (Barker 2007; Mahmood
2005). Such renderings of culturally-informed morality move away from
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Enlightenment understandings of individuals as necessarily rational and selfgoverning, focusing instead on how shared practices and social evaluations form
ideas about moral, socially appropriate behavior. For example, Mahmood (2005)
shows how her research participants choose to wear the veil (hijab) in public and
participate in specific kinds of discussions of the Koran as a means of cultivating
a particular moral habitus. Mahmood deftly links agency to morality in this
analysis, showing the ways in which individual, agentive action can be taken to
form a collective group presence and to uphold, rather than resist, the social
order (see also Abu-Lughod 1990, 2002).
In similar ways, moral frameworks on ‘Eua appeared to be derived from
repetitive modes of being-in-the-world as well as taking part in interactions and
activities that evaluated the behavior of social interlocutors. This idea of morality
also builds upon Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, or dispositions garnered through
the practice of everyday life (1977, see also de Certeau 1984). Locating morality in
the experiences and evaluations of shared social practice (including
conversational interaction) avoids an overly narrow perspective of morality as
located in individually-motivated attempts to cultivate a particular kind of self. At
the same time, it refrains from Durkheimian overgeneralizations of morality as
“the codified representation of society,” obscuring the difference between
concepts of culture and concepts of morality (Yan 2011). The cultivation of the
self and management of one’s embodied practice does of course play a role in
creating and upholding definitions of morality. Instead of simply focusing on the
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individual cultivation of self, however, I argue that we must press further on
questions such as how do individuals know in what way to cultivate and manage
the self? Where do these goals come from? I employ ethnographic description
and linguistic anthropological analysis of youth on ‘Eua in order to examine the
cultural cultivation of morality, and the ways in which ideas about modernity add
tension and ambivalence to this social project.
The idea of the “moral framework” combines the perspectives of
anthropologies of morality with Erving Goffman’s work on frames as a means of
interpreting social interaction and on the presentation of self in interaction
(Goffman 1959, 1986). In Goffman’s rendering of social life, people take on social
roles and must perform the appropriate actions to in order to be accepted by a
group as a culturally competent person. Drawing on this idea of social life as a
kind of performance, a moral framework can be seen as the system of rules or
parameters set out by a cultural group that one must abide by in order to be
perceived as a socially appropriate actor. Actors move about their daily lives with
the understanding that constant adjustments must be made to one’s presentation
of self to reflect the dynamic and emergent nature of the moral framework itself.
Culturally salient institutions such as education, religion, and government
support the production and reproduction of morality as a set of social norms to
be upheld, but these are also formed and maintained through everyday discourse
and through “embodied dispositions,” a kind of habitus or set of practices,
inculcated through socialization, for taking part in everyday life (Zigon 2008:
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162-165). Zigon highlights the idea of morality as engrained in daily life, stating,
“morality as habitus is not thought out beforehand, nor is it noticed when it is
performed. It is simply done. Morality as embodied dispositions is one’s already
cultivated everyday way of being in the world,” (Zigon 2011: 69).
Taking this one step further, when social actors become aware of their
participation in the perpetuation of this habitus at some critical moment and
start to engage in reflective and self-reflexive projects in order to transform their
“conduct of the self,” they engage in what Foucault has called ethics or ethical
work, an “exercise of the self on the self by which one attempts to develop and
transform oneself, and to attain to a certain mode of being” (Foucault 1997: 282).
According to Foucault, moments occur when persons understand some aspects of
their participation and “subjectivation” within a system of governmentality which
structures their everyday lives, and the process of ethics represents one way they
can make decisions about the ways they fit in to the system and experience
certain degrees of freedom within it.
Some of the most influential theories of morality in anthropology come
from the ethnographic work of Zigon (2008, 2011). In his analysis of injecting
drug users’ experience at a rehabilitation center run by the Russian Orthodox
Church in St. Petersburg, Russia, Zigon (2008, 2011) highlights the connection
between the interactive nature of developing ideas of morality in the context of
self-transformation. At the same time, however, his analysis focuses mainly on
individual efforts, paying less attention to the socially shared nature of moral
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frameworks. Zigon argues that work on oneself to become a more socially
appropriate, moral, and socially acceptable person can only come after a moment
of “ethical breakdown” (2011: 70-71; 2008: 165; see also Throop 2010). These
moments of ethical breakdown occur “when some event or person intrudes into
the everyday life of a person and forces him to consciously reflect upon the
appropriate ethical response (be it words, silence, action, or nonaction)” (p. 70).
Following such a moment, the person must conduct more reflective and reflexive
work on his self (in language, values, emotion, or practice) as a means of once
again returning to a state where moral comportment is unthinking and part of
the unconsidered habitus of everyday life (p. 70-71). These moments of ethical
breakdown occur for the injecting drug users when they must confront the
transgressive or criminal acts they did, and the disjunctures in social relations
that followed, before coming to the rehab center. Within the institution of the
Russian Orthodox Church and its rehab center, the recovering addicts undergo a
process of self-transformation that works towards making them into more
socially appropriate, neoliberal subjects.
Within the context of Tonga, however, it is more difficult to pinpoint
discrete moments where individual persons experience such an “ethical
breakdown.” Within the local cultural context of my work, I argue that a largerscale approach to time, space, and people is necessary to understand the moral
tensions and ethical work occurring. Instead of focusing on particular events in
people’s lives, I argue that the current time period represents a sort of
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chronotope, or a concentrated moment in both space and time that affects how
actions are interpreted by the people experiencing that particular context
(Bakhtin 1981). In this way, I demonstrate how this particular configuration of
space and time in Tonga lends itself to considering all activity as organized in
part around interpretations of morality. People engage with and experience
morality within social interactions that link together to form a more coherent
whole. They understand various interpretations of morality as residing within a
continuum from “tradition” to “modernity.” While certain events can jarringly
cast into the spotlight a conflict between taken-for-granted understandings of
morality and lived reality, the daily experience of slight tensions and
ambivalencies of multiple, smaller conflicts seems to more accurately capture the
situation in ‘Eua.
One way that Zigon’s notion of the “ethical breakdown” could be
productively used in an analysis of moral frameworks in Tonga is by expanding
his ideas not just through the chronotope, but also to understand ethical
breakdowns as possibly collectively, not just individually, experienced. For
example, the politically-motivated riots of November 16, 2006, commonly known
as “16/11” by Tongans, can be seen as a moment when an event “intruded” into
the communal lives of Tongans. After the riots, many Tongans were left with a
sense that the structure of society itself had come apart at the seams, and that
longstanding notions of proper actions seemed no longer to apply. The riots
created a “break” in society that motivated a far-ranging reconsideration of
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political, social, and moral life across the country in much the same way that
moments of ethical breakdown inspired reflection and work on the self for
Zigon’s individual drug users.
Ethical work can be transformative of the social world, in the sense that
change can be made to underlying moral values, but it also can be intentional or
agentive action towards upholding the socially agreed upon standards of morality
and cultural practices (cf. Mahmood 2005). In this way, the ethical work of
reflection and reflexivity undertaken by Tongan youth can be seen as similar to
the performance of morality in the everyday presentation of self referred to by
Goffman, who claims that in performing the social roles expected of them, people
become “merchants of morality.” In other words, Goffman states that people
attempt to appear as socially acceptable and morally appropriate members of a
cultural group, no matter what their personal intentions or motivations might be
(1959: 251). While Goffman appears to argue that the actual moral intentions of
any given person may be suspect despite the persuasiveness of her performance,
the very act of purveying morality and appearing to uphold societal standards of
morality eventually implicates one in the continued maintenance of the moral
order (Mahmood 2005: 24-35). It is not so important whether or not one has
truly “good” intentions at the core of one’s self in this view (or, for that matter,
how others might be able to deduce one’s inner purity), but rather that one acts in
a manner appropriate to the specific social context, carrying out one’s actions in a
way that fits cultural expectations. This view of morality as lying in social action
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resonates with Tongan understandings of the self and individual motivations. As
in other parts of Polynesia and across the Pacific, Tongans view social actors as
multi-faceted or “dividual,” taking on various roles according to the specific
context (cf. Mageo 1998). For example, two young, unmarried women who
participated in my research were employed as teachers at ‘Eua High School, but
were treated variously as authority figures while teaching, as friends in youth
group meetings, and as children in church contexts while older relatives were
present. Likewise, their actions were evaluated according to different moral
standards depending on which contextual role they were perceived as “supposed
to be playing:” while it might be acceptable for a daughter to occasionally go to
the disco, it was not seen as especially befitting a teacher.2 Moreover, Tongans
avoid making predictions about others’ motivations for action or speculations
about others’ internal states; instead, they consider understanding of others to lie
in their actions (cf. Duranti 1994 for similar situations in Samoa).
A moral framework, then, can be understood as part of the structure
underlying social life and guiding notions of culturally condoned moral action. It
also works as a “frame” in Goffman’s sense of a particular means of
contextualizing and interpreting others’ ideas and practices as either acceptable
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 The most well-known treatment of selves as partible or “dividual” comes from
Marilyn Strathern’s work in Papua New Guinea (1988). Strathern overstates the
case somewhat, however, arguing that selves are always seen as “dividual” and
“relational” rather than individually agentive. There were plenty of times during
my fieldwork when people acted—and were judged—as individuals, and recent
ethnographic work shows this to be the case elsewhere in the Pacific as well (see,
for example, Wardlow 2006).
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or reprehensible. The main moral frameworks operating on ‘Eua are themselves
culturally constructed and emergent in everyday interactions, rendering the
moral frameworks that are flexible and in a constant state of re-evaluation and
re-interpretation through conversation and practice. Many ‘Euans—especially,
though not exclusively, older adults—claim a foundation for Tongan culture and
notions of morality rooted in long-held traditions. Yet, on closer inspection, the
moral framework apparent in the contemporary cultural life of ‘Eua reveals a
complex mix of historically-rooted traditions and new perspectives developed
locally and more globally. Most significantly, Tongan concepts of morality and
ideas about socially appropriate conduct of the self are most often discursively
constructed as rooted in the emotional and social bonds of family and, in
particular, the brother-sister relationship (Philips 2004). The historically-rooted
brother–sister relationship of respect, or faka‘apa‘apa, dictates the morally
appropriate conduct for cross-gender sibling relationships. Similar forms of
cross-sibling respect relationships occur in groups across the Pacific. The
brother-sister respect relationship remains one of the most important aspects of
Tongan social organization today. Brothers and sisters have moral obligations to
treat each other with respect, look after and care for one another, and conduct
their own lives in a way that avoids bringing shame upon the family. This kinship
paradigm has important ramifications in the control of adolescent sexuality and
even has heavy influence in the choice of eventual marriage partners and the
organization of adult family life. The brother-sister bond plays an important role
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in setting expectations for material and financial contributions to the nuclear
family and extended kin as well (see Chapter 4 for an extended discussion of this
relationship of respect).
Along with this brother-sister bond, other social relationships also have an
influence on the definition and implementation of moral frameworks. Ideologies
of gender, age, and other social categories play a role in the constitution of moral
frameworks, creating different standards based on particular gendered identities.
Moral frameworks only emerge within interactions between people based on
their particular social relationships, and are highly context specific (see Barker
2007 and Lambek 2010). For example, town churchgoers had different ideas
about the proper behavior for the local minister’s wife and expressed their
evaluations of her actions on a context-specific basis that varied from their
evaluations of newly married young women in the church.
Language, Moral Evaluation, and Emotional Expression
The constitution of moral frameworks is situated in everyday interaction
and practice, and for this reason, the ethnographic analysis of communication
and linguistic anthropological techniques for examining the “work” of interaction
is especially important for this research. In particular, along with close attention
to the semiotic underpinnings of everyday life, I draw upon linguistic
anthropological literature on language ideologies, stance in discourse and
interaction, and emotion or affect in discourse to identify how morality is
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understood in this particular cultural context, and how moral frameworks relate
to other realms of cultural experience.
Language ideologies and communicative stances both signal some kind of
evaluation of the linguistic practices and social meanings of utterances, albeit
from different vantage points within social structure. Language ideologies are
understood here to be culturally constructed and maintained sets of ideas about
how particular ways of speaking correlate with particular social values and
identities. As they are defined and contested at both the levels of social structure
and micro-interaction, language ideologies “become suffused with the political
and moral issues pervading the particular sociolinguistic field and are subject to
the interests of their bearers’ social position” (Irvine and Gal 2000: 35; see also
Woolard and Schieffelin 1994, Woolard 1998). Analyses of how language
ideologies work in interaction reveals the highly polysemiotic nature of moral
frameworks, showing the ways evaluations of social appropriateness might begin
at the level of linguistic code or register and continue on through more
epistemological or pragmatic issues, such as who may say what to whom and the
means or necessity for assessing truth value in an utterance. Social judgments
about the relative appropriateness, beauty, or effectiveness of the languages
people use, how they use them, and what they say to whom help to constitute
moral frameworks that categorize and evaluate not just communication, but
speakers and positionalities.
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Similarly, a focus on stance in discourse allows for an understanding of the
ways in which interactional participants orient to particular aspects of
communication and attach evaluations to them. Stance constitutes a kind of
perspective or “positioning” of speaker, addressee, and their attitudes on or
beliefs about a particular topic (Englebretson 2007, Dubois 2007, Jaffe 2009).
Speakers can also take a stance that reflects their evaluation of a particular
language or code choice, utterance, or other aspect of communicative practice,
from the very general to the micro-level. Because it makes a claim of evaluation
or takes a position, linguistic stance always carries some moral loadings, though
the actual significance or magnitude on larger moral frameworks may vary from
situation to situation. The evaluations made through specific linguistic stances
are derived from shared notions of language ideologies (in terms of what
particular ways of speaking might index) as well as knowledge of what behaviors
are socially condoned, and how they fit into a larger framework of moral
comportment.
Speakers may take explicitly moral stances within instances of interaction,
as when people recount events. Ochs and Capps (2001: 45-46) argue that
“everyday narratives of personal experience elaborately encode and perpetuate
moral worldviews” and “imbue experience with moral direction” by presenting
information about one’s experiences and evaluating actions in terms of the extent
to which they act as cultural members “should” or “ought” to behave. In this way,
narrators of experiences take a moral stance in relation to events, context, and
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the values and actions of themselves and others, perpetuating ideas about the
boundaries of socially acceptable behavior.
Finally, an examination of the ways emotions are constructed and
understood through discourse can shed light on the ways moral frameworks are
partially shaped through cultural elaborations on and evaluations of affect and
emotion. Rather than viewing emotions as internally shaped by individual minds,
emotions can be seen as culturally constituted, where “emotional discourse [acts]
as a form of social action that creates effects in the world, effects that are read in
a culturally informed way by the audience for emotion talk” (Abu-Lughod and
Lutz 1990: 12). Many of the most socially significant emotions in Tonga, such as
‘ofa (love, generosity) and mā (shame, embarrassment), are explicitly tied to
notions of moral obligations and appropriate social conduct (Kavaliku 1977,
Morton 1996). At the same time, the management of outward expressions of
inward emotional states and the control of eventual, seemingly inevitable and
justifiable, explosive expressions of strong emotions have equally important
connotations in Tonga (e.g. Olson 1994 for anger) and elsewhere (Lutz 1988,
Throop 2010, Wikan 1990). As MacIntyre has argued, “virtues are dispositions
not only to act in particular ways, but also to feel in particular ways…Moral
education is an ‘éducation sentimentale’” (2007: 149). Understanding the ways in
which the definitions and representations of these emotions emerge in
interaction, and how these emotions are changing, shows the ways moral
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contours of social life are shaped in interaction and how, in turn, these moral
frameworks guide social constraints on emotional expression.
Both control of and expression of emotions in social life become yet
another key to understanding moral frameworks. Emotion can be embedded in
communication in multiple ways, including at the levels of lexicon, grammar, and
syntax, but also through particular forms of address (e.g. kinship terms, tu-vous
and honorific distinctions, nicknames) and other modes of verbal art or play (e.g.
poetry, metaphor, joking) (Besnier 1990). Many of the linguistic forms used to
convey emotion are also particularly well-suited to embedding of indexicality, so
that emotional markers directly or indirectly convey additional information and
take on multiple semiotic meanings (Besnier 1990: 428-430). For instance, the
diminutive form of pronouns in Tongan, such as that used in the common
romantic expression “si‘eku lupe,” or “my little dove,” expresses heightened
emotional ties to a person while also indirectly indexing a relationship of power
or authority (i.e., one would not call a superior “my little” anything).
The communication of emotion in particular contexts using culturally
specific forms for that outward expression is guided by cultural norms and
ideologies of proper behavior. This indicates that any kind of emotional
expression can be evaluated for the relative morality or social appropriateness of
the times, places, and ways of conveying one’s feeling. At the same time, however,
“an expression of emotion becomes a pronouncement or claim (often implicit)
about the way things are or, more significantly, the way they ought to be” (White
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1990: 49). In this way, the performance of emotion becomes doubly moral: the
expression marks an evaluative stance on the part of the “emoter,” and the
actions of this person will be morally evaluated by his or her addressees and coparticipants in interaction. The heteroglossic character of human interactions, in
which utterances refer back to prior speech events and the meanings formed
through other conversations (Bakhtin 1981) complicates the links between
emotion, morality, and social interaction still further, for the communication of
an emotional or moral stance can be interpreted by co-participants in multiple
different ways (White 1990:51).
Fieldwork, Data, and Ethnographic Methods
This dissertation is based primarily on fieldwork conducted in ‘Eua from
January 2008 through April 2009, although earlier trips to Tonga have also
influenced the observations and conclusions made here. I first visited Tonga in
May-July of 2004 as part of an ethnographic field school offered by Dr. Heather
Young-Leslie, then a professor at the University of Hawai‘i. Participants in the
field school spent time in the capital city of Nuku’alofa, the regional capital of
Pangai in the Ha‘apai group, and several weeks in the homes of villagers on the
island of Ha‘ano, Ha‘apai. I then spent several weeks in Tonga in July-August
2007 attending the Tongan Research Association’s biannual conference in
Nuku’alofa and touring the Vava‘u island group in addition to making my first
visit to ‘Eua. These earlier experiences in Tonga proved to be invaluable in
making comparisons across regions within the country. More importantly,
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though, seeing the multiple changes that occurred throughout the country over
the time between my first visit and my dissertation research emphasized the swift
pace and the dramatic scale of the transformations in life for Tongans and, in
particular, for Tongan youth.
Throughout the period of my dissertation research, I undertook a number
of activities that informed my perspectives on social life on ‘Eua and helped me to
gather data. The basis of my work was the ethnographic standard of participant
observation, or living and interacting with a cultural group on a daily basis while
trying as much as possible to learn about, and acclimate to, local cultural values
and practices. I was fortunate to spend the entire period of my fieldwork living
with a Tongan family including four children ranging in age from 7 to 17. They
did everything they could not only to make me comfortable, but also to help
inculcate me into the rhythms and ways of Tongan life. Living with a Tongan
nuclear family provided many benefits in terms of research. Not only did the
near-constant conversation and household activity help to vastly improve my
Tongan language skills, but it also placed me within a larger network of extended
family or kāinga, church affiliation, and neighborhood, locating me within the
social nexus and helping to build rapport and familiarity with other local
residents.
My host family lived in the heart of ‘Ohonua, the largest town on ‘Eua and
the island’s administrative and commercial center, which provided me with
insight into the ways political and economic decisions radiated from the “center”
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of the nearby main island of Tongatapu across the ocean to ‘Ohonua, and then
through the island’s other towns. ‘Ohonua also represented a convenient, central
location for the other activities I became involved in as a means of better
understanding the dynamics of social life on ‘Eua and collecting various sorts of
ethnographic data. While doing fieldwork, some ‘Euans I spoke with suggested
that the people of ‘Ohonua and their daily lives were quite different from those of
others who lived elsewhere on the island; many of these people thought
‘Ohonuans had more of a “big city” or “Tonga” (meaning Tongatapu, the main
island where the capital is located) perspective. In some cases, I did find this to
be true, perhaps due to the fact that it appeared many of the residents in ‘Ohonua
seemed to be employed in the businesses located there, or were more likely to be
connected in some way to commerce or government in comparison to residents of
the island’s other villages. The sheer number of people living in ‘Ohonua also
contributed to a different feeling in the village, allowing for more church
congregations, men’s and women’s social clubs, and other groups that, while
overlapping in membership, might contribute to a sense of slightly less general
social familiarity than typically experienced in much smaller villages. However,
many people from other towns on ‘Eua worked in ‘Ohonua or frequented the
town regularly for other reasons, and the similarities in lifestyle, values, and
practices of all ‘Euans far outweighed the differences, especially when compared
to life on other islands. Moreover, my research activities allowed me to spend a
great deal of time in many of the other towns on ‘Eua, which, together with my
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many conversations with residents from all villages, has given me a well-rounded
perspective on life in general on the island. While some complexities of life in the
more remote and smaller communities on ‘Eua may have eluded me, the frequent
circulations of residents throughout the island seem to indicate that in most
cases, cultural values and practices were fairly familiar as well.
Investigating the particular research questions I was interested in entailed
building relationships with youth from multiple villages within the categories of
“in school youth” and “out of school youth,” and understanding the daily
activities and concerns for each group. In order to do this, I first became a
volunteer teacher at ‘Eua High School, the government secondary school and by
far the largest educational institution on the island. Following the examples of
prior anthropologists who explored questions of youth, language, and identity in
high schools (Bucholtz 1999; Eckert 1989, 2000; Mendoza-Denton 2008), I had
originally intended to offer my services as a volunteer tutor in exchange for
permission to simply hang around with students and observe their lives.
However, I quickly learned that Tongan schools are much different from the
American sites where most other ethnographies had been done, and my presence
as a young, female pālangi (non-Tongan, usually used especially for white
Americans) interested in youth and education was taken to be almost literally a
gift from some higher power in a school desperately in need of resources. Due in
part to the civil service reorganization of 2006 and subsequent changes in
government, as well as the recent births of children for three of its five teachers,
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the English Department in particular was severely understaffed, which meant
several of the upper-level courses sat unattended each day when schedule
conflicts resulted in the lack of a substitute teacher. On the very first day I visited
‘Eua High School to speak with the principal, I found myself shortly thereafter in
front of a room of thirty students, and later became the regular teacher for one of
the Form 3 and one of the Form 5 classes. In the first few months of my
volunteering at the high school, I also used free periods to sit in on and observe
other classes.
While initially I was concerned that my status as a teacher might lead to
mistrust by students and others and actually work against building relationships
of the sort that would help me in collecting data on youths’ daily lives, it turned
out that even these fears were built on ethnocentric understandings of teacherstudent relationships as well as a somewhat naïve belief in the power to fit in to a
local setting as an ethnographer. As mentioned above, Tonga is similar to other
parts of the Pacific such as Samoa (Mageo 1998, Ochs 1988) and Papua New
Guinea (Strathern 1988), where identities are considered highly contextdependent and multi-faceted, and the self is viewed as “dividual,” partible, and
constituted in social relations. A certain, specific role such as “teacher” accords
some status to its bearer that persists across various contexts or domains of
interaction, but in some ways, identity is fairly flexible, so that a teacher in one
context may be viewed more as a mother, sister, or peer in another and thus held
accountable to an entirely different set of interactional rules and relational
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behaviors. My position as “teacher” was seen as just one of many possible kinds
of relational selves, and it appeared that it was acceptable and almost expected
that young people related to me in different ways in the classroom from other
contexts. In fact, many of the teachers at ‘Eua High School were quite young
themselves, and so moved from one social position to another in similar ways; for
example, one young female teacher was known as a strict and effective
disciplinarian in the classroom, but was also a part of her church’s youth group
and could be seen enthusiastically taking part in dance routines and casual joking
with her students during off-school hours.
Additionally, my embodied status as a young, unmarried white woman
seemed to override any other possible social position in most cases, and this
highly visible position of outsider seemed to encourage young people to speak
openly and honestly with me. Tongan youth are accustomed to seeing young nonTongans because of the presence of aid workers from Japan, Australia, and the
United States Peace Corps, and these volunteers often work in schools or with
local youth groups. Interactions with non-Tongan tourists occur as well, but
much more infrequently than those with aid workers. The non-Tongans in these
volunteer positions are usually seen as friendly as well as curious about culture
and worthy themselves of curiosity. They typically have the reputation for being
generous with food and small gifts, especially Peace Corps volunteers for ‘Euans.
Furthermore, many ‘Euan youth viewed non-Tongans as particularly trustworthy
and enjoyable to talk to about various topics because they were perceived as
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having a less critical or conservative worldview than Tongans and, importantly,
because typically they were not well integrated into local social networks, thereby
ensuring that information passed along would not travel much further than the
recipient herself. For these reasons, many youth were already predisposed to
engage in polite conversations with me initially, and gradually, my ability to
speak in Tongan and my understanding of some of the responsibilities and
pressures of Tongan life cemented my friendship with many young people. My
position as a part of a Tongan household did not usually stand in the way of
having conversations with youth, although at times I had to reassure research
participants that I would not share their secrets with other people.
Along with volunteering as a high school teacher, I also became involved in
the ‘Eua Youth Congress (EYC), the regional branch of the Tonga National Youth
Congress (TNYC). Founded in 1991, the TNYC acts as a quasi-governmental
organization “by and for youth,” as described by its president at the time, and
counts one of the royal princesses as a member-patron. The organization receives
funding from multiple national and international sources, and distributes these
funds and other opportunities for youth among its regional offices in the different
island groups of Tonga. At the time of my fieldwork, the ‘Eua branch of the Youth
Congress had recently begun revitalized efforts to organize youth on the island
and provide various sorts of educational and economic opportunities. While the
organization was provided with office space in government ministry buildings in
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Mata‘aho, near the center of the island (see Map), most organizational activities
and youth events occurred in various village or church halls across the island.
The EYC president and board members worked throughout the year to
write grants for funding of projects, such as: environmental awareness and
ecotourism development, micro-credit loans for youth-run small businesses, and
resources for longer-term, larger-scale business development schemes. Along
with this, the EYC members facilitated and participated in a number of education
and awareness programs brought to the island in partnership with local and
transnational NGOs. These included workshops on Human Rights and Women’s
Rights, a “civil society” workshop to learn about “global citizenship,” workshops
to encourage better relations with the national police force and law enforcement,
and awareness and prevention programs covering sexually-transmitted diseases
and HIV/AIDS. These workshops were particularly striking as ethnographic
material because of their (often overtly advertised) connections with
transnational NGOs and their focus on “consciousness raising,” techniques for
self-governance, and concern with the ethical “care of the self” (Foucault 1997)
that, at times, stood in clear contrast to more widely accepted modes of being and
thinking on ‘Eua that reflect more careful attention to age and status hierarchies.
My research and participation in an HIV/AIDS awareness group, which emerged
as a subcommittee of the ‘Eua Youth Congress and eventually became the focus of
most of the EYC efforts during late 2008-early 2009, provided many
opportunities for understanding the ways youth attempt to interpret conflicting
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moral frameworks and reconcile information and action that does not fit into
discrete categories of tradition or modernity, moral or immoral.
While acting as a volunteer teacher and member of the ‘Eua Youth
Congress offered me multiple sources of data and insight into the ways
institutional structures shape the lives and values of youth, everyday observations
and activities also lent depth to my understanding of life in ‘Eua. Spending time
with youth as they did household tasks, studied for school and church group
exams, worked at formal or informal jobs, or simply hung out enriched my
understanding of how ideas about social obligations—and possibilities for
transgression—were developed and lived on a daily basis. Participant observation
also provided greater nuance to my knowledge of gendered identities and
moralities, and how notions of gender roles and responsibilities are contextspecific, emergent in interaction, and intertwined with other locally salient
categories such as age, status, and even religious affiliation.
Over the course of my stay in ‘Eua, I gathered additional information and
linguistic data through 40 open-ended, recorded interviews with youth between
the ages of 13 and 30, ranging in length from forty-five minutes to four hours.
The majority of these interviews (29 of them) were with in-school youth, and the
remainder of the interviews were with youth who were not enrolled in school at
the time, either because they had already obtained a secondary or tertiary degree,
or because they had decided not to continue their education. Over the course of
my fieldwork, I developed strong relationships with many out-of-school youth,
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and my field notes from our frequent, extended conversations and shared
experiences inform this research as well. Along with my recorded interviews
among in-school and out-of-school youth, I learned from the countless informal
and unrecorded conversations with youth over the course of doing chores,
participating in church events, wandering around the village, watching rugby
games, playing netball, enjoying beachside picnics, and other typical daily
activities.
In-school youth appeared to be slightly more comfortable with the one-onone, recorded interview format, possibly because this activity was similar to
research projects they undertook over the course of the year. Out-of-school
youth, on the other hand, were sometimes more shy about agreeing to be
recorded or answering formal questions I had compiled in an interview protocol,
but would gladly answer such questions and discuss them in great detail in a
more relaxed, unrecorded conversational setting. However, I hesitate to give too
much weight to such generalizations, as I had many high school students who
preferred not to do recorded interviews, and many out-of-school youth who
insisted upon a recorded interview that went through every question I had. While
the interview format and the relatively private and quiet space it required meant I
ended up with more female interview participants than male, I also was able to
collect a representative number of interviews with young men. My participation
as a server in the kava circles typically frequented by young men and key
friendships with a few young men helped me to learn far more about their lives
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and the experiences of male youth than I would have expected, given typical
cultural norms of gender separation in adolescence and youth. In addition to oneon-one interviews, I recorded many hours of spontaneously occurring social
interaction among youth, capturing the sorts of conversations that take place
while doing homework, sharing chores, relaxing at beachside picnics, and
completing everyday activities. These audio recordings of unplanned interactions
that transpired during relatively informal and naturally occurring social
gatherings help to illuminate the ways everyday conversations and
communicative events build and maintain underlying cultural values and moral
frameworks.
In addition to the one-on-one interviews with youth, I also completed
interviews with prominent community members, including government, church,
and school officials, as well as a snowball sample of older persons who were
suggested to me as sources of authority on local cultural history, Tongan culture
and current events, or on issues concerning youth. Through my contacts in
various churches and in the ‘Eua Youth Congress, I attempted to do group
interviews with all of the local village-centered youth groups, and was successful
in speaking with six active groups. In towns where youth groups were not actively
engaged in organizing events or projects, I had the entertaining experience of
conducting informal group interviews with one of the local kava clubs to elicit
multi-generational male perspectives on current matters pertaining to young
people. As a means of gathering complementary data on adult women’s views on
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youth, I conducted interviews with mothers and elderly women and spent time
with local “women’s society groups” and women’s weaving or tapa-making
groups. I also enjoyed many Sunday afternoons hanging out with adult women on
the breezy side porch of the ‘Ohonua Free Wesleyan Church after services,
catching up on local events and discussing youth issues.
Finally, my data-gathering activities also included research into the ways
youth in Tonga has been constructed as a type of socio-political entity worthy of
concern and action. This also entailed an understanding of how institutions
working for and with youth become involved in both the production of moral
panics and attempts to resolve these issues, enabling entry into transnational
discursive space, opportunities for much-needed extralocal financial assistance,
and interaction with transnational organizations. During my semi-regular trips to
the capital, Nuku’alofa, I conducted interviews with government officials and
members of nongovernmental organizations who worked with youth and on
other relevant issues. I also reviewed reports from studies done by the Ministry of
Health, Ministry of Education, and several transnational organizations regarding
the relative physical, mental, and social well-being of Tongan adults, youth, and
children. Many of the Christian denominations in Tonga have ministries or
departments devoted to their young congregants, and I spent time with these
religious groups as well, discussing their views on and efforts to assist youth.
Taken together, my participant observation with youth over a range of
ages, my interviews and interactions with adults in ‘Eua and in Tongatapu, and
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my research into the production and discussion of youth at the
institutional/administrative level present a clear picture of the various ways
“youth” generates meanings and meaningful, albeit conflicted and complex, lived
experiences.
Map of the Dissertation
In order to illustrate the ways in which processes of modernity and
globalization become imbued with moral weight and, in turn, affect the moral
frameworks and the cultivation of socio-emotional landscapes of youth as they
are polysemiotically expressed, this dissertation explores the contemporary life of
youth on ‘Eua from a variety of different perspectives. Chapter Two situates the
ethnographic setting of ‘Eua within the general history and culture of Tonga, as
well as providing additional detail on events, values, and practices specific to the
people currently living on the island of ‘Eua. I show how Tonga’s recent history
has shaped the ways people understand youth, morality, and modernity. This
chapter also describes the unique subculture present on the island of ‘Eua, and
how the circumstances surrounding the formation of its villages have led to
present-day issues that affect the experiences of youth locally, regionally, and
globally.
Chapter Three focuses on narratives contained within a female high school
student’s interview in order to explore the ways moral understandings are
constituted through talk and social action. I analyze the ways in which the young
woman uses multiple linguistic strategies to occupy various ideological positions
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and moral stances within her narrative about responding to pressures to have
sex. Through the analysis of my conversation with this research participant, I
show that social actors are in a constant state of producing moral frameworks
through shared interactions and reflections on past social experiences.
In its analysis of activities undertaken by the ‘Eua Youth Congress to raise
awareness of HIV/AIDS and sexually transmitted diseases, Chapter Four shows
the ways in which the production of knowledge and its distribution becomes
morally charged. I examine the HIV/AIDS education efforts of a small group of
youth on the island, analyzing how the subjectivities formed through their work
threaten the long-standing moral and social order by placing authority in the
hands of young and typically marginalized social actors. Through the friendships
built in their shared work to educate others about HIV/AIDS, nonheteronormative youth gain social power and renewed, albeit precarious, status
as moral actors orienting towards transnational connections.
Chapter Five centers on mobile phones’ rapid establishment as a part of
life for youth, particularly in conducting romantic relationships, maintaining
friendships, and organizing structures of feeling (Williams 1977). It explores the
ways in which youths’ use of mobile phones has subtly changed perceptions about
social interaction. I investigate the connections between ideologies of language on
the one hand and moralities on the other. The use of mobile phones to conduct
romantic relationships entails the formation of an ideology of communication
particular to this new technology—how one can use the device to communicate
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with specific individuals, the kinds of things one can say or “do” with mobile
communication, and the possibilities for interpretation of the messages conveyed
with this technology. Youth express a profound ambivalence about the truth
value of messages communicated on the phone, but employ mobile phones as a
means of creating an alternative sphere of communication in which to form
romantic relationships.
Along with mobile phones, other new forms of media and technology have
played a role in the ways youth constitute and engage with issues of modernity
and moral frameworks. Chapter Six probes the popularity of Filipino teleserye
television dramas among youth on ‘Eua, showing the ways these and other
movies are interpreted as educational, allowing ideas about tradition/modernity
and similarity/difference to be worked out with a view to establishing moral
grounding for each of these fluid and dynamic realms. I argue that Filipino soap
operas have reached such great heights of popularity because they allow Tongan
youth a means for making sense of their lives, touching on new experiences
brought on through global movements of people, ideas, and material objects. At
the same time, watching the Filipino soap operas entails a cultivation of
sentiment, whereby ‘Euan viewers attempt to align their moral and socioemotional selves with their interpretations of the actors’ own moral and
emotional stances. Using three short case studies, I show how the Filipino soap
opera provide a framework outside of local Tongan moral frameworks which can
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re-key actions seen as asocial or amoral into comprehensible ways of being in the
world.
Finally, Chapter Seven ties together the many different ways morality
operates within the context of youths’ social worlds on ‘Eua and expands on the
theoretical contributions of this research to cultural and linguistic anthropology.
It also examines the possible applications of this research for future efforts by
policy makers and youth organizations in Tonga attempting to understand the
current situation of youth in Tonga and promote their success in the future.
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CHAPTER 2.
‘EUA, YOUNG AND OLD: ETHNOGRAPHIC SETTING

The Kingdom of Tonga
Tonga is an archipelago of roughly 175 islands stretched across 500 miles
of ocean from the northernmost to southernmost islands, with about 50 of those
islands continuously inhabited by humans. (See Figure 2.1). In most cultural and
historical accounts, it is grouped within Polynesia, and the language is
Austronesian in origin. Captain James Cook visited Tonga in 1773 and, according
to folklore and historical sources, infamously bestowed the nickname “Friendly
Islands” on the country and its inhabitants, a moniker now most frequently
touted in promoting tourism. Following Cook’s visit, other European traders,
whalers, and missionaries visited Tonga as well, and the first European
missionaries set up permanent religious settlements in the early 1800s. Perhaps
the most significant group in terms of their effects on politics, religion, and
culture, the Wesleyans began a permanent mission in Tonga (after several less
successful attempts) in 1826 (Campbell 2001: 73-76). Charismatic figures from
this group of missionaries eventually played a role in the consolidation of Tonga
into a single national unit, the organization of the fledgling nation’s government,
and, of course, led to the establishment of the Free Wesleyan Church as the
largest and most influential Christian denomination in Tonga up to the present
(Campbell 2001; Latūkefū 1974).
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Figure 2.1 Map of Tonga, from ‘Eua Man & Biosphere Report, 2004

	
  

62
The islands are grouped into four separate administrative regions,
organized based on geographical and historical divisions: the Tongatapu group in
the south (named after the largest island in Tonga where the capital lies), the
Ha’apai group in the center, the Vava’u group in the north, and the Niuas, a
group of two small islands much more remote from the rest of Tonga. According
to the most recent census figures, there are 101,134 people living in Tonga
(2006). According to government immigration estimates, social science research,
and popular reckonings, about 100,000 Tongans live outside of the nation’s
borders, although I would suspect this figure has increased in recent years (see
Small 1997; Lee 2003; Lee and Francis 2009). Most Tongan immigrants live in
New Zealand, Australia, and the United States, although people of Tongan
heritage also reside in Japan, England, France, Russia, and other parts of the
world for multiple reasons including school, work, sports, and personal desire. As
in many countries, a truly accurate count of the population is nearly impossible
given the increasing numbers of circular migrants of all ages who leave Tonga for
varying periods of time, reside in another country, and eventually return either
temporarily or permanently. Within Tonga and on the outer islands in particular,
a sense of constant movement and flux permeates the social structure, as people
leave their towns to travel to the capital, other islands in Tonga, or further afield,
sometimes without specific dates of return.
Most Tongans take great pride in the fact that the country never
submitted to colonization by another world power, although Tonga did enter into
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a special relationship of protection with Great Britain from 1900 to 1970
(Campbell 2001). Tonga also counts itself as one of the few remaining true
monarchies in the world, although more recent political events have drastically
changed the tenor of this claim and the socio-political landscape itself. Recent
politically-motivated activities have had far-reaching consequences for Tonga,
including significant reconsiderations of how youth fit into visions of the nation’s
future. Although many of the people I worked with on ‘Eua attempted to remain
politically neutral or even apolitical in terms of larger, national government
conflicts, I argue that these political debates and the historical events of the past
few years have created one layer of social context for all current discourse and
action in Tonga.
Since the 1980s, the “Pro-Democracy Movement” has claimed a small but
highly vocal percentage of the nation’s Parliament, promoting greater
accountability for the actions of nobles and royalty as well as increased
governmental representation for commoners. In 2005, Feleti Sevele became the
first commoner to be appointed to the post of Prime Minister by King George
Taufa’ahau Tupou IV, which seemed a positive step towards greater involvement
in higher-level politics for commoners and a manifestation of the expressed royal
interest in creating a more democratic form of government. Then, events took a
turn for the worse. The swelling ranks of civil servants staged a public strike in
the capital of Nuku’alofa in late July 2006, demanding better wages for the
commoners that filled lower and mid-level positions without concomitant raises
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for higher-level positions typically held by nobility. The teachers, clerks, and
other members of the civil service likewise asked for these changes to be made
without threat of redundancies or any other decreases in the workforce. After six
weeks of striking, the demands of the civil servants for a raise in wages were met,
but according to many people, the other calls for no layoffs and no raises for
higher-ranking officials were not heeded.
Tensions began to build, and partly in order to mitigate conflict, the King
established a task force called “The National Committee for Political Reform” that
would travel throughout Tonga and its diasporic communities in Australia, New
Zealand, and the United States. The committee was formed to discuss possible
changes to the government and other issues facing Tongans and Tongan
migrants. After the sudden and shocking death in a car crash of the head of the
NCPR, Prince Tu‘ipelehake, the committee quickly appointed a replacement and
attempted to finish the report and make recommendations to the King, who died
shortly after the committee’s research period ended. When King George IV
passed away in September of 2006, the new King George Taufa‘ahau Tupou V
was left to deal with the recommendations and next steps. Instead of following
the proposals of the NCPR,1 King George V put together a new committee and
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 The final report of the National Committee for Political Reform was delivered to
the King and the government on 20 September 2006. It included several
innovative proposals that would drastically change the ways government
positions were filled and political decisions were made. The most significant
recommendations of the NCPR report proposed that the legislature include a
higher number of members representing commoners (17) than nobles (9), that
the Prime Minister should be chosen from the people’s representatives by the
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appeared to have other intentions for the committee’s findings and
recommendations.
In this climate of growing discontent, the Parliament session opened and
began for 2006. Leaders of the Pro-Democracy Movement conducted a protest
march through the capital, and supporters began to gather on the ritually and
politically significant grounds nearby. Accounts of what exactly happened next
vary, but within a few hours, mobs of people had amassed in the center of town,
burning shops and cars, smashing storefronts, and looting the goods from the
central business district. Business interests of the Prime Minister and several
nobles, as well as the shops of Chinese immigrants, seemed to be specifically
targeted for destruction and theft. The devastating effects of the riots, which were
estimated to have decimated over fifty percent of the central business district,
remain visible in the many precarious skeletons of cement-block buildings and
empty lots strewn throughout downtown. Even after beautification projects for
the 2008 coronation festivities and related economic incentives for incoming

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
King, and that the Prime Minister, not the King, should choose cabinet members
from the people’s representatives. The number of people’s representatives was
increased to 14 as a result of negotiations following the NCPR report, and
political reforms continue to take place as a result of the discussions begun
following the distribution of the report. It is important to note that, although the
report stated most Tongans favored democratic political reform, they also
strongly supported the maintenance of the traditional hierarchical system of
royalty and nobility (Campbell 2008: 101). This sentiment was reflected in the
political discussion I heard at the time of fieldwork; generally, Tongans wanted
greater representation for commoner interests and improved accountability for
all politicians’ actions, but saw these as separate, political changes that would not
alter the culturally-based status hierarchy.
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businesses that would provide tourist services, the effects of the riots on the
landscape are visible reminders of the lasting political strife.
As mentioned above, reverberations of these politically-motivated events
within the past decade can still be felt in institutional decision-making and other
aspects of everyday life in Tonga. Wherever one is, the main island of Tongatapu
and its recent past is never too far away, and events like the civil servants’ strike
and the riots remain in the background. Some continuing effects may also be felt,
from the availability of certain kinds of goods and the number of teachers
employed in each school to the ease of acquiring a visa and the possibilities for
traveling overseas for work or education. On ‘Eua, several stores had depended
on contracts with suppliers in the capital whose inventory was lost and
businesses destroyed in the riots. The events had broader, complex effects on the
economy in ‘Eua and other parts of Tonga in terms of income brought in through
international tourism: because of the political turmoil, local businesses in the
tourism sector reported a drop in visitors from New Zealand, Australia, and other
parts of the region, who feared becoming entangled in the violence that they were
made aware of through news outlets. At the same time, airlines dropped their
fares to Tonga and hotels and tourism services (e.g. scuba diving operators and
whale-watching tours) offered special promotions in an effort to attract visitors
back to the country; the combined effects of these changes meant fewer
international visitors overall, but an increased number of tourists from more

	
  

67
distant areas (such as an increase in Scandinavian and German tourists) instead
of intra-regional travelers.
The dramatic events of the past few years have also had direct impacts on
perceptions of youth and the changes associated with modernity. People
discussing the riots during the time of my fieldwork2 connected such behavior
with a lack of faka‘apa‘apa, the traditional respectful relationships between those
of higher rank and those subservient to them, and often commented that such
things would not have happened “aneafi,” yesterday, or “taimi kimu‘a” and
“taimi kuo hili,” times before this particular period of change, and before
“fakalakalaka,” or progress and development. Many older and more conservative
Tongans blamed the growing influence and “radicalization” of the ProDemocracy Movement, the civil servants’ strike, and even the riots on the effects
of overseas living and the increased availability of higher education (also
overseas). Youth in general, and young people who were underemployed or had
recently been returned as deportees in particular, were seen as the real culprits
behind the extent of the violence and looting during the riots. Media figures and
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 Discussions of the riots, as well as explicit and direct criticism or commentary
on national politics in general, were fairly infrequent. People seemed very
hesitant to offer their opinions on the riots or the government, and often
appeared uncomfortable participating in such talk. When I asked close friends
about why this might be the case, they responded that Tongans were worried
about the image it would create for Tonga globally, and that people felt even
offering an opinion on the riots might make them responsible for them in some
way, or it would be assumed that they had participated. Only during kava parties
did older men seem to enjoy discussing politics, and this was often in indirect,
highly stylized soliloquies given by higher-status figures in the community or by
well-respected figures like ministers or town officers (see Arno 1993 and
Tomlinson 2009 for similar situations of kava discourse in Fiji).
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village conversations alike pointed to the astonishing numbers of young men
carrying away armfuls of loot in amateur videos taken on the day of the riot.
What these discussions tended to ignore was that youth would naturally be
overrepresented in such footage given the high percentages of youth in the overall
population and that older family members would most likely send young people
to acquire goods from the chaos so as to avoid the shame of recognition
themselves. In any case, the events on the main island in the recent past have had
lasting, significant effects on the ways all Tongans think about youth, modernity,
and the moral commensurability of such actions within contemporary life.
‘Eua
The island of ‘Eua (Figure 2.2) lies southeast of the main island of
Tongatapu and is the third largest island in Tonga in both geographical size and
population. Tongans consider ‘Eua to be an enclave of traditional cultural
practices, although it is only a two-hour ferry ride from the densely populated
and highly urbanized capital city of Nuku‘alofa. While a growing body of
anthropological literature exists for most of Tonga’s regions and the diaspora,
prior to this research, no ethnographic examination concentrating solely on ‘Eua
had been completed, although Morton (1996) and Small (1997) both briefly
mention the island in their investigations of cultural life on Tongatapu. Due to its
geographical location and reputation for maintaining Tongan cultural values, the
villages of ‘Eua appear quite literally perched on the edge of globalizing
processes.
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Figure 2.2 Map of ‘Eua by the author
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‘Eua is characterized locally by a number of seeming contradictions that
foreground the peripheral status of life “on the edge” of global modernity.
Residents complain it is “too close” to Tongatapu and thereby susceptible to its
questionable modern influence, yet they also complain that ‘Eua is also a
“forgotten outer island.” ‘Eua is considered to be both a bastion of tradition and
the seat of the most easygoing Tongans, who are purportedly unconcerned about
cultural norms and rituals. The island’s towns grow in population each year, yet
send off hundreds of residents overseas for work and other opportunities. The
‘Eua Youth Congress has received national recognition for its wide range of local
events and the numbers of youth actively involved in its programs, but island
residents still voice concerns about the numbers of under-skilled and underemployed youth with few choices for future occupations. Given the contradictions
inherent in the local experience of global modernity, ‘Eua is a particularly
appropriate site for research on the many conflicts and ambivalencies youth must
deal with as they make sense of their lives in a time of rapid change.
‘Eua is shaped somewhat like a teardrop with a long, flattened coastline on
the eastern side. Despite being one of the largest landmasses in Tonga, the island
measures only approximately 19 km/11.8 miles long and 7.5 km/4.7 miles across
at its widest point. According to the 2006 Tongan census, the population of ‘Eua
is 5,206 (see Figure 2.3), although local estimates range from 5,000 to 10,000
residents, and the actual number of residents varies greatly depending on the
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time of year. A staggering 70% of ‘Eua residents were under the age of 34 in
2006, and 29% of the total ‘Eua population was between the ages marked as the
boundaries for the official category of “youth” (15-34 years old) (2006 national
census data). Estimates of current populations put numbers of youth at about the
same or higher rates on the island. Many ‘Euans spend at least part of the year
either on another of Tonga’s islands for work or school, or overseas in New
Zealand, the U.S., or (less commonly) Australia. These fluctuations in population
based on near-constant movement contribute to the sense of mobility and
flexibility of the population in ‘Eua, particularly among its out-of-school youth,
who are constructed in discourse as the most mobile people on the island.
Although relatively close to the main island of Tongatapu and fairly large
in comparison to other islands to the north, ‘Eua remained sparsely populated for
much of the country’s history. Local elders claim the island was used as a “rest
and recreation” spot for warriors during the conflicts that eventually unified
Tonga, and that one of the early leaders of Tonga sent an especially powerful
younger brother to live on ‘Eua as a means of exiling him in a place where he
could still be carefully watched for signs of possible coup attempts (cf. Bott 1982:
96). Up until the 1950s, the population remained under 2,000. The population
appears to have grown over the years with the introduction of various services
and utilities, such as electricity and telecommunications. Most likely, the advent
of these services required transfer of the workforce to establish and maintain
them. Similarly, the growth of the education system in ‘Eua (and Tonga overall)
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meant teachers from Tongatapu and other islands were regularly transferred to
‘Eua, where many decided to stay.
‘Eua boasts fourteen villages stretched out along one main paved
government road (see Figure 2.2). The eastern side of the island is marked by
dramatic cliffs and old-growth rainforest (along with newer pine forests), and has
been designated a National Park since 1992. Beginning in 1958, the Ministry of
Agriculture, Forests, and Fisheries have planted exotic species of trees as well as
local native trees as a means of sustaining Tonga’s biodiversity through its
population growth, as well as experimenting with tree species that might yield
new export opportunities or additional timber supplies (Palaki et al 2004). The
high cliffs of ‘Eua’s eastern side level off in the center of the island, then gradually
slope down to the western side, where the ground descends to near-sea level.
‘Ohonua, the largest town on the island, acts as the island’s only port and
the administrative capital and is also home to the government high school. The
northernmost village of Houma sits in a remote location near the island’s
somewhat dilapidated royal residence, while the remaining twelve villages are
clustered together along the main road a few miles from the edge of ‘Ohonua. In
addition to the government high school, which caters to approximately 500
students from all villages, the island also hosts a Wesleyan Church high school
with about 100 students, a small Mormon Middle School, six primary schools,
and a handful of kindergartens and preschools mostly run by local churches. Just
outside of ‘Ohonua, on the edge of neighboring village Ta‘anga, is Hango
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Agricultural College, a post-secondary technical school affiliated with the
Wesleyan church.
While many families still rely on subsistence-based agriculture and fishing
for at least part of their daily needs, a growing number of people on the island
have more formalized professional employment in an increasing range of
businesses and organizations on the island. Most ‘Euans with waged jobs work in
government ministry offices or for the island’s utility companies, public services
such as the ferry to Tongatapu, one of the many educational institutions, or small
private enterprises (such as Western Union, the bookstore, or small fale koloa or
general stores). A growing number of young women now work as babysitters,
receiving cash payment to care for young children outside of their homes and
extended kin networks. This type of employment is seen as vaguely unsettling to
many Tongans, for, like the wedding and funeral catering businesses that have
also recently popped up on ‘Eua and elsewhere, it signals the commodification of
tasks that would typically be the obligation of family members, who would
undertake this responsibility in order to show their love and generosity (‘ofa) to
the kāinga, or extended family.3 The Tonga Timber Company also employs a
sizeable number of people in its timber harvesting and sales operations on the
island. Once ferry transportation became more reliable in the early 1980s,
residents of ‘Eua began to travel to the main island of Tongatapu to sell their
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 Teachers and other people I knew who had to rely on babysitters for childcare
often received comments, and frequently remarked themselves, on how pitiful
(faka‘ofa) or shameful (fakamā) their situation was, feeling so disconnected from
others in ‘Eua and having no relatives to rely on for help with their kids.
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various fishing and agricultural products as well as traditional handicrafts, and
today, the sale of deep-water fish and reef-collecting harvests can net a sizeable
amount of money for locals.4
An assortment of agricultural products are also cultivated or gathered for
sale and sometimes export to New Zealand, Japan, and elsewhere, such as
watermelon, pumpkin squash, vanilla beans, sandalwood, and nonu fruit (see van
der Grijp 2004). However, the market for agricultural exports fluctuates
drastically, and residents of ‘Eua often stated they could no longer depend on the
income from products like squash or vanilla that had once been quite lucrative
crops. In 2008 and 2009, individuals, small work collectives, and youth groups
began planting watermelons, tomatoes, and green peppers at increasing rates for
eventual sale in the markets in Nuku‘alofa or for possible export to New Zealand,
but the rapid upswing in popularity of cultivation seemed to outstrip consumer
desire, eventually driving down prices for these harvests. Still, small-scale
commercial agriculture (and the related sales of fertilizer and agricultural
equipment) has become a growing industry on ‘Eua.
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 Although the sale of fish and other ocean-harvested foods can bring a family a
certain degree of needed monetary security, the increasing demand for seafood in
Tongatapu’s finer restaurants and hotels and the resulting surge in prices has had
a detrimental effect on ‘Euan families’ diets. Many fishing families now see their
catch as too precious to eat themselves or to sell to other residents at the lower
prices fetched in ‘Eua. This results in a situation where many fishing families sell
nearly their entire catch for money to pay school fees, utilities, and church
donations, then use their leftover income to purchase tinned mackerel, imported
from Fiji or China, for food. Many people told me it was fairly rare for ‘Euans to
eat seafood anymore (other than smaller reef fish or the mussels and shellfish
collected by older women) because it was too costly.
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Blurring the lines between “traditional labor” and “modern global
capitalism,” nearly all families also participate in the production and sale of
agricultural products and/or handicrafts necessary for longstanding cultural
practices, to uphold traditional obligations, and to practice historically-rooted
rituals. Working in family units or as part of work collectives, men use part of
their agricultural land allotments to cultivate kava5 for sale in Tongatapu or
overseas. Newspapers in Tonga and New Zealand now advertise crops such as
taro, giant yams (‘ufi), and cassava for sale, grown on outer islands such as ‘Eua
and shipped overseas. Women’s work groups undertake large-scale production of
tapa bark cloth or woven pandanus-fiber mats not just for local funerals,
weddings, church offerings, and other events, but also to participate in overseas
“exchanges,” where the traditional and highly symbolic goods are traded for
commodities such as washing machines, stoves, plates and cookware, or barrels
of clothing (Addo 2004; Evans 2001; Small 1997; see Philips 2007 for a
discussion of the symbolic importance of women’s koloa production). Women on
‘Eua sometimes sold tapa cloth or woven mats locally and on Tongatapu as well
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5 Kava is a ritually and socially important, mildly narcotic beverage made from
the roots of the piper methysticum plant. The roots are dried in the sun and then
pounded into a fine powder, then mixed with water. Kava is used in traditional
ceremonies such as the coronation of the king, but is also used in nightly maleonly informal gatherings where participants share bowls of kava, discuss current
events, and sing. Kava parties are also an increasingly important fundraising
activity, where groups of men contribute donations to a cause (usually
educational scholarships or for group travel overseas) while enjoying kava in a
large group. One socially-approved means of beginning a courtship is if a young
man formally asks to hold a kava gathering in the home of a young woman, who
would then act as the official server of the kava (tou’a) and receive the attentions
of the would-be suitor and his friends.
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in order to raise cash for school fees, airline tickets, or other major expenses. This
activity, unmediated by long distance and transacted in cash, was often seen as
more shameful to both buyer and seller than similar overseas transactions (See
Besnier 2011 for an account of similar sentiments evoked by the trade in
traditional textiles through pawnshops).
‘Euans “New” and “Old:” Marking Difference
‘Euans generally emphasize their mutual goodwill and feelings of
friendliness, love, and generosity (fe‘ofo‘ofani) towards all of their fellow island
residents. However, the difference between “Old” or “True” ‘Euans and “New”
‘Euans, rooted in historical events and reified through political and spatial
contexts, continues to maintain salience and divide the population today. These
crystallized categories of socio-historical difference carry implications for the
arrangement and execution of many informal and formal activities involving
youth in contemporary times. In 1946, an active volcano erupted for the first time
in decades on Niuafo‘ou, one of the northernmost islands in Tonga, which has
preserved markedly different dialect and some customs from the rest of Tonga.
While no lives were lost at the time of the eruption, government officials and the
reigning Queen Sālote were concerned about the safety of the island’s residents
and decided to enact a compulsory resettlement of all residents, relocating them
first to Tongatapu and then, in 1949, to the island of ‘Eua (Rogers 1981: 149).
According to current local residents, a single large shelter was built along the
main road near the center of the island, in between the already existing villages,
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to house the first of the residents from all villages on Niuafo‘ou. This smaller
group of mostly men cleared land for farming and began to construct houses as
well. Following this, the rest of Niuafo‘ou’s former residents were transported by
boat to ‘Eua from their semi-permanent homes on Tongatapu. They were
instructed by the queen, their nobles, and other government representatives to
make ‘Eua their new permanent home.
In a country that had existed as three separate chieftainships with less
than diplomatic interrelations until the mid-1800s, the uprooting of one
population and resettlement onto another island in a completely different region
caused some turmoil. This tension was exacerbated because neither the
dispossessed volcano victims nor the original inhabitants of ‘Eua had a voice in
the decision to relocate the Niuans,6 according to ‘Euans today. ‘Eua’s unique
standing as the only island without a noble must surely have played a part in the
decision of where to locate the volcano victims, since typically decisions about
land allotment and holdings would travel from royalty through the resident
noble, who would then make decisions about specific parcels of land and other
resources. In ‘Eua, however, royalty could make a decision without consulting
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
6 Both descendants of the resettled Niuafo‘ou residents and descendants of those
who were already established on ‘Eua maintain they were commanded to obey
the orders of government administration regarding the resettlement; Rogers
(1981: 150-151) indicates that officials did solicit the opinions of Niuafo‘ou
residents prior to moving them off island, but then largely ignored them and
decided that evacuation and resettlement was necessary anyway. According to the
information Rogers collected, the decision to resettle the Niuans appears to be
based more on governmental/administrative efficiency rather than efforts to help
the residents, although some Niua residents had expressed dissatisfaction with
living conditions prior to the eruption.
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nobles or commoner residents. According to contemporary elders and local
historians, at this time much of the land between the preexisting villages was
vacant and unused anyway; farm land allotments were mostly on the eastern or
“bush” (‘uta) side of the island, away from the towns, and so it is likely that the
original resettlement area was relatively undeveloped, yet somewhat close to
already-established villages. At any rate, the new inhabitants were greeted with
some hostility, and reports from older ‘Euans detail the difficulty with which they
adjusted to their new surroundings and new neighbors. The government allowed
the Niuafo‘ou residents to return to their home island in 1958, but most of the
relocated Niuans decided to stay on in ‘Eua (Rogers 1981: 163). ‘Eua was a much
larger island than Niuafo‘ou, with a safe and convenient harbor, good fishing, and
plenty of fertile land for farming, along with a slightly different climate from the
tiny, rocky northern island which had recently experienced devastating lava
flows. The new residents of ‘Eua eventually moved out of the enormous hall
where they had lived communally and set up villages corresponding to each of
their nine home villages in Niuafo‘ou. Instead of forming a ring around the
outside of the entire island, the villages are spread out in a line along the main
road of ‘Eua, but stand in the same spatial relationship with one another as on
their original home island.
The linguistic and cultural differences, coupled with the “encroachment”
onto the land, created considerable tension between the “Niuans” and the
“’Euans” from the beginning of this arrangement and even up to the present.
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Many older people I spoke with told stories of violent physical fights and a
surprising amount of verbal abuse between the two groups, particularly when it
came to youth. According to most people with whom I spoke, the original
residents of ‘Eua had very little to do with the new settlers, and were instructed
by their parents not to fraternize with them. It was always a little unclear why this
might have been the case, other than the general animosity between the two
groups and the ‘Euans’ original obligations to help the new settlers.7 However,
the sense of difference persisted, and all ‘Euans still claim that there are subtle
yet significant differences in cultural traditions and daily lifestyles in addition to
the discernible dialectal variation between the two groups. In everyday
conversation, people will be labeled as either a “new ‘Euan” or “old” or “true”
‘Euan (kau ‘Eua fo‘ou vs. kau ‘Eua motu‘a or ‘Eua mo‘oni), and residents of these
villages are still sometimes called “Niuans,” with no sense of confusion among
those participating in the conversation. The sense of difference is reified and
maintained even in government administration: while other islands are divided
into regions or districts based on geography, ‘Eua is divided into “new” (fo‘ou)
and “proper” districts for purposes of census taking (see Figure 2.3), and the two
government representatives assigned to ‘Eua separate their duties based on this
division as well. The newest maps available from the government, verified and reissued in 2008, do not show divisions between the villages lying at the center of
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7 Rogers (1981: 160) discusses reports that the earlier inhabitants of ‘Eua
provided food, building materials, and other helpful resources to the Niuan
settlers only begrudgingly, and often made exorbitant and unfair bartering deals
with them, such as one full day’s work for a minimal amount of food.
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‘Eua, but continue to mark this general area as the “Niuas Settlement.” Although
Tongans throughout the country proudly maintain strong identification with the
islands, regions, and towns of their birth and their family’s main settlements, the

Figure 2.3: 2006 National Census population figures by age for ‘Eua districts
and villages, showing division into “Proper” (for original villages) and “Fo‘ou”
(meaning “new,” for Niuan settlers’ villages) districts

separation between “old ‘Euans” and “the Niuans” seems to be more ascribed
than re-appropriated for many, and holds more social ramifications than most of
the typical statements of local ties to a particular place heard in the capital or
other centers of interisland convergence, for example.
The descendants of the Niuan settlers on ‘Eua still strongly assert their
Niuan heritage and take pride in the particular, unique situations which have
worked to mold their cultural values and practices on ‘Eua. However, the
difference can put a strain on social relationships and, at times, create obstacles
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to successfully carrying out island-wide projects or even daily tasks. As
mentioned above, island-wide efforts on behalf of youth organizations can be
tricky in the face of this long-standing social divide. For instance, Mata‘aho, one
of the “new” Niuan villages, was the location of the offices of the ‘Eua Youth
Congress (EYC), the island-wide chapter of the government-endorsed Tonga
National Youth Congress. Despite its many opportunities for youth and possible
connections to transnational organizations (and the possibilities for international
travel that this holds), many people I spoke with in the “old ‘Eua” villages, and
‘Ohonua in particular, were suspicious of the organization’s activities and their
intended audiences. Many people voiced concern that the EYC only really wanted
participants from the “Niuan” villages, and were not really interested in the needs
of the other village residents on ‘Eua. These kinds of comments took on a selffulfilling quality, as the EYC constantly had to look for volunteers, members, and
activity participants from within the Niuan villages and through social networks
constructed largely of Niuans, given that they had difficulty attracting youth from
other villages. While youth in ‘Ohonua and Ha‘atu‘a often were able to acquire
experience and resources for youth group projects through other channels
because of the relatively large size and well-connectedness of these two “old”
towns, the boundaries between descendants of Niuans and others that were
socially constructed by all ‘Euans and mapped onto physical space could possibly
have more negative ramifications for youth in the smaller and less centrally
located or well connected towns on the island.
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Anga fakatonga and angaanganoa: Tongan Ways and ‘Euan
Perspectives
Tongans generally refer to the unique set of language, rituals, values and
practices that they believe makes up their traditional culture as anga fakatonga,
or “the Tongan way.” Morton states, “‘The Tongan way’ is frequently invoked in
everyday life in Tonga as both the defining element of Tongan identity and as the
values and behaviors that comprise Tongan culture…Tongans speak of anga
fakatonga as timeless and essential, yet they are also well aware of its multiple
interpretations and historical transformations” (1996: 20). In daily conversations
and especially in discussions of recent social change, Tongans reify what they see
as traditional culture and fret about its loss or disintegration. The Tongan way is
invoked in discussions of rituals such as the kava ceremony accompanying the
coronation of a new king or the proper means of dressing for and performing a
traditional dance (tau’olunga), but also appears in descriptions of typical ways of
eating, sleeping, and interacting with others. The proper socialization of children
into ideas about Tongan love/generosity (‘ofa), obedience to elders and those of
higher status, obligations to family and church (fai fatongia, fua kavenga), and
the show of respect (faka‘apa‘apa) often surfaces as one of the ways through
which Tongan culture can be maintained (Morton 1996:22, 80-93).
In her work on child socialization in Tonga, Morton (1996) shows how the
entire extended family and larger networks of neighbors, fellow churchgoers,
schoolteachers, and others all collaborate in socializing children to Tongan
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cultural standards in order for them to become poto, or intelligent, fully adept,
and capable of interacting properly in social situations. The development of the
knowledge to be determined poto is seen as mainly taking place in one’s early
years, but is also acknowledged to be a lifelong process, as part of acquiring such
cultural competency means learning and responding to changes in context and
status that occur as one moves through the life course (cf. Ochs 1988). For
Tongans, the socialization process generally means practices of forming sociallycentered persons with appropriate self-control and awareness of their
responsibilities to their social networks. Parents, family, and others use a variety
of explicit and implicit methods to direct a change as a child grows from what is
viewed as a willful and more self-centered being (Morton 1996: 70-73).
While describing child socialization, Morton points out that the values of
freedom or independence (tāu’atāina) are generally “regarded with ambivalence”
and typically not taught to children as positive qualities. Yet children learn
indirectly of certain contexts where these character traits may be helpful and seen
as appropriate (1996: 96-97). I would argue that at the same time as adults and
peers use modeled behavior, threats, commands, and cajoling to help children
learn the values of obedience and respect, Tongans do cultivate a deep sense of
freedom (tāu‘atāina) and intentional will or strength of mind, sometimes also
seen as “pleasing oneself” or “having it your way” (fa‘iteliha), in children, through
a variety of ways. Parents and extended kin may overlook certain transgressions
of rules or allow a child to misbehave repeatedly while only threatening them,

	
  

84
within certain bounds of rule-breaking attempts by the child. For example, the
youngest son of the family I lived with would often sneak away from the house to
go fishing in a marshy, shallow area of water near the wharf in ‘Ohonua. At seven
years old, this boy was just beginning to enter an age category where he was
expected to follow rules. Among the older members of the family, it was also
expected that a little more of his time should have been devoted to
responsibilities such as his notoriously-neglected homework and a growing list of
daily chores. His mother and father had forbidden him to go fishing, citing the
possible dangers involved as well as the tasks he should attend to at home.
However, most of the time they would overlook his muddy feet and pockets full of
hooks and fishing line, or merely make verbal threats about the “next time” he
was found fishing. Only when the little boy appeared in a muddy, torn school
uniform after several days in a row of openly flaunting his parents’ rules did he
receive punishment.
Among the families I observed during my fieldwork, children’s upbringing
or Tongan society at large certainly did not seem to be as “formless” or full of
“alternatives in ordering their lives...where individuals have considerable
autonomy in exercising their options” as Dektor-Korn argues in her analysis of
social structure (1977: 1-2, 148-150). Yet it did seem as if some flexibility within
certain parameters was cultivated as children grow. The value or character trait of
fa‘iteliha/pleasing oneself seems to resonate with many conversations I had
regarding the current state of affairs in Tonga and how one might choose to live.
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Many people clearly made moral evaluations of traditional and modern lifestyles,
but equally strongly argued it was up to each person to choose what they thought
was best. In general, many of the people I talked to seemed hesitant to exert, or
even appear as if desirous of exerting, control over another’s actions beyond the
socialization of children. This even extended to a strong reluctance to actively
influence young people’s choices for marriage or employment; parents typically
said they could make suggestions or “advise” (akonaki‘i) their children about the
best paths to take in general, but could not—and would not—give explicit
directions for making such choices. The concept of fa‘iteliha seems to support
this kind of social stance, even in a place where ties of mutual obligation made up
such a large part of social organization. However, these choices to “please
oneself” were not completely devoid of moral evaluation by others.
In an interesting display of local cultural difference and even regional
ideologies of morality, ‘Eua is uniquely known in Tonga for a particular character
that is viewed locally and nationally with considerable moral ambivalence. As
mentioned above, Tongans generally prefer to emphasize the homogeneity of
their cultural practices and traditions across the entire nation, downplaying
regional or local variation. In spite of this, I constantly heard ‘Euans
characterized as angaanganoa, both on island and in other parts of Tonga. The
term “angaanganoa” can be translated as “easy-going,” but also carries the
connotations captured in Churchward’s definition as “taking no interest in
anything; habitually unruffled, taking everything calmly” (1959: 11). In Tongan
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culture, an “unruffled” or laid-back attitude towards life can indicate that one is
not paying sufficient attention to the surrounding context and might miss
important cues about one’s social obligations. Literally translated, the term
angaanganoa means a character that is worthless, without value, or completely
absent. I never heard non-‘Euans designated as angaanganoa, yet often heard
non-‘Euans use this as a derogatory comment about ‘Euans. At the same time,
‘Euans used this term among themselves in both negative and more positive,
joking kinds of ways. In both its derogatory and joking aspects, the term carries
significant moral weight and, through emphasis on the opposing kind of
behaviors, highlights the main kinds of values and practices associated with
morality in Tonga.
‘Euans explained to me that the term derived from the island and its
residents having been habitually “forgotten” by the king and the rest of the
country over the years, so the residents of ‘Eua felt disconnected from social
networks and uncared for by those who ostensibly held an obligation to look after
them. For this reason, the ‘Euans told me, the people of the island never learned
proper respect or other traditional ways of being Tongan (ironically, many people
in ‘Eua and across Tonga also cited ‘Eua as one of the “most proper” and “most
traditional” places in the country). In the present day, this allegedly led to them
not caring about traditional obligations to honor the king through large
donations of money, woven mats and other cultural valuables (koloa), or labor; a
greater degree of willfulness, selfishness, and desire to fa‘iteliha or please
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themselves; a heightened sense of freedom and peace (tāu‘atāina moe fiemālie);
and, finally, complete airheadedness or silliness (“The kind of people that always
walk out in front of big trucks,” as a friend explained it to me). Clearly, in this
explanation, one can see the high value placed on respect, carrying out
responsibility, and intelligent-yet-obedient kinds of thinking. Because of the
constant evaluation of residents by their neighbors as angaanganoa and the
subsequent explanations, ‘Eua made for a particularly suitable place to study the
frameworks for morality in Tonga.
Modernity, Morality, and “The Tongan Way”
As indicated above, the social and moral education of children and young
people has historically been the purview of the extended family unit in Tonga,
with primary responsibility for care and instruction increasingly falling to the
nuclear family (Morton 1996). Grandparents as well as all aunts and uncles felt a
responsibility to look out for their younger relatives, and even older children were
obligated to help care for younger siblings or relatives and assist in the
socialization of appropriate moral behavior. Many people on ‘Eua pointed out
that this has slowly begun to change, though, and that many nuclear families now
live more independently from their extended kin and handle most childcare
duties on their own. Still, strong ties remain between relatives living in separate
households, and families may expand or contract at various times throughout the
year. For example, in the household I stayed in, the mother’s unmarried sisters
would occasionally stay with us for a few weeks. A married sister and her children
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would live with us during periods when her husband was away or if one of the
siblings needed help with intensive work, such as preparing large quantities of
tapa cloth for presentation or exchange. The situation has grown more
complicated in recent decades with the steady rise of circular migration as well,
so that some children may live permanently with grandparents, aunts and uncles,
or much older siblings, while many relatives may live overseas for part or all of
the year and thus may only be able to contribute financial support to kin rather
than assistance with raising children. However, despite the many changes in
family structure in the past few decades as a result of travel within the country
and overseas, the family remains crucially important in the construction of
cultural identity and moral values, with other salient social groupings such as
village, church congregation, or even the nation itself often metaphorically
referred to in terms of family. While institutions such as churches and the
educational system purport to instill moral values in their younger charges, both
of these major pillars of Tongan nation and subject formation defer to the family
as the primary locus of moral socialization.8
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
8 Many adult research participants discussed the time when schools were more
responsible for molding the hearts as well as minds of students through a
combination of instruction and heavy physical discipline, but school staff and
parents repeatedly stressed that education “begins at home” (kamata ‘i ‘api,
kamata moe fāmili) with, notably, the nuclear family (fāmili), not the extended
family (kāinga), and students needed a strong foundation in obedience and other
traits of good character before they came to school. This point was expressed
even more frequently and emphatically following two cases on ‘Eua where
teachers were taken to court by parents for physically punishing students; what
was seen as shocking by many was not that corporal punishment still had a place
in many Tongan classrooms, but that parents actually spoke out against the rights
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It is especially interesting that the development of a sense of morality
through the socialization process and the moral frameworks that people operate
within in their everyday lives are not entirely tied to religious institutions given
the heavily religious nature of Tongan society in general as well as the recent
attention drawn to morality within religious frameworks in the anthropological
literature (Robbins 2004, Zigon 2008, 2011). Most families in ‘Eua regularly
attend church services and organize a large percentage of their social activities as
well as financial resources around church life. Basic Christian principles of
generosity and good works are often quick to emerge in explicit discussions about
morality in Tonga as well. But general accounts of what it means to be a person of
“good character” (anga lelei) and discussions of moral conflict rarely centered
around religious discourses or explicit talk about expectations of the church. This
could be due in part to how deeply enmeshed religious life is in Tongans’ daily
activities, but I would argue that, although religious tenets and institutional
doctrines do play a role in the constitution of moral frameworks, more mundane
or everyday interactions that produce and reproduce Tongan ideas of family,
respect, generosity, and humility carry far greater weight in Tongans’ reckoning
of how to conduct oneself in socially appropriate ways. At the same time, less
emphasis on religious belief in everyday moral frameworks seems as if it might
also allow for the particular kinds of tensions between ideas of tradition and
morality—and where the line is drawn between the two—to arise.
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
of teachers to punish their children and claimed they (the parents) should be the
only ones to mete out discipline to their children.
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Thus, the moral framework that forms part of the background of social life
on ‘Eua relies heavily on emotionally-charged ideas about what it means to be
part of a family and, more specifically, the particular roles and responsibilities
one has in relation to others within the kinship network. Family members feel
great responsibility or obligation to provide for one another, “doing their duty”
(fai fatongia) to “carry the shared burden” (fua kavenga) of satisfying the needs
of all (see also Morton 1996: 92). Much of this responsibility falls to parents and
older family members to look after younger children, but from a fairly early age, a
hierarchy of status and responsibility emerges. Children are expected to
contribute to the general well-being of the family through help with chores
around the house and with tasks such as farming (primarily for boys) or cooking
and cleaning (for girls). Traditionally, the father-child dyad was culturally
marked as a hierarchical relationship, with fathers having higher status than their
children and thus deserving of displays of respect through observance of tapus
such as restrictions on touching parts of a father’s body, his belongings, or his
food (Bott 1981; Morton 1996: 126-127; Philips 2000: 237). However, during my
fieldwork, these respect and avoidance behaviors were not discussed nearly as
often as other rules of comportment regarding the family in Tongan culture,
although most fathers had less direct interaction with their older children than
mothers did, and fathers were often treated with deference and avoidance. In
general, though, youth I spoke with emphasized that both mothers and fathers
should be treated with respect and obedience, and that all requests by them
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should be carried out quickly to show one’s love and desire to help the family.
Both mothers and fathers were also nearly equally seen as responsible for
disciplining children, for while mothers were considered to be more kindhearted
and less likely to inflict as much physical punishment on their children as fathers
might, by virtue of spending more time around their children, some mothers
were seen by youth as more quick-tempered than fathers and likely to punish
their children less severely, but more frequently, than fathers.
The reciprocal nature of care over the life course often arose in discussions
with ‘Euans about the importance of the family, and especially having large
families, in Tonga. Parents had many children and instilled them with proper
Tongan values, they stated, with the expectation that children would take care of
their parents when they grew older and could no longer provide for themselves.
Children learned at a young age that doing well in school is not so much an
individual choice as a moral responsibility and a means of showing their love
(fakahā’i ‘ofa), and many older students I spoke with felt immense pressure to
succeed in school and pass their exams so that they would be able to continue
their education, obtain employment, and thereby contribute a substantial salary
to their family’s resources.
As this indicates, the idea of responsibility towards one’s family is
intricately linked with the idea of ‘ofa, usually translated into English as “love,”
but with greater connotations of responsibility, generosity, and mutual caring for
one another. Tongan family members rarely speak to one another directly about
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the ‘ofa they feel for each other, but as in many other aspects of Tongan culture,
people interpret others’ actions as expressions of their feelings. Within the family,
‘ofa is shown through helping one another and making sure needs such as food,
clothing, or school fees are met, and also through “loving care” towards each
other, especially from older members towards younger ones. For children,
showing one’s ‘ofa includes absolute obedience and respect for other family
members as well (Kavaliku 1977, Morton 1996: 80-88, 91, 223). To live as a
family, as one young woman explained to me, was to live in a state of fe‘ofo‘ofani
and fetokoni‘aki, or shared emotional closeness coupled with helping one
another. In most contexts, the emotional discourses of ‘ofa and fetokoni‘aki were
connected not simply with general feelings or sentiments family members had
toward each other, but with specific actions and practices related to the
responsibilities or ngaahi fatongia of being at a particular point within the
kinship network, such as father, mother, brother, or sister.
Within the family and within the nation overall, the brother-sister
relationship stands as the most important gendered dyad and the most
significant relationship in terms of structuring social practice and moral
frameworks (Philips 2003: 269-272). The importance of this cross-gender sibling
dyad in organizing kinship and social relations extends across the region, and is
often recognized by Pacific Islanders and outside observers as distinctive to these
particular cultural groups (Ortner 1981, Philips 2000, Shore 1982). While the
brother-sister relationship retains its importance after siblings have married, the
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effects it has on the daily lives of youth seem to be especially far-reaching.
Moreover, as ‘Euans perceive their involvement in processes of modernity or
development (fakalakalaka) that at times seem beyond their control, increased
emphasis has been placed on the observance of sister-brother faka‘apa‘apa in an
effort to maintain Tongan traditional (or neotraditional) culture, just as Besnier
noted for Tongans who “experience an increasingly determinative modernity,
cosmopolitanism, and plurality” in the nation’s capital city of Nuku’alofa (Besnier
2004: 320). Thus, while the cultural importance of the family unit in general and
the values of obedience and respect for parents induce youth to present
themselves in public as anga lelei or of “good character” and strong moral fiber,
the majority of actual practices that reflect one’s socially appropriate upbringing
and garner respect and appreciation for the family overall are related to the
maintenance of the brother-sister respect rules.
Along with the constraints on sharing food or personal items and in spatial
relations such as brothers moving to sleep in “boys’ huts” or separate bedrooms,
the expectations for behaving respectfully in situations where categorical
brothers and sisters might be present had wide-ranging impacts on the lives of
the young men and women with whom I worked. For youth eager to engage in
new kinds of romantic activities that they learned about through the
conversations of their friends and through newly introduced media sources, the
obligation to follow brother-sister faka‘apa‘apa could be especially burdensome.
Young women complained that at social events like church fundraisers or village
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dances9, it was impossible to meet young men because they would all avoid the
spot out of respect for their sisters. Similarly, young men and women both noted
the difficulty of interacting with potential romantic partners at traditional kava
parties, where a young woman acts as a server for a group of men, because these
were now much more frequently held in “clubs” or in large halls for fundraising
purposes instead of men coming to the young woman’s house to hold a smaller
gathering. Many girls were compelled to refuse the invitation of serving kava at
the larger kava drinking events because, with so many men in attendance, it was
impossible to predict whether a brother would see one serving kava and cause
embarrassment and shame for the siblings due to the violation of respect. In fact,
many young people I spoke with claimed almost any interactions with unrelated
peers of the opposite gender could be seen as disrespectful to cross-gender
siblings because they might be interpreted, sometimes accurately, as romantic or
proto-sexual activity. As I will return to later, the possibility of encountering a
brother or sister in any public situation meant that youth had to abide by the
underlying rules of brother-sister respect at all times and in all places, making the
possibility for technologically-mediated privacy through mobile phones or
internet social networking sites particularly attractive.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
9 Mormon dances are an exception, for all family members may attend these
dances together. The Mormon Church explicitly counters brother-sister respect
and avoidance, claiming that brothers should more actively protect sisters
through their presence. See Gordon 1990 for a discussion of the criticism leveled
at the Mormon Church for undermining traditional ideas about brother-sister
respect.
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Conclusion
Because of its geographical location relative to the nation’s capital, ‘Eua
and its inhabitants occupy a unique place, characterized simultaneously as too
close to the capital for comfort and as a forgotten outer island, where tradition
remains undisturbed. Given the ways ‘Euans see themselves and are perceived by
others in Tonga, as well as the high rates of circular migration and the unique
history this island’s population has had, an intriguing opportunity arises for
examining the ways in which tradition and modernity are locally defined, and
how these two categories of social experience can come into conflict or become
inextricably interlinked. The large percentage of the population between 15 and
34 years of age, the presence of an active branch of the National Youth Congress,
and the activity of multiple vibrant youth organizations makes the island of ‘Eua
a particularly interesting location for completing research on youth and recent
transformations in local cultural meanings and moral frameworks as well.
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CHAPTER 3.
ASKING FOR LOVE: NAVIGATING MULTIPLE MORALITIES
AND GENDERED SUBJECTIVITIES IN DISCOURSE

A Surfeit of Choices
In most local contexts, participation in processes of global modernity
brings with it an increased array of material goods for consumption along with
new opportunities for communication, a wider availability of media, and an
expansion of possibilities for imagined future lives (see, for example, Larkin
2008; Liechty 2003; Lukose 2009; Mills 1999). Ethnographic accounts of the
experiences of youth and modernity tend to link new practices of consumption
and consumer desires to a concomitant “opening up” of sexuality and new kinds
of sexual explorations (Curtis 2009; Farrer 2002). However, less attention has
been paid to the ways access to new kinds of information and social relationships,
fostered by processes of global modernity, might shape perspectives on the
relative morality of romance and sexual experience. Possibilities for intimate
relationships among youth must be considered within the context of local moral
frameworks and related ideologies of gender in order to understand the ways in
which social organization transforms as young people engage in “modern”
practices like romantic partnerships.
Throughout my stay on ‘Eua, the vast array of choices available to youth
became a recurring theme in my conversations with neighbors, friends, and
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research participants about the kinds of “progress” or “developments”
(fakalakalaka) of modernity that one could see in Tonga within the past few
years. Older adults tended to discuss the provision of utility services, such as
electricity, running water, and paved roads, as part of the same kinds of “progress”
that also brought, among other things, improved agricultural techniques, greater
access to education, and better, faster avenues for travel and communication.
Youth, on the other hand, would sometimes note the changes that had occurred
over the course of their parents’ lives, such as paved roads, houses built in a
Western style of durable construction materials, cars, and utilities; however, they
were far more concerned with the kinds of choices and opportunities made
available to them within the realms of clothing, entertainment, communication,
and, looking to the future, the possibilities for advanced education and new kinds
of employment. Along with these expanded choices in what to wear or how to
communicate with friends and family, youth were confronted with a range of
options for how to initiate and carry out different kinds of relationships using
new modes of interaction, including mobile phones or the internet. Youth were
forced to make decisions about new choices for living their lives and how these
modes of action fit in with existing moral frameworks.
Some of these new choices available to youth also provide an entryway for
the emergence of other voices, or ways of interacting (with a focus on
communication) that dialogically index particular perspectives on the world
around them (Bakhtin 1981). These “voices” stem from the introduction of
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discourses and ways of thinking about particular forms of knowledge that have
arisen in other, global locations and circulated into Tonga, such as the ideas
implicated in transnational development programs and the assumptions about
youth culture embedded in new media outlets. Youth interpret the wide range of
choices available to them within the local context of global modernity through
multiple moral frameworks. This requires the ongoing negotiation of their own
moral stances in relation to interactions taking place. One of the ways that youth
navigate the ambivalence and tension of conflicting moral frameworks is through
the enacting of multiple voices in discourse to characterize various gendered
moral stances. A close analysis of discourse in a particular form of interaction, an
ethnographic interview, can shed light on the ways youth enact multiple
ideological positions and moral stances through the use of a number of linguistic
devices. The complex layering of voices and frames enables youth to create a
multilayered understanding of the local moral landscape.
In this chapter, I will first briefly discuss the local gender ideologies which
guide the development of particular subjectivities and the course of moral action
on ‘Eua. I then introduce a narrative from an interview with a young woman that
masterfully weaves together a cacophony of voices and moral frameworks to
characterize her own positionality in the social context. The use of multiple voices
and multilayered frames of the narrative action allows this young woman to
occupy multiple moral stances and frame her own actions as socially appropriate
given the context of her decisions and the global connections she is able to claim
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through her story. However, it becomes clear over the course of the young
woman’s narrative that, despite alternating alignment between local normative
gender ideologies and globally-supported notions of gendered subjectivity, the
power of young women to control their lives is still somewhat limited. Examining
how multiple voices and frames allow speakers to occupy a range of moral
stances provides insight into the linkage between moral positioning and gendered
social agency.
Siblingship as Moral Center
In order to better understand the ways gender ideologies shape the constitution
of moral frameworks and moral stances in social life, one must first gain some
sense of the ways in which gender identities are formed in relation to one another
in Tonga. As in many parts of the Pacific (see Marshall 1983), one of the most
highly elaborated models of both kinship and gender relations in Tonga is found
in the brother-sister relationship (Philips 2005). The guidelines and norms for
behavior between brothers and sisters provides one of the strongest foundations
for gender ideologies of socially appropriate behavior, thereby affecting the ways
in which young men and women engage with moral frameworks, as will be seen
below. As processes of global modernity have made a growing presence in Tonga,
renewed effort has been concentrated on upholding the brother-sister bond,
which is seen as particularly, uniquely Tongan. At the same time, new tensions
arise on the part of brothers and sisters within the context of heightened desires,

	
  

100
both consumer and sexual, brought about by global modernity (cf. Wardlow
2006).
The brother-sister relationship is based around doctrines of respect, or
faka‘apa‘apa, that mainstream society upholds as critical to the maintenance of
the kinship bond. The respect relationship extends to all classificatory siblings of
a person’s generation, so the children of aunts and uncles are categorized as
brothers and sisters as well as one’s biological siblings. Sisters are considered to
be of higher status than brothers, and, while longstanding social rules dictate that
brothers protect their sisters, both brothers and sisters are supposed to engage in
mutual love, generosity, and assistance with one another (Bott 1981). In daily
practice on ‘Eua at the time of my fieldwork, the brother-sister relationship of
respect was oriented to and upheld in a variety of ways. At the onset of puberty,
boys began to spend less and less time in their family homes and more time with
male relatives and other friends of roughly the same age category. Among some
families, boys would sleep in a separate small “hut” on the edge of the housing
allotment, some distance away from the main house. In other households,
including that of the family I stayed with during my fieldwork, the parents
considered it a brother’s duty to be present in case his sister needed help or
protection, and so boys slept in the main house, albeit in a separate bedroom
(this also allowed parents to keep a closer eye on young men and prevent the
kinds of trouble that often stemmed from boys’ huts, such as drinking or
watching pornography). Brothers and sisters were not allowed to wear each
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others’ clothing or see each other in any stage of being undressed. They would be
soundly punished by overhearers if they were caught swearing, telling lewd jokes,
or talking about sexual matters in front of their cross-gender siblings. Brothers
and sisters were also not supposed to mutually participate in activities where the
other sibling might see them engaged in any behaviors related to sex, which
caused considerable consternation within the confines of such a relatively small
social sphere as there was on ‘Eua. Young women complained to me that they
were never able to go to church or town dances or even to act as a tou‘a, a server
at a kava party (and a traditional means of courtship), because they had so many
relatives on the island. Young men would storm sullenly out of a room if their
sisters came in and decided to watch the same movie they had been enjoying,
although in some cases, parents might decide that the moral messages of a movie
with quasi-romantic activity made it appropriate for the whole family to view at
the same time (see Chapter 6). Brothers and sisters would sometimes perform
various levels of active surveillance on one another as well to ensure they were
being treated with the proper respect; these actions could be undertaken either
somewhat tongue-in-cheek or seriously. Some brothers and sisters I knew would
regularly read through the text messages on their cross-sibling’s mobile phone to
make sure they were “appropriate” and “respectful” of a person with a crosssibling, lest they “accidentally” come across the phone. While brothers and sisters
ostensibly avoided conversations about their cross-sibling’s romantic exploits or
mischievous actions, I noticed that some siblings would surreptitiously listen to
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gossip about their brothers or sisters, sometimes justifying it as part of a
protective nature towards their siblings.
These lived relations of faka‘apa‘apa between any given brothers and
sisters served as a kind of larger trope for all relationships between men and
women throughout life. After all, as many people often commented to me, in this
system, everyone is someone’s brother and sister, and so one must always be
respectful towards members of the other gender. Treating cross-gender
interlocutors with respect and kindness was seen as another critical way of paying
appropriate tribute to the ideology of brother-sister respect in general, and was
upheld by institutional injunctions from school, church, and the government
(Philips 2005) to treat everyone as if they were a cross-gender sibling, or at the
very least, as if an unseen brother or sister might also be in earshot. Particularly
for young women, upholding the doctrines of faka‘apa‘apa meant they must also
comport themselves in such a way that they would not bring shame to their
brothers (see also transcript excerpt 1 in Chapter 4). The all-pervasive brothersister relationship of respect supported the pervasive gender ideology that
women should be quiet, demure, and subordinate, obedient to their parents, and
protective of their virginal status until the proper time of marriage, when
childbearing would unite two larger families and expand the network of relatives
who might be relied upon for assistance in times of need. Yet, in real life, the
desires of young women to engage in new experiences, including romantic
relationships, sometimes hindered their ability to adhere to this gendered moral
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framework. What happens if young men do not always act “like brothers,” and
when other concerns and pressures get in the way of acting like a perfect sister?
Asking for Love, Getting Nothing But Problems: Multivocality and
Moral Stance-taking
The taking of stance in discourse, or communicating one’s evaluation of
utterances, is one common way that conversational co-participants negotiate
shared cultural meanings and determine social values, including morally
appropriate action (Jaffe 2009). The communication of stance may be explicit or
implicit in an utterance, and can be revealed in a single, bounded utterance, or
develop across multiple turns in interaction (Du Bois 2007; Jaffe 2009: 8). Moral
stances, which specifically attend to shared moral frameworks, require the
development and management of intersubjectivity in order to ensure agreement
on what constitutes “moral” or socially appropriate actions.
A variety of means can be employed in everyday discourse in order to
express moral stance, from the content of an utterance to its form. Hill (1995)
explores the ways in which a single speaker of Mexicano employs a wide range of
linguistic devices in order to communicate moral stance-taking in relation to
people implicated in the murder of his son. Throughout the narrative, the speaker,
Don Gabriel, indexes alignment with or distancing from various situations and
actors, thereby expressing his own moral position within the broader social
context. In reflecting on this work, Keane (2012) highlights the ways in which the
many “voices” in the narrative provide a means for constructing “typifications,”
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or objectified characters that take on moral (or immoral) qualities and become a
means through which Don Gabriel can assert his own moral position. Keane also
suggests that the conflicting nature of the voices provides a convenient
foundation for the figuring out of moral stances.
In the everyday life of Tongan youth, it seems more difficult to find a
single moral center, as opportunities to perform one’s alignment with traditional
Tongan values and to partake of modern roles and experiences simultaneously
present themselves. Instead, it appears that youth manage multiple voices or
“typifications” in discourse in a way that allows them to occupy several
overlapping, but not always harmonious, moral frameworks. In the analysis that
follows, I will show the ways one young woman populates a narrative with
multiple voices in order to show the ways that multiple moral frameworks and
accompanying stances become intertwined in everyday social life, requiring a
near-constant negotiation of gendered moral action.
This following transcript excerpt from an interview with a seventeen-yearold high school student I call Sita provides an example of how reported speech,
code-switching, humor, and the invoking of multiple “voices” (including
representations of one’s self through time) can create a range of moral stances
that evaluate social action with regards to a number of different frames of context.
As we talked, the sounds of rugby team practice floated through the second-story
windows of the ‘Eua High School library, peppering our discussions of recent
church events and the upcoming round of exams. A sudden rainstorm erupted,
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and Sita decided to stay on and keep me company until the downpour ended. Our
conversation drifted to her plans for the future. Sita discussed the responsibility
she felt to do well in school in order to make her parents proud and show her love
for her family, but how life sometimes presented challenges to staying on the
right path. She told me she wanted to get a two-year certificate from one of the
schools on the main island so that she could work as a youth counselor. Sita
thought this would be enjoyable and rewarding work, and she said that she
believed she would be good at giving advice to youth about their problems based
on her previous experience. When I asked her for some examples, she presented
me with a story of a recent conundrum that confronted her friend.1 The other girl,
Vika, had recently confided in Sita that she had had sex with her boyfriend, an
action that was forbidden according to mainstream social conventions. Sita, on
the other hand, had not given in to similar pressures from her boyfriend to have
sex. Having premarital sex carried especially dangerous possible consequences in
a place where protection against pregnancy or sexually transmitted diseases was
difficult to obtain, and teen pregnancy was grounds for both expulsion from
school and serious familial strife. Both young women were clearly aware of the
heavy weight of such actions, as can be seen in the excerpt below.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 While youth on ‘Eua occasionally presented stories from their own lives as
having occurred “to a friend,” it was far more common for them to tell stories
that had actually happened to other people in order to illustrate points that they
felt uncertain or uncomfortable talking about. This story in particular was about
another young woman, who eventually told me about the event herself.
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Example 1 – 00:49:20 fohi028

01
02
03
04
05
06
07
08
09
10
11
12
13

Original Transcript:
M: Na‘a ke tala mai, ke fie ngāue
mo e to‘u tupu?
S: ‘Io, ‘io, ‘io,
M: Ko e hā,
S: Fie ngāue mo e to‘u tupu. Ko,
fiema‘u ke u ngāue mo e to‘u tupu,
ko ‘uhinga, nga-, ko au, foki ko e
to‘u tupu, e?
M: Mmm.
S: Pa kou fiema‘u [ke u ngāue mo e
to‘u tupu ke feohi, hange ko e, ‘ave
ngaahi advice ‘i he taimi hoko
‘enau ai e palopalema.

English Translation:
M: So you told me [earlier in the
interview] that you want to work
with youth?
S: Yeah, yeah, yeah,
M: What,
S: I want to work with youth. The,
I would like to work with youth,
because, uh, I am actually a
“youth,” right?

M: Mmhm.
S: And so I would like [to work
with the youth to hang out with
them, like ah, distribute different
kinds of advice to them when they
have a problem.
14
M:
[‘Io. Mmm.
M:
[Yeah. Mmm.
15
S: Pea ke: fakalotolahi ka
S: And to encourage them. At, at
16
kinautolu. ‘I, ‘i taimi hoko ‘enau
the time when there is a problem
palopalema.
for them.
17
M: Mm.
M: Mm.
18
S: Hange ko Vika,
S: Like with Vika,
19
M: ‘Io,
M: Uh-huh,
20
S: Toki ha‘u foki Vika, toki talanoa S: Vika just came to me actually,
21
mai ka au, ‘osi feohi fakamali mo e: she just told me a little while ago,
she’s already had sex with…
22
M: Mmm
M: Mmhm,
23
S: Mo ‘ene kaume‘a. Pa toki pehe,
S: With her boyfriend. And I just
24
fakakaukau pehe ka Vika, “Why,
said, I just thought, to Vika, “Now,
25
na‘a-, anything like that say,”
why did you do anything like that
you say?”
26
M: Mm.
M: Mmhm.
27
S: Pa Vika, tala mai Vika, na‘a ko
S: And Vika, Vika said to me that
28
‘ene boyfriends na‘e vili ange.
her boyfriend just kept pestering
her about it.
29
M: ‘Io.
M: Yeah.
30
S: Ke, S: ke show ange ‘ene love ki ai. [‘e? S: To, to show her love for him.
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31

M:

32
33
34
35
36
37

S: Mm. Pa feinga ‘a Vika ke ne
show ‘ene love ki he [tamasi’i.
M:
[‘Io. Mm. ‘Oku
faingata‘a, ‘e?
S: ‘Io. ‘Oku faingata‘a. But Vika
axed mai ka au, same question you
ax me=
M: =‘io?
S: Ah,
ke=‘osi=fai=feohi=fakamali=pō,
tala ange, “‘Ikai.”
Pa tala mai Vika,
pe ko e hā ‘eku ongo‘i ‘i he taimi,
‘oku ‘ikai keu tali ai e kole.
M: Mm.
S: ‘Eku-, pa u tala ange ne kia Vika,
ko koe pe-, ‘oku-, ‘ikai ha me‘a teu
ongo‘i konga pe ‘oku sai, tala mai
Vika, “Pa:, ko e hā e ‘uhinga, ‘oku
‘ikai keu tali ai e kole pau,” tala
ange ka Vika, “taimi ko kole mai ai,
e: kaume‘a kihe hange ko e feohi
fakamali,”

38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52

54
55
56
57
58
59
60
61
62
63
64

	
  

[Mm.

M: mm.
S: pa u tala ange, “kapau ‘oku ‘ofa
mo‘oni ha kita,”
M: Mmm?
S: “‘Ikai loto ke hoko palopalema,
hange ko pregnant?”
M: Mmmm.
S: Hei?
M: [‘Io.
S: [‘Io. Pa tala mai Vika, “Oh.”
‘Ikai ha‘u ‘ene fakakaukau,

[You know?
M:
[Yeah.
S: Mm. And so Vika tried to show
her love to that [boy.
M: [Yeah. Mm. That’s tough,
huh?
S: Yeah. It’s tough. But Vika asked
me the same question you asked
me,=
M: =Yeah?
S: Ah, [sudden increased tempo]
if I’d already had sex,
and I told her, “No.”
And then Vika told me, but how
did it feel for me at that time, when
I could not answer that request?
M: Mm.
S: My-, and so I told Vika, you-,
it’s-, it’s not something I’d feel
even a little bit good about, and
Vika said, “Well, how come I can’t
fulfill that request properly?!”
and I said to Vika, “When the time
comes when a boyfriend begs me
for something, like to have sex
with him,”
M: Mmm.
S: I would say to him, “If somone
truly loves someone,”
M: Mmm?
S: “He wouldn’t want to lead to a
problem, like getting pregnant?”
M: Mmm.
S: Hey?
M: [Yeah.
S: [Yeah. And so Vika said to me,
oh, she hadn’t really thought of
that,
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66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73
74
75

M: Mm.
S: Ki ai.
M: Mmm.
S: Pa tala ange kia Vika, ‘io.
‘Uhinga, ko e taimi lahi, ko e
tamaik’ tangata, ‘oku nau vili pe
ke, do what’s they want, ‘e?
M: (h) ‘Io.
S: And. Taimi ‘oku ‘osi e me‘a enau
fiema‘u, ‘ikai ke ‘tea, te fu‘u feliuaki
(???) nautolu, e?

76
77
78
79
80
81
82
83

M: Mm.
S: ‘A taimiki ‘i Tonga,
M: Ehm.
S: ‘E? Tamaiki Tonga.
…
M: Hmm. ‘Osi vivili atu ha tamasi‘i
ke fai pe ai?
S: ‘Io. Em, tamasi‘i nau kaume‘a
mo ia, um, faifekau?

84
85
86

M: ‘Io.
S: ‘I ‘Euani pe, ‘osi ‘ene ngaue, pea
alu fakakahoa,

87
88
89
90
91
92

M: ‘Io.
S: Pea toe foki mai, pa ne vili mai,
last year, ‘e?
M: Oh.
S: Ke u, kapau kou ‘ofa ai, pa u
leave mo ‘eku mom,

M: Mm.
S: To that.
M: Mmm.
S: And I said to Vika, “Yeah.
Because, a lot of the time, boys just
insist like that, to do what they
want,” you know?
M: (h) Yeah.
S: And. After they’ve gotten what
they wanted, there’s no
consequences, they just always
change their minds about what
they want, eh?
M: Mm.
S: That’s boys in Tonga.
M: Ehm.
S: You know? Boys in Tonga.
…
M: Hmm. Has a boy already
pestered you to do that?
S: Yes. Em, the boy that I was
going with, um, the (Mormon)
missionary?
M: Yes.
S: Here in ‘Eua, and after his work
here, then he left after the garland
party [i.e., ceremony for departing
missionaries where community
members place multiple garland
necklaces made from flowers,
money, or candy upon the person
leaving]
M: Yeah.
S: And then he came back, and he
was pestering me, last year, right?
M: Oh.
S: For me to, if I loved him, then I
should leave my mom,

109
93
94
95

M: Mm.
S: Mo ‘eku family, ka ma alu maua
ki he‘ene fāmili.

96
97
98
99
100
101
102
103

M: Ah-huh.
S: Pa u tala ange ki ai, kapau ‘oku
‘ofa mo‘oni, he ‘ikai loto ke hoko e
palopalema.
M: Mmm.
S: Because he sio mai ‘eku friends,
ko mahu‘inga ia ange au ‘i he‘eku
boyfriends ‘i he‘eku fāmili, e?
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123
124
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M: Mmm.
S: ‘Io. (hhh) Pa:(m), tangutu
fakalongolongo e tamasi‘i, toe
fakakaukau, but he’s bigger than
me, umm: twenty-two?
M: Oh!
S: Or twenty-three.
M: ‘Io.
S: Mm. Pa u tala ange, tangutu
fakalongolongo tamasi‘i, fakakau-,
and close eh-, his eyes!
[heh(h)(hhh)heh, heh
M: [Ah-heh(hh)heh, heh
S: Huh, huh. Then he say, “shit.”
(hh)What the th-, (h)kind of things
you tell me to,(h)heh(hh)
M: Heh(hh)heh heh!
S: Then I keep quiet.
M: Mmm.
S: Mm. En-, ‘osi pe ‘ene
fakakaukau. Then he say to me,
“Oh. That’s right. You was true.”
[Hah(h)heh uh
M: [Hah(h)heh. Pea kei lele ho‘o
vā? Ho‘o kaume‘a? ‘Osi pe ko ia?
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M: Mm.
S: And my family, and we two
would run away to his family [i.e.,
elope]
M: Ah-huh.
S: And so I told him, if your love is
true, then you wouldn’t want to
cause a problem.
M: Mmm.
S: Because looking at my friends,
[it might appear that] my
boyfriends are more important
than my family, eh?
M: Mmm.
S: Yeah. (hhh) And:(m), that boy
just sat there all quiet, and thought
about it again, but he’s bigger than
me, umm: twenty-two?
M: Oh!
S: Or twenty-three.
M: ‘Io.
S: Mm. And then I said to him,
that boy was just sitting quietly,
think-, and close eh-his eyes!
[heh(h)(hhh)heh, heh
M: [Ah-heh(hh)heh, heh
S: Huh, huh. Then he say, “shit.”
(hh)What the th-, (h)kind of things
you tell me to,(h)heh(hh)
M: Heh(hh)heh heh!
S: Then I keep quiet.
M: Mmm.
S: Mm. En-, ‘osi pe ‘ene
fakakaukau. Then he say to me,
“Oh. That’s right. You was true.”
[Hah(h)heh uh
M: [Hah(h)heh. And did your
relationship continue? Your
boyfriend? After that?
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S: ‘Io.
M: ‘Io?
S: Pa ma kaume‘a pe. Pea toki alu
ki Nu‘u Sila,
M: Ooooh.
S: ‘I he:(m). Taimi na‘e fai
external?
M: ‘Io?
S: ‘Io pea: [alu ai Nu‘u Sila.

S: Yeah.
M: Yeah.
S: And we are still going out. And
after that he went to New Zealand,
M: Ooooh.
S: In the:. Mm. The time when we
were taking our external exams?
M: Yeah?
S: Yeah, and he [went to New
Zealand.
M: [oh. Na‘e alu ki Nu‘u Sila. Ah.
M: [Oh. He went to New Zealand.
Hm(h)
Ah. Hm(h).
S: (hhh)
S: (hhh)
M: ‘Io.
M: Yeah.
S: Taimi ne alu ki Nu’u Sila, na’e
S: At the time he went to New
tala mai, keu show ange ‘eku love
Zealand, then he told me, to show
ki ai.
him my love.
M: Hm.
M: Hm.
S: Then I say, “I love you.” (hh)heh S: Then I say, “I love you.” (hh)heh
heh heh! Heh heh!
heh heh! Heh heh!
M: Heh ha hah hah!
M: Heh ha hah hah!
S: [Heh heh!
S: Heh heh!
M: [Heh heh (hhh)
M: Heh heh (hhh)
S: Then: tala mai ka au, “What’s
S: Then: he said to me, “What’s
kind of love you show me(hh) heh
kind of love you show me(hh) heh
heh?” Pa u tala ange, “pea ko hā, hā heh?” And I said to him, “So what,
kovi ‘eku lea, ‘I love you’” Then tala what’s wrong with me saying, ‘I
love you’”? Then he said that I
mai keu show ange(h), other
things, (h) mmmm. Ex-, tukukehe should show him(h), other
e mei he, except mei he mmm. Say things(h), mmmm. Ex-, apart
from, except from mmm. Say I love
I love you, e?
you, e?
M: Mmm.
M: Mmm.
S: Then I say, I:, I didn’t know
S: Then I say, I:, I didn’t know
what other things that I show you
what other things that I show you
my (h)love(h)heh. Then:, he say to my (h)love(h)heh. Then:, he say to
me, What about ehmm. Like, um,
me, What about ehmm. Like, um,
parents, eh?
parents, eh?
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M: Mm.
S: Marry. Then I say, “no!”
Heh(hh)heh
M: Heh heh heh.
S: (hhh) And he say to me, “what?”
and I say, “because ah:m,
attending the school, and, I’m not
one to do a thing to make my
parents angry, or make it,
M: Mmm.
S: Shy, a shame to our community,
M: Mmm.
S: Society, e? E. So other thing.
Then he say, (hhhhh). But who is
important, um, him, or my
parents, then I say, “parents.” Heh
heh heh (hhhhh).
M: Heh heheh heh! Heh heh
S: Heh heh. And he axed me, if I:
leave you, if I break it you, (h)with
you, what do you think, then I say,
“Many fish in the sea(h) heh heh
heh!”
M: Heh heh oh! Hoh huh huh. Eh
huh.
S: Heh heh (hh)
M: Ko e ta’ahine lotolahi pe koe!
S: ‘Io. M(h)ay(h)be, that’s, ah,
sometime, oh. So many time,
[sister’s name] said me, “You are
the bomb.” Heh(h)huh huh.
M: Mmhm.
S: “Because you can control
yourself,”
M: ‘Io.
S: And, ‘e, like that. And also Vika,
and also [xxx],
M: ‘Io.

M: Mm.
S: Marry. Then I say, “no!”
Heh(hh)heh
M: Heh heh heh.
S: (hhh) And he say to me, “what?”
and I say, “because ah:m,
attending the school, and, I’m not
one to do a thing to make my
parents angry, or make it,
M: Mmm.
S: Shy, a shame to our community,
M: Mmm.
S: Society, e? E. So other thing.
Then he say, (hhhhh). But who is
important, um, him, or my
parents, then I say, “parents.” Heh
heh heh (hhhhh).
M: Heh heheh heh! Heh heh
S: Heh heh. And he axed me, if I:
leave you, if I break it you, (h)with
you, what do you think, then I say,
“Many fish in the sea(h) heh heh
heh!”
M: Heh heh oh! Hoh huh huh. Eh
huh.
S: Heh heh (hh)
M: You’re a brave girl!
S: ‘Io. M(h)ay(h)be, that’s, ah,
sometime, oh. So many time, [my
sister] said me, “You are the
bomb.” Heh(h)huh huh.
M: Mmhm.
S: “Because you can control
yourself,”
M: Yeah.
S: And, ‘e, like that. And also Vika,
and also [friend’s name],
M: Yeah.
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S: May say, mai, (???). But taimi
lahi, kou lea pe, ka kou, hange ko e
kaume‘a.
M: Mmm.
S: When, taimi, ko, ko e na’e tala
mai he’eku kaume’a. When they
break, then what did I think, then
I: s-, just keep quiet, then I, but
when I keep quiet, I think, maybe
he think I love him.
M: Hm-hmm.
S: But, b(h)ut sh-, he’s right! I love
him. But I try to, [smacks lips]
hide in my (hhh)heart,
M: Oh.
S: Don’t show him, e.
M: Mmhmm.
S: Then. I say, “Many fish in the
sea, I can find one [better than
you.”
M: [Oh heh heh heh
S: Heh heh heh (hhh) heh.

S: May say, to me, (???). But a lot
of times, I say something, but I,
like with my boyfriend.
M: Mmm.
S: When, at the time, the, my
boyfriend said to me. When they
break, then what did I think, then
I: s-, just keep quiet, then I, but
when I keep quiet, I think, maybe
he think I love him.
M: Hm-hmm.
S: But, b(h)ut sh-, he’s right! I love
him. But I try to, [smacks lips]
hide in my (hhh)heart,
M: Oh.
S: Don’t show him, e.
M: Mmhmm.
S: Then. I say, “Many fish in the
sea, I can find one [better than
you.”
M: [Oh heh heh heh
S: Heh heh heh (hhh) heh.

Sita’s story of how she grapples with the pleasures and pressures of
romance highlights the moral complexity of everyday life for youth on ‘Eua.
Throughout this interview, Sita draws on a number of linguistic resources and
assumptions of intersubjectivity in order to position herself and the other figures
in her narrative within a multiplicity of moral frameworks. An analysis of Sita’s
story—or rather, a metanalysis of Sita’s own interpretation of events—shows the
way in which shared understandings of morality emerge in interaction. It should
be noted here that this transcript excerpt and its analysis involves two separate
layers of interpretation. First, the conversation between Sita and me, the
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interviewer, was guided by the particular norms and rules for an ethnographic
interview. Thus, it cannot be considered to be the same as “naturally occurring
socially interaction” as is typically defined (Atkinson and Heritage 1984). Yet,
because of the relationship I had established with Sita over the course of my
ethnographic fieldwork, analyzing our conversation using conversation analytic
tools can still reveal important findings about the ways in which Sita views the
world and our respective moral positionings within it. In addition to the
interaction analysis carried out on Sita’s and my conversation, I add a further
layer of investigation through narrative analysis of the stories Sita tells over the
course of our conversation. Narratives that occur in everday life have proven
fruitful grounds for analysis, investigating how speakers interpret events using
culturally specific values (Ochs and Capps 2001). Similarly, the narratives that
emerge over the course of ethnographic interviews can offer rich insight into
moral frameworks by utilizing multiple levels of linguistic analyses.
The ways in which youth negotiate multiple moral frameworks are
revealed over the course of Sita’s narrative, which links several different “story
worlds” together in order to construct a coherent—yet heterogeneous—moral
trajectory. Through her story, one can see how multiple voices, evoked through
reported speech, create the opportunity to take up multiple moral stances by the
same person. Sita weaves together multiple frames and movements through time
to create a multi-layered view of the moral universe. With the many voices she
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invokes, Sita takes up multiple concurrent positions with regards to the moral
frameworks at work in her social worlds.

Invoking the Authority of Global Youth
The impetus for Sita’s story is my request for elaboration about her future
career goals. This entry into the narrative world then provides the pathway for a
longer discussion of moral decision-making within the context of romantic
relationships. Earlier in the interview, Sita had told me that she originally
thought she would like to be a nurse, but had recently decided that she wanted to
work with youth as a profession after finishing her schooling. Sita provides the
initial story of Vika’s rendezvous as a justification for why she thinks she would
succeed as a youth counselor in addition to enjoying this type of work, framing
the story as an example of “advice-giving” that she might be expected to provide
in this profession (lines 05-08). By recounting this particular story as a reason
why she might reasonably consider a career in working with youth, Sita positions
herself as someone with the moral authority and expert knowledge to tackle the
issue of “premarital sex.” In so doing, she also sustains the discursive
construction of premarital sex as a problem affecting young women in Tonga.
Thus, from the beginning of this recounting of her conversation with Vika, Sita
orients herself within a frame that aligns with the identity category of youth
workers, who are presumed to be knowledgeable about topics such as premarital
sex and the means for addressing it as a cause for concern. This ideological
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position separates her from the action of the story, as one who might analyze
other young women’s choices and offer assistance in making decisions in the
future. Yet while this moral stance-taking, enacted through a negative evaluation
of Vika’s actions (lines 24-25 and lines 46-48), puts Sita slightly outside of the
action, it does so in a way that assumes knowledge of and interest in these sorts
of issues (rather than, for instance, if she were to characterize herself as a “good
girl” that knew nothing about sex and could therefore offer no advice). From the
outset, then, Sita has morally aligned herself in this “problem story” with youth
workers and the globally-oriented, transnational ideologies of sex and
responsibility they represent. Along with the flows of music and other media that
are typically cited as the makers of a global youth identity and style, I suggest that
certain kinds of information, oftentimes biomedical in nature, have begun to
characterize the flow of global youth identity as well. “Frank” discussions of sex—
or conversations about sexual activities such as this one that do not immediately
lead to punishment—become part of an articulation with transnational ideas
about sexuality and individual autonomy with regards to sex (Adams and Pigg
2005). As we will see, however, the local context and Sita’s position as a female
high school student mitigate the agency she has over her own sexual choices and
the morality attributed to them.
Rather than trying to impress a foreign researcher and thereby garner
attention, Sita most likely chose to tell me this story in particular as an
acknowledgement of our intersubjective agreement, based on assumptions about
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me and my work. At the time of this interview, most of the students at ‘Eua High
School knew that I volunteered with the local branch of the national youth group
as well at the high school as an English teacher. Sita had also seen me take part in
church youth group activities. As one of the more curious and outgoing students I
knew, she used every opportunity she could to ask me questions about my
research and my life in the US. By choosing to expand on the topic of her career
choice and elaborate on this particular narrative, Sita made an assumption about
the high likelihood of my agreement with her that youth counseling was a
laudable career choice and that the story she told was relevant and morally
appropriate within this context.
Competing Moral Stances and Voices
Sita takes a number of explicit stances and shows alignment with various
ideological positions in her narrative that show the ways in which moral
frameworks are constituted over the course of everyday discourse and action. For
example, at lines 46-52, Sita claims that she would not feel good about fulfilling a
request from a boyfriend to “show her love” and have sex with him. In saying that
this was something she couldn’t possibly feel even a little bit good about, she
rejects Vika’s bid for moral stance alignment and positions herself as someone
who only sees such activity as leading to trouble (lines 58-59). The conflicting
stances and accompanying divergent moral voices of Vika and Sita at the
beginning of the narrative take on additional complexity in light of local cultural
context. Vika characterizes the boy’s request for sex as a “kole,” a kind of begging
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request that typically behooves the recipient of such a request to fulfill the asker’s
needs. As in other places across the Pacific, formal exchanges of traditional
wealth such as fine mats and tapa cloth within ceremonial contexts publicly
demonstrates social affiliations among families on the island of ‘Eua, in Tonga. In
addition, social relationships are created and maintained through everyday,
informal exchanges between individuals and groups, primarily through kole
requests. Kole is most often translated into English by Tongans as “to beg (for
something),” and to ask another person for help in this manner is typically
accompanied by body movements, eye gaze, and a lowering of speech pitch and
volume to indicate the humbling nature of this speech event.2 Members of a
social group can ask for just about anything, from food, to kava, to money, to the
use of a car or a DVD player and television set. The object of the kole does not
necessarily have to be material, either; women may kole their friends or relatives
for help with sewing school or church group uniforms for their children, beating
or decorating tapa cloth, or weaving mats, and men may beg for help with various
tasks as well. Children are taught to “beg,” and to give generously to others, from
a very young age (Morton 1996; cf. Schieffelin 1990), and this form of interaction
makes up a ubiquitous part of daily life. It should be noted, however, that these
types of requests and the “gifts” that may result differ from other kinds of
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 A similar formulaic expression of “Ko e kole atu pe…” is seen as a respectful and
polite way of beginning a speech of thanks or some other event where one must
stand in front of a crowd. The act of “begging” for the audience’s attention
appears to mitigate or level the higher status and authority implied in taking the
floor to speak uninterrupted.
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exchange that also take place in Tonga and similarly contribute to the creation
and reproduction of social ties. Kin groups and other social networks regularly
take part in relations of exchange between households and reinforce longstanding
ties between people. Kole requests are notable for their relative irregularity and
for the fact that they are made as intentional, agentive requests rather than being
filled within an understood cycle of giving and receiving. A person who utters a
kole request points out a need that is not being met, thereby implicitly
highlighting some possible gap in his or her network of caring relations. A kole
request may begin a longer-term cycle of exchange, but is different from other gift
exchanges in that it entails a spoken request for something that would not
otherwise be provided.
While the object of a begging request may take any form, the terms for
who may be agents and recipients of requests are highly structured: you can’t just
ask anyone for anything. Generally, the targets of requests are people with whom
one already has some social connection; beggar and giver might already be
involved in an exchange cycle, but a kole would request something new of the
giver. However, people sometimes do kole to strangers or distantly linked others,
which can form new bonds, so long as the beggar eventually follows up on the
implicit obligation to give in return. Women may kole to men in their family or
social network for assistance with projects involving physical labor, and men kole
to women for similarly gender-specific help such as cooking food or tending
children. Men may also kole to young women to act as the server of kava (tou’a)
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as a traditional means of courtship or for larger fundraising events. The cycles of
exchange including both everyday reciprocity and kole requests play a much
larger role in the lives of adults than children or youth, since older adults tend to
control greater ranges and amounts of resources in addition to occupying
positions of authority where they can act as socio-moral arbiters in the
distribution of gifts.
As described in Vika’s story, young people have begun to find new ways of
establishing their own relationships of exchange, due in part to the expanded
possibilities (and desires) brought on by global modernity. From Vika’s
perspective, then, the fact that her boyfriend made this kole request morally
obligated her to provide him with what he asked for, and fulfilling the request in
Vika’s eyes constitutes a moral action. Sita rejects this, however, pointing out the
possibility of becoming pregnant, which not only would lead to expulsion from
school and the curtailing of opportunities for a successful future, but would also
go against standards of brother-sister respect and bring shame to Vika’s family
and community, which Sita again refers to later in the narrative (lines 165-172).
Throughout the narrative and the many subject positions Sita occupies (as
Vika’s friend, the former girlfriend of the missionary, and others), she continually
sets herself within a moral stance of opposition to premarital sex. This moral
stance can be seen as double-voiced, in the sense that it invokes, on the one hand,
alignment with transnational health discourses of youth workers who cite teenage
pregnancy as a growing problem among youth, and, on the other, alignment with
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traditional Tongan moral frameworks of respect for one’s family and, in
particular, one’s brothers. Even in situations with a boyfriend whose relatively
high-status, high publicity position of Mormon missionary might lead one to
presume his impeccable moral character, Sita portrays herself as the one who is
ultimately upholding Tongan ideas about proper relationships between young
men and women.
Sita’s careful negotiation of moral stance in the narrative and in her
orientation to broader social contexts outside of the story world can also be seen
in the way she positions herself as in complete control of her emotions, a kind of
management of the self with clear moral implications (Lutz and Abu-Lughod
1996; Wikan 1990). The control of outward expression of emotions was cultivated
by many young women and men I knew in ‘Eua who attempted to follow cultural
notions that one should maintain an outward appearance of calm and careful
action. In talking to me about the conversations with her boyfriend, Sita refers to
how she refuses uptake of her boyfriend’s invitations to “show her love” in any
way other than expressing it through words (lines 140-162). In the second half of
her story, she also focuses on the ways that she flippantly denies that her
boyfriend means very much to her (177-180), and, in particular, maintains that
her parents and family are the most important relationships for her (173-175).
Sita notes the approving accolades of others for her ability to “control herself”
(184-189), and briefly refers to the struggles she feels to keep her emotions to
herself and not reveal her true feelings to her boyfriends (lines 200-209). In so
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doing, Sita cultivates a moral position of one who is not led astray by her feelings
or desires, but instead can make carefully considered decisions about socially
appropriate action. The only interruption in Sita’s otherwise calm and carefully
managed emotional exterior is her breaks into humor, which further help to
maintain her moral stances.
Humor as Stance Device
Various kinds of joking, ironic wordplay, and clowning are often used as a means
of policing the boundaries of appropriate cultural actions and making moral
claims about behavior in the social context (Hereniko 1995; Shoaps 2009). In
Sita’s narrative, joking about the meaningless of her relationship (with a
boyfriend for whom she does have strong feelings) indexes her moral stance of
responsible management of sexuality in order to uphold respect for her family
and brother-sister relationships. By commenting that she would not worry about
a breakup because there were “plenty of fish in the sea!” (lines 179-180, 211-212),
Sita jokingly conveys the idea that romantic relationships may be easily replaced
in a way that family relationships are not. In this humorous way, Sita once again
invokes the moral framework of a traditional Tongan girl, in the midst of action
that might be seen as threatening to this position.
Related to the use of joking and humor in Sita’s story are the patterns of
laughter alignment between Sita and me, her conversational participant. Joining
in the laughter of a speaker engaged in “trouble talk,” or discussion of serious
topics, is a means of signaling alignment with the speaker or mitigating the
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tension of the topic at hand by taking a kind of “time out” (Jefferson 1984). In
considering the instances where Sita and I join in mutual laughter, it appears that
these also signal a kind of moral stance alignment between co-participants. For
example, in the second half of the excerpt, beginning at line 82, Sita tells the story
of how her boyfriend asked her to have sex to show her love for him. She gives the
details of her refusal, and then describes how the boy quietly contemplated her
answer and finally admitted she was correct in her reasoning. Following this, we
engage in aligned laughter at lines 114-116 and again at lines 119-120. This shared
laughter not only serves to break the emotional tension of the story, but also
seems to indicate a shared moral alignment, which encourages Sita to continue
her story about being pressured by boyfriends for sex. At lines 143-145, we again
coordinate laughter after Sita’s “punchline,” where she reveals that she “showed
her love” to her boyfriend by telling him she loved him. Once again, these parallel
moments of laughter show an alignment of stance towards the stance object, the
boyfriend’s requests for sex.
Code-switching and the moral valence of language ideologies
Throughout this transcript excerpt, Sita switches between Tongan and
English in ways that can be seen to further support her moral stance-taking.
Sita’s choices to use either Tongan or English in any given utterance reflect the
moral undertones of dominant language ideologies in Tonga. Language
ideologies reflect a set of socially-constituted understandings of language and the
types of people who use those varieties, connecting linguistic practice to social,
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political, and moral traits (Irvine and Gal 2000). By linking language use to ideas
about the kinds of people speakers are and what they do, language ideologies also
take on moral valence. Thus, a way of speaking indexes a particular orientation to
the social world and the perceived propriety of a speaker’s actions. Any particular
style of speaking or linguistic code can also become implicated in a number of
different kinds of related language ideologies. This seems to be the case for
English in Tonga. Although English is the nationally-mandated language of
instruction in Tongan secondary schools and thus is explicitly defined as the key
to success in education and professional life, and despite the fact that most
Tongans know at least some English, speaking English is fraught with tension
because of other ideological meanings. Among my research participants,
speaking English was indexical of cosmopolitanism and non-Tongan-ness (see
Besnier 2005, 2011), including both positively-valued aspects of life, such as
higher education, connections with transnational organizations, and professional
employment, as well as more negatively viewed, immoral actions, such as
drunkenness, greediness, promiscuous sexuality, and the selfishness attributed to
most New Zealanders and other non-Tongans.
Given these underlying meanings of speaking English, Sita’s codeswitching between English and Tongan throughout the transcript can be seen to
index a specific moral stance towards the “stance objects” she discusses. For
instance, Sita switches into English at lines 24-25 to question Vika’s decision to
have sex with her boyfriend, and again at lines 36-37, to refer to when I had asked
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Sita herself if she had ever engaged in premarital sex. In both of these instances,
the use of English acts as a means of distancing herself from such practices and
the ways in which they go against Tongan values. To discuss such things in
Tongan seems almost impossible, given the moral and cultural values indexed by
speaking that particular language (and note that, when Sita does use Tongan to
discuss premarital sex or other sorts of activities seen as less than socially
appropriate, she tends to use highly referential speech or deictic markers such as
“that kind of thing;” see the similar usage in Excerpt 1 of Chapter 4). From line
140 onward, as Sita tells the story of when her boyfriend asks her to have sex with
him and ultimately threatens to break up with her, she switches almost entirely
into English usage. It is likely that the original conversation between Sita and her
boyfriend took place mostly in Tongan, but she chooses to report the action in
English, again taking a moral stance apart from her “past self” who interacted in
ways and with other people who do not fit into local frameworks of moral action.
While both Sita’s “past self” and “present self” agreed that having sex was not an
appropriate course of action, finding oneself in a situation where sex could
potentially occur (e.g., meeting with a boyfriend while unaccompanied) could be
seen as damaging in itself to the image as Sita as a moral young woman. Thus,
speaking English in this case acts as a stance-taking device whereby Sita can
further distance herself from such a scenario.
One recurrent example of code-switching at the lexical level is also
important to note in this transcript, which is the use of English “love” or the
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phrase “showing your love” among youth, seen here at lines 30, 32-33, and again
at lines 140-141. Youth frequently used this phrase and the English word “love” to
talk about the feelings associated with romantic partners, rather than the Tongan
“‘ofa” or “‘ofa mo‘oni,” “true love,” which Sita uses at lines 97-98 to subtly
speculate as to the exact nature of her beau’s true love. I argue that youth use the
English “love” intentionally in these kinds of relationships because of the
additional semantic weight that Tongan “‘ofa” carries with it. ‘Ofa is usually
translated as “love,” but also carries connotations of an extended relationship of
generosity and mutual assistance between parties, extending out from individual
people to their own networks of kin. To use ‘ofa within the context of a romantic
relationship as a youth, then, might seem too serious or as inappropriate, for
typically boyfriends and girlfriends are proposing no such joining of social
networks. In fact, from the conversations I had with young men and women, the
use of “love” and “showing one’s love” usually indicated the representation of
feelings for one another through physical sexual intimacy, practices that were
seen as more modern ways of being (Hirsch and Wardlow 2005) and not
traditionally Tongan (although it is highly likely that youth did in fact carry out
similar activities in prior generations). This lexical code-switching to the English
word “love” indexes a category of emotion and accompanying actions that fit
more into a moral framework with global orientations rather than the local
understandings of appropriate action befitting the expression of ‘ofa.
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The Multiplicity of Voices and Moralities
In his original discussion of heteroglossia and the ways in which
utterances become embedded with multiple meanings, Bakhtin asks the reader to
imagine a peasant, using this character to illustrate the many different languages
a typical kind of person might employ in various aspects of life (1981). Hill’s work
on voicing (1995) builds on this, once again “examining a peasant” in the form of
Don Gabriel, who uses multiple “voices” to create a coherent moral center among
a cacophonous multitude of ways of speaking that each index different moral
positionings in the narrative space of rural Mexico. Building on Bakhtin’s notion
of heteroglossia, Hill shows how a “responsible self” takes up a moral position
regarding the murder of his son and the causes behind it, including an
engagement with capitalist ideology. Through a range of linguistic techniques
including code-switching, management of pitch and intonation, and moments of
dysfluency, the speaker Don Gabriel populates his narrative with various moral
figures and displays his relative alignment with them. Hill attributes a singularity
of vision to the speaker’s consciousness and characterizes the “veritable
kaleidoscope of ‘emotional selves’…distributed in fragments across the rhetorical
systems of the narrative” as a kind of verbal “art” (1995: 139).
Taking a cue from these works, and building upon the idea of multiple
voices encapsulated in a single narrative, I have turned to the examination not of
a peasant, but of a Tongan teenager. Through the analysis of Sita’s multilayered
narrative of romantic interactions, a variety of means for constructing moral
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stances and managing conflicting ideas about gender ideology and social
relationships are revealed. Sita draws upon representations of herself and others
over time, as well as a number of linguistic devices including code-switching,
humor, and reported speech, to occupy moral positions that allow her to engage
with the ideas of sex but maintain moral standing. Unlike Don Gabriel’s use of
voicing to condemn other moral positions, what is interesting about Sita’s
narrative is her use of voicing in order to take up several different moral positions
over the course of our conversation.
This complicated narrative also carries traces of the ways gender
ideologies, both local and global, can limit opportunities for action even as they
claim to empower young women with personal agency, as in the case of
transnational discourses of sexual health. For example, Sita’s feelings of sexual
desire or her own reactions to being an object of someone else’s desire are largely
absent in this narrative, obscured by moral positioning within larger social
frameworks. Claims to personal agency are also mitigated by a commitment to
the notion in Tonga that one’s actions reflect upon your entire family and kinship
network, which lends deeper consequences to Stia’s actions. Despite Sita’s
articulation with larger global discourses about personal responsibility for
sexuality and the ability to maintain footing in multiple moral frameworks, the
commitment to normative gender ideologies constrains Sita’s thoughts and
actions, and Sita, like many other youth, place their hopes in the future for
personal success and loving relationships.
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CHAPTER 4.
THE FOKISI, THE FAKALEITĪ, AND WHO WILL KNOW:
PROVOCATIVE PERFORMANCES AND KNOWLEDGE DISTRIBUTION

In the brightly lit hall of the Wesleyan church, just off the main
government road that runs across the island, the hired DJ blared one last upbeat
Pacific Islands dance song filled with synthesizer trills, hoping to reel in a few
more stragglers to the night’s program. Eventually, the deafening volume of the
music was lowered and, amidst the screeching insect noises from the warm
summer night, the leader of the ‘Eua Youth Congress took the microphone. The
young man gave a brief speech of thanks and introduction to the night’s program,
then asked the minister of a nearby church to offer an opening prayer. Following
the prayer and a resounding “‘Ēmeni!” (Amen) by all present, the front of the hall
was occupied by a quartet of young people in their late teens and early twenties,
dressed in bright red t-shirts screen-printed with “Break the Silence! For our
Future!” and other encouraging slogans as well as a now globally iconic symbol:
the trailing loop of the AIDS ribbon. Two elaborately coiffed and made-up women
began a presentation about HIV, AIDS, and sexually transmitted infections
(STIs). They were followed by two fakaleitī, men who dress and act in a manner
similar to women, who took turns providing additional information on symptoms
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and prevention of the diseases.1 All four facilitators delivered the information
with great skill, deftly referring to hand-printed charts copied from materials
provided by a transnational organization and proudly wearing t-shirts that had
recently been delivered from the national youth group offices. The rapt audience
treated the presenters with a surprising amount of deference and respect, given
their loud joking and sexual teasing just a few minutes before during the DJ’s
musical “crowd warm up” designed to attract passing youth. Following the main
presentation, the audience split into single-gender groups for “breakout
sessions,” where the information determined to be more sensitive in nature could
be shared without risk of breaking the rules of respect between classificatory
brothers and sisters. After a brief moment of indecision, one young fakaleitī
joined the group of young women, crouching close to the two young female
facilitators, but the latter shooed the fakaleitī away and told him to go sit with the
young men and the other young fakaleitī. The peer facilitators led the groups and
fielded questions with confidence, occasionally turning to me or the other youth
group facilitator, a male American Peace Corps volunteer, to ask for additional
information. Following the meeting, the group gave itself high evaluations for
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 The Tongan word fakaleitī translates as “in the manner of women,” combining
the prefix faka-, “in the manner of, the way of, as if,” and leitī, borrowed from
English “lady,” but semantically different from other words used for women (e.g.,
fefine, “woman,” or the polite finemotu’a for an older woman). Fakaleitī
themselves prefer the term leitī, arguing that they are not like ladies, they are
ladies. They also are sensitive to the fact that the first syllable of fakaleitī sounds
very close to English “fuck,” reflecting a consciousness of global modernity and
the hypersexualized, immoral place ascribed to them in local mainstream
discourse (Besnier 1997: 19–20). Both forms of the term are used here to describe
members of this group.
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their ability to present the information without experiencing too much shyness
and embarrassment (mā), and spoke about how well their campaign to empower
the island’s youth seemed to be going after its initial set of meetings and
educational events. Two of the young women, who under everyday contexts were
often called “fokisi” for their purported promiscuity and semiotic markers of
questionable morality, attempted to stifle their beaming grins at how well their
breakout session had gone while recapping the night’s events.
On many Friday or Saturday nights, a different kind of event sends out a
similar musical invitation to the same young people on the island. The single
disco on ‘Eua blasts its distinctive blend of Pacific dance music and American
hiphop through a neighboring village to welcome revelers. Decorated with
blinking Christmas lights and a spinning disco ball hung precariously by the
rafters of the dilapidated warehouse, the disco doubles as a venue for church
services on Sunday mornings, the lit-up cross hanging behind the DJ the only
sign of this double duty. Invariably, a smattering of young fakaleitī dressed for
an evening of excitement can be found among the undulating circles of dancers of
all ages. These transgender men who dress and behave in ways that emulate a
certain image of cosmopolitan femininity command a fair share of onlookers and
whispered gossip as they perform dance steps and other moves signaling
intoxication. A group of young women notable for wearing their hair worn long
and loose over their fitted tops shake and step right along with them. The young
women’s frequent presence at the disco and their style of dress are some of the
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justifications others give for labeling them fokisi, women who do not live up to
local moral standards. The dancers at the disco, ranging in age from
approximately 5 to 75, good-naturedly watch the antics of the fakaleitī and their
fokisi female friends. In the days to come, they will certainly report on the actions
of this group, and possibly even subject the fakaleitī and fokisi to some teasing
and heckling for their perceived transgressions and drunken sexual exploits later
in the night.
The presence and performances of fakaleitī have become infamous in the
circulation of information among international travelers to Tonga, and the usual
scenes played out at the disco on ‘Eua are fairly similar to those seen in other
nightclubs elsewhere in Tonga and further afield in Samoa, where fa‘afafine
enact similar social identities (Besnier 1997; Mageo 1992). Both fakaleitī and the
women labeled fokisi have become associated with the values and venues of the
world beyond Tonga, due in part to their being commonly employed at hotels,
restaurants, and other sites associated with foreigners, but also with their real or
imagined interest in activities like going to nightclubs, drinking alcohol, and
engaging in sexual activities outside the socially condoned realm of marriage.
Fakaleitī and fokisi occupy some of the most marginalized and precarious social
positions in Tongan society and, especially for the youth in these categories, are
vulnerable to physical and other kinds of violence. Yet their positions on the very
edge of acceptable behavior also afford them certain allowances in thought and
action. Although the range of their power or influence may be somewhat limited,
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fakaleitī and fokisi still manage to provoke social change and command center
stage through the performance of the very identities that keep them on the
periphery.
Because of their perceived threat to “traditional” values and their shared
orientation towards transnational media and globally circulating discourses of
youth and cosmopolitanism, fokisi and fakaleitī often develop strong friendships
with one another, creating counter-hegemonic alliances in spite of the fact that
such relationships involve additional social risk-taking. Marginalized on the local
scale, yet eager to become involved in global movements and identities, fakaleitī
and fokisi become willing participants in certain kinds of “modernizing”
development projects that have become increasingly visible in Tonga in recent
years. For example, the Tonga National Youth Congress (TNYC) and the Ministry
of Training, Employment, Youth, and Sports ran several programs beginning in
2007 to teach youth about running small businesses. The TNYC then provided
micro-loans to encourage youth to develop business plans and launch their own
small enterprises. The organization also presented a number of workshops on a
wide range of topics in partnership with foreign aid organizations and nongovernmental organizations, including everything from understanding global
warming and re-planting mangrove swamps to identifying the signs of depression
and dealing with suicidal thoughts among youth. UNESCO and the World Health
Organization, among others, recruited youth workers as well as volunteers to
participate in surveys of general health, teen pregnancy, factors leading to
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obesity, sexually transmitted diseases, and the prevalence of domestic abuse.
While fakaleitī and fokisi were not the only young participants in these programs,
they often made up part of the team of facilitators as well as being in the
audience.
No matter what their central focus, these projects arrived in Tonga with a
complementary intention to “empower” local youth. Often sponsored by other
national governments or transnational development organizations, the projects
nevertheless found it challenging to surmount the obstacles of well-engrained
Tongan cultural expressions for youth, including the embodied representation of
mā, an embarrassment or shyness that also indexes respect and deference for
specific individuals or particular social contexts. In the context of development
work most often available to Tongan youth, the culturally engrained attitudes of
shyness in one-on-one interactions with foreigners, a staunch unwillingness to
single oneself out from the crowd, and a lack of confidence in showing one’s
ability to speak English can sometimes collide with the best efforts of foreign aid
workers attempting to make their programs “inclusive” and “empowering,”
concepts to which I will return. However, many youth who might typically be
chastised for behaviors considered overly bold, brash, presumptuous, or arrogant
(fie poto, fie lahi, fie lelei) welcome the opportunity to interact with (usually
young, in their mid-20s) foreigners, practice their English, and perhaps even gain
knowledge and financial resources. Transnational development organizations
and other NGOs intent on spreading what they see as vitally important
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information represent an avenue for marginalized youth such as fakaleitī and
fokisi to strengthen their bonds of friendship while forging identities that
provocatively push the boundaries of Tongan cultural norms and knowledge
regarding global issues and concerns.
Analyzing the case of one particular group of fokisi and fakaleitī friends on
the island of ‘Eua, this chapter sheds light on how transgender and
“hypersexualized” individuals negotiate their subjectivity and perform their
identities in relation to each other. Through their non-sexual bonds of intimacy,
fokisi and fakaleitī youth claim to “empower each other,” trading in the rhetoric
of the development organizations with which they engage, yet also highlighting
the precarious liminal position they occupy as purveyors of globally circulating
forms of knowledge in a highly structured local context. The knowledge of
HIV/AIDS and sexual responsibility that members of this particular youth group
dealt with provided a context that was especially fraught with tension for them.
“Youth tend everywhere to occupy the innovative, uncharted borderlands along
which the global meets the local” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2000: 308), and the
presentation of information about a disease that is global in scale and
necessitates the description of sexual practices not typically discussed in public
certainly seems to be situated in such “borderlands.” The youths’ work meant a
near-constant negotiation of particular subjectivities and power relations cast
upon them in both the local and global contexts in which they became enmeshed.
For these young people, local and global were not simply theoretical abstractions
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but instead real, meaningful sets of people, practices, and knowledge that they
had to manage. The meanings of their own sexualities and potentialities, and the
ways these articulated with global concerns, emerged through their work and
especially through their continued reliance on the bonds of friendship. Through
my focus on friendships between transgender and (non-normatively)
heterosexual youth and how these relationships allow the opportunity to explore
identities and take actions that reach from a local situation of marginality onto
the global stage, this chapter highlights the importance of understanding “the
edge” of sexual identities and practices as always connected to a wider plane of
social relationships, moral frameworks, local cultural meanings, and global
interpretations. The non-normative identities of fokisi and fakaleitī, coupled with
their position of authority in the distribution of knowledge about HIV/AIDS,
provokes a confrontation among ‘Euans with the ways local and global
subjectivities inform each other. Engagement with global movements like
HIV/AIDS organizations allows for new, albeit limited, power within the local
social environment, even as it threatens to further marginalize these youth.
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Gender, Youth, and the Seductions of “Empowerment”
Peer group facilitators experienced palpable excitement, nervousness, and pride
during each island activity they led. A few mentioned to me that they felt proud
and grateful to have the “duty” of distributing important information. For several
of the participants, this was the first job they had ever held, and most had limited
experience being the center of attention and authority as they were at the
meetings. These feelings of pride and gratitude foreground some of the ways in
which local issues and connections have become deeply connected to global
concerns. Beginning in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the Tongan government
began to scrutinize the nation’s youth with fresh interest. They subsequently
implemented measures that directly addressed the concerns of this everexpanding segment of the population. The government provided support for the
establishment of the TNYC and, in 2006, created a Ministry of Training,
Employment, Youth and Sports. Various government ministries also entered into
partnerships with NGOs such as the World Health Organization, the United
Nations, and the Salvation Army to identify issues related to youth and conduct
studies on these issues. A number of reports and action plans followed, written
in the rhetoric of global development discourse and outlining the challenges that
youth faced, such as teen pregnancy, alcohol and drug abuse, suicide, obesity,
and sexually transmitted infections (STIs). Some of these issues had long been
within the range of Tongan youths’ life experiences, but they were only identified
as “problems” or “challenges” within the context of internationally-sponsored
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projects that were largely framed in Western cultural terms (cf. Adams and Pigg
2005). In 2006, youth-oriented efforts at the national level gained renewed
energy following the political riots and catastrophic events of 16/11, which were
largely blamed on underemployed, disaffected youth in the capital (see Chapter 1;
Besnier 2011: 1–6; Campbell 2008). The peer facilitator training that the ‘Eua
youth attended was part of this wave of programs that used connections with
transnational organizations to combat “youth underemployment,” which the
TNYC identified as a major issue, but also addressed a global public health issue,
linking Tongan youth with other youth and organizations around the world
involved in similar work.
While national law and the desires of most parents on ‘Eua intend for all
young people to complete secondary school and even acquire some tertiary
education, school fees, the demands of farm work, and other filial responsibilities
all compete with these ideals, and many youth leave school early. They quickly
become involved in the daily duties of maintaining households, although some
attempt to find work outside of home, either of their own volition or with the
encouragement of their parents. If they do not work outside of home, the social
world of out-of-school youth, especially young women, is often confined to their
families and relatives. Many out-of-school as well as un- and under-employed
youth who have finished school with an upper-level certificate welcome the
opportunity to participate in church, village, and island-wide youth groups or
special programs designed for them to interact with peers, meet people from
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other islands, and potentially develop new skills or abilities that can help them to
secure a job in the future.2
Like numerous similar workshops and youth activities conducted over the
course of my fieldwork, part of the explicit aim of the peer facilitator training, as
stated by local representatives and their transnational organization, the Salvation
Army, was to “empower” local youth and give them a “voice” in society. As in
many parts of the world, in Tonga youth occupy the lower reaches of the status
hierarchy, with few opportunities for claiming power and authority, except over
those younger than themselves (Morton: 130–131, 252). “Empowerment” became
one of several terms circulating around the globe along the paths of development
projects and foreign assistance, linking particular kinds of youthful action to
idealized notions of liberal citizenship and individualized forms of agency
(Durham 2007: 102–103). At the same time as these programs allegedly
empower youth and boost their self-esteem, however, they overlook pre-existing
ideologies of knowledge and authority that limit the distribution of information
to those of higher status, who in turn decide who should have access to that
knowledge and how. Because of the ways the peer group facilitators received and
distributed knowledge in the island communities, their work on promoting
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 Most organizations benefitting youth, such as the TNYC, the Tonga Civil
Society, and the local branches of transnational organizations such as the
Salvation Army and the US Peace Corps are sensitive to the underemployment of
youth as well as to the importance accorded locally to documented verifiable
credentials. They thus provide “Course Completion Certificates” to participants
in all of their activities, from first aid programs to workshops on human rights.
Youth can then add these certificates to their portfolios and present them to
potential employers.

139
awareness of HIV/AIDS also became an epistemological and moral project. As in
the work of HIV/AIDS peer facilitators in other locations of the world (e.g.,
Boellstorff 2009), knowledge distribution about the spread of a global disease has
become tied to ideas about the social appropriateness of knowing: who is allowed
to know, what they are able to know, and how they come to acquire this
information from agents outside of the conventional framework of authority on
the island, information that is eventually transmitted by people occupying
relatively powerless categories of identity. The work of communicating
information about HIV/AIDS takes on multiple voices and multiple forms of
power, expressed within and supported by a network of friends performing
counterhegemonic and marginalized identities.
The peer facilitators stood out in the positions of leadership that they
occupied, not only because of their youth, but also because of their particular
gender identities. The two fakaleitī, each with her own unique performance of
this subjectivity, and the young women who were widely perceived as fokisi broke
away from mainstream, hegemonic, and heteronormative notions of gender
identity, using their work as a means of affirming their identities and positions as
essential mediators between local and global information flows.3 In a
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 The group consisted of ten members in total: two fakaleitī, four men, and four
women. One of the young men decided not to participate in the presentations
following the training, and one of the young women was hired at a local store
immediately after the training and so could not attend the presentations.
Eventually, one additional young woman joined the group. Within the group,
three of the women were labeled fokisi by other interlocutors on the island (and
sometimes jokingly called each other by this term), one man and one woman
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hierarchical society in which distinctions of titled rank and achieved status
continue to carry considerable social and political weight, distinctions in gender
identity and roles remain arguably some of the most important categories of
social difference in Tonga (Gailey 1988; Morton 1996: 100; Philips 1994).
Ideologies of gender in Tonga and their connections to other social categories
such as status, kinship, and religious affiliations play a significant role in the
management of everyday social interactions and in the development of culturallyspecific moral frameworks. The co-construction of gender norms and identities as
well as their surveillance and reproduction in Tongan social life are also
implicated in the distribution of power, knowledge, and authority. At the same
time, transgressions of these gender ideologies and the performance of innovative
or contested gender positions provide interesting insights into the boundaries of
proscribed norms and the subtle ways in which gender ideologies change over
time. Fakaleitī represent a quasi-institutionalized, conditionally accepted gender
identity that, while tolerated in most social circumstances, are not completely
condoned and remain on the margins of mainstream gender sensibilities. Fokisi,
on the other hand, represent a real or imagined normative breach of feminine
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
were unwed parents, one of the men was a relatively recent arrival to Tonga after
having been deported from the US for gang activity (see Esser 2011 for more on
young deportees), and one of the men was an enthusiastic volunteer in activities
that would develop his skills in hopes of one day migrating to the US (he
subsequently became engaged to a Peace Corps Volunteer). The remaining
members could be considered more “mainstream” or heteronormative in their
identity practices and were generally considered to be upstanding members of
their villages and respective churches. Three Peace Corps Volunteers (two women
and one man) attended the initial training, but only the male volunteer ended up
participating in the subsequent meetings.
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behavior and style, yet play an important role in defining the acceptable in
multiple domains of femininity, such as hairstyle, clothing, language, and
movement.
In general, women and men are considered to be structurally opposite,
and mainstream discourses about roles and activities reflect this division (Bott
1982; Gailey 1988; Teilhet-Fisk 1991). Within the family, women are considered
to be higher ranking than their brothers, but of lower rank than their husbands.
Men command most positions of authority in government and in the public
sphere and are more powerful than women in most social situations. As discussed
in Chapter 2, the historically-rooted brother–sister relationship of respect, or
faka‘apa‘apa, dictates the morally appropriate conduct for cross-gender sibling
relationships and remains one of the most important aspects of Tongan social
organization today. While both boys and girls are raised to understand the
importance of respect to those of higher rank, women are characterized as
“naturally” quieter, more demure, and more shy. Generally speaking, cultural
norms dictate that women spend more time indoors, preferably at home, and that
men are given to being “outside,” working on farmland or attending to other
public activities. As in other societies of Polynesia and beyond, men are
considered to be more mobile, while women are more restrained, passive, and
less active. Almost as soon as children can walk, they are socialized into the
gendered division of labor as well, where women handle most domestic chores
and men handle “heavier” work associated with the outdoors. As children grow
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up, enter school, and begin to take part in church activities, common cultural
norms attribute superior learning abilities and greater religious devotion to girls,
in keeping with ideas about the feminine propensity to stay indoors and quietly
accept responsibility and information. Yet many teachers on ‘Eua bemoaned the
fact that once girls reached puberty, they lost interest in studies and could only
think about boys or other social distractions. This period of a girl’s life also
represents the time when she becomes tightly enmeshed in social networks and
obligations to prepare feasts, weave mats, paint tapa cloth, and complete other
traditional duties associated with women.
For boys, on the other hand, early adolescence and the time around
puberty signals a social separation from the feminine domain of household and
family. A disassociation with maternal care and social institutions, in conjunction
with contemporary gender norms that dictate masculine impassiveness and lack
of emotional expressivity, lead to an experience of young manhood with fewer
social support networks than young women have (and often feel constrained by).
Particularly within the last few years, as Tonga moves towards an economy that
depends more on money than men’s traditional agricultural efforts, young men
have become increasingly “lost” and disenfranchised. In comparison, young
women and fakaleitī have far more outlets to provide them with social and
emotional support.
Adults begin to demand that young people, once they reach adolescence,
take the rules of brother–sister avoidance (faka‘apa‘apa) seriously, highlighting
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the ways ideologies of gender and age categories interact. In the past, in order to
avoid contact with adolescent sisters, young men would move out of their
parents’ homes and begin to spend more time with peers or extended kin in a
boys’ hut (Morton 1996: 112). This tradition persists into the present, but has
recently undergone modification as more families build Western-style houses and
consider separate bedrooms adequate for preserving respect. Although cultural
ideals ostensibly dictate that all youth remain chaste until the time of marriage,
young women are the objects of particularly close surveillance to ensure the
preservation of their modesty. While young men are supposed to respect all
women and abide by Christian values, the image of boys as perpetually “naughty”
(pau‘u) extends to a naturalized assumption that they cannot control their sexual
urges, and some amount of sexual experience is taken as a sign of youthful
virility. Any sexual joking or interaction between cross-gender siblings, however,
is emphatically prohibited, and adolescents are instructed to avoid any situations
in which they might even accidentally offend someone within earshot of this
person’s cross-sex sibling or cousin (by alluding to the body or to sexual matters
for example). In everyday life, this translates into an assumption that anyone
could be a possible classificatory brother or sister, placing restrictions on all
communication and action at all times (Philips 2008). For youth living in small
villages on outer islands, where extended families have been settled for many
generations, the moral framework constituted through the brother-sister
relationship can make it difficult to engage in many social events where both
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young men and women are present, as it is likely that relatives will also be in
attendance.
Within the context of these general ideologies of gender, however, the new
demands of global modernity have produced areas of possible conflict or even
“ideological diversity,” in which multiple interpretations of gender norms coexist
(Philips 2008). Because they are socialized into behaviors conducive to the
educational environment, upper-level high school courses are increasingly
dominated by young women, and as a result far more young women than young
men seek entry-level professional or civil service employment. At a time when
access to capital is becoming increasingly essential for food, school fees, utilities,
and other daily necessities, young women make important financial contributions
to their families rather than depending on men to support the household. Subtle
changes in gender norms extend to religious and leisure activities as well. Many
churches, including both newer evangelical denominations and long-standing
traditional ones, now offer extensive youth programs including choir groups,
retreats, and Bible study, and young men often participate just as enthusiastically
as their female counterparts. Additionally, the relatively recent increased
attention to youth causes has provided increased opportunities for young men
and women to interact with each other and even necessitate knowledge of sex and
sexuality. However, even programs that explicitly deal with issues of sex attempt
to uphold cultural values of sexual propriety, using elaborate euphemisms when
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necessary and separating youth into gendered groups to discuss potentially
“dangerous” sex-related topics.
Breaking from molds of ideal femininity and ideal masculinity are youth
who identify as or are determined to be fokisi and fakaleitī. As mentioned above,
fakaleitī typically take on feminine behaviors and characteristics, although the
specific manner in which any one fakaleitī chooses to perform femininity can
vary dramatically (Besnier 1997). Fakaleitī profess to favor women’s work and
activities over those of men, often (though not always) choosing to remain at
home and help with domestic tasks such as cooking, weaving, and taking care of
the home. Young women often enjoy talking to and working with fakaleitī, as
they are perceived to be outspoken and humorous; young women appreciate the
fakaleitī’s ability to comment on society in ways the women may be too shy or
socially constrained to do on their own (Besnier 1996: 297–298). In terms of
style, fakaleitī may choose to grow their hair long or wear it in a “Fijian style”
women’s afro, or wear flowers in their hair; they may pluck their eyebrows
and/or occasionally wear makeup; and they may wear women’s style clothing all
the time or only in certain social situations.4 In most cases, young fakaleitī who
choose to wear women’s clothing lean towards a more “cosmopolitan” or Western
style of feminine clothing, favoring tight jeans, revealing tops, short skirts, or the
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 Heteronormative men may wear flowers in their hair, and young men
sometimes wear nail polish or light eye makeup as well. Examining hegemonic
masculinity in comparison with fakaleitī highlights the cultural specificity
intrinsic to definitions of masculinity everywhere, as well as the ways in which
multiple symbolic practices used simultaneously and in repeated performances
serve to generate particular gender identities (Butler 1990, 1993).
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latest fashion in suits and dresses rather than the styles favored by traditional
women in Tonga such as more conservative long skirts or pule taha, a matching
shirt and wraparound skirt usually made from the same tropical-printed fabric.
The two fakaleitī peer facilitators on ‘Eua each expressed their identities in
different ways. Twenty-three-year-old Pulu, the older and more outgoing of the
two, lived in one of the villages furthest from the main town. While known for his
captivating feminine fashion sense at the disco on the weekends, Pulu usually
wore masculine clothing on a day-to-day basis, only occasionally donning a long
skirt rather than the long shorts or twill wrap-around tupenu favored by young
men. Pulu worked on the family’s farmland allotment in a cooperative group with
extended kin and friends and would sometimes drink kava, a male-exclusive
activity, with the young men in the neighborhood. A reputation for drinking
massive quantities of alcohol and offering sexual favors to passing men when
intoxicated earned Pulu the disapproval of older women, and he was the object of
lively gossip among young women and men across the island.
Nineteen-year-old Heilala, on the other hand, was quieter and more shy,
but chose to perform a more feminine identity on a regular basis. Heilala had
plucked eyebrows and a medium-length crown of hair combed out in the style of
Fijian women, although at times she would opt for more elaborate hairstyles. She
usually wore longer skirts and loose yet feminine blouses, although sometimes
also wore more revealing clothing when planning for a night out. When not
taking part in youth group activities, she stayed at home with her mother and
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aunt, helping to weave mats and take care of the house. Although they resided in
different villages, the two fakaleitī in the peer facilitator group were close friends
and spent most of the free time during the workshops talking to each other and
their fokisi friends.
More often than not, “fokisi” is a term attributed to others rather than selfselected, although the extent to which a particular woman chooses to embrace
non-normative practices or amend her ways to comply with mainstream
standards of comportment after being labeled a fokisi is an intentional choice. A
borrowing from the English word “fox” (although the semantic relationship is not
clear, perhaps deriving from American slang “foxy” for a sexually attractive young
woman), the label is usually applied to young women deemed lacking in morality,
although the reasons for such evaluation can be difficult to pin down. Adults
describe young women as fokisi if they behave in any number of ways that go
against mainstream gender ideologies: smoking, drinking alcohol, brazenly
talking to young men in public, swearing, dancing suggestively, or being
excessively loud or boisterous. Although all women in Tonga pay attention to
their appearance, fokisi do this to the extreme, wearing provocative fashionable
clothing, wearing their hair loose or in an elaborate style instead of a more
conservative tightly-pinned bun, and paying too much attention to the
application of makeup or plucking eyebrows. In their appearance and in their
embodied practices, fokisi directly oppose Tongan standards of demure feminine
beauty, traditionally epitomized in the tau‘olunga dancer (Besnier 2011: 133–
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135). Depending on their profession, young women are sometimes called fokisi
for holding a job or engaging in other activities that keep them away from home
and in the presence of non-kin for extended periods of time. Perhaps more so
than with fakaleitī, the appellation of fokisi is based on the context in which
young women’s behaviors are observed and evaluated as well as the frequency
with which they occur. For instance, an occasional visit to a nightclub might not
earn one the status of fokisi, but making it a habitual activity and getting drunk,
dancing unrestrainedly, and failing to embody deference and shyness will.5
In a surprisingly forthcoming interview, nineteen-year-old ‘Amelia
presented a litany of reasons why she was known among villagers and her own
family as a fokisi:
Excerpt 4.1 00:02:10 fohi012
Original Transcript Excerpt:
001 A: Ko: au, ko, kou: nātula, ‘oku
002 sai‘ia au ‘ia ke sio ki tamaiki
talavou.
003 MKG: ‘Io. Heh heh.
004 A: E. Pa ku:. Lahi hoku kaume‘a, ka
005 ku: nau loto ke:, tamaiki tangata,

English Translation:
A: For me, uh, it’s natural for me,
I like to look at cute boys.
MKG: Yeah. Heh heh.
A: Uh. And I, I have a lot of
boyfriends, but I, they want to, the

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5 Because it is assumed in mainstream Tongan gender ideology that boys are
“naturally” given to mischief and are unable to control their sexual urges, young
men are not subject to any kind of labeling similar to that of fokisi. A woman who
is perceived as a fokisi is subverting mainstream gender norms, partially through
actions that are seen as normatively masculine, such as drinking, smoking, or
being overtly interested in sex. The only time I heard any comments about young
men that were somewhat similar to the gossip about fokisi were rare moments of
disapproving talk regarding young men who seemed to take an unusual interest
in their physical appearance. For young men, showing up to everyday functions
in what were seen as “flashy” clothes with elaborately coiffed hair or ostentatious
accessories such as earrings or watches might attract teasing or commentary, but
generally did not lead to the same kinds of derision or threats to long-term social
status as the talk about fokisi.
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loto pe ke lava, nau loto pa ma alu,

boys, they want us to be able to,
they want us two to go away [i.e.
to someplace private to have sex],
MKG: Mmm.
MKG: Uh-huh,
A: pea li‘aki au.
A: And then they’d abandon me.
MKG: ‘Io.
MKG: Yeah.
A: Pehe.
A: Like that.
MKG: E.
MKG: Oh.
A: Ka kou nofo au siosio, lahi
A: But when I sit and look around,
tamaiki, to‘u o’oku,
lots of kids, of my generation,
MKG: ‘Io,
MKG: Yeah,
A: Fa’ele kei iiki.
A: Have babies when they’re still
young.
MKG: Mm. Mm.
MKG: Yeah. Yeah.
A: Mali kei valevale, ‘ikai ke lava
A: They marry when they’re still
nautolu ‘o tauhi ‘enau mo’oui.
immature, they’re not able to look
after their lives.
MKG: Mm.
MKG: Mm.
A: Or their children.
A: Pe ‘enau fānau.
MKG: ‘Io.
MKG: Yes.
A: Pehe. Pa ‘oku:. Fa’a nofo ‘i api.
A: Like that. But, I often stay at
[Rising pitch] Sai pe tangi(h)(h)?
home. [Rising pitch] Is it okay if I
[Sniffles]
cry? [Sniffles]
MKG: [High pitch] ‘Io?
MKG: [High pitch] Yes?
A: Heh, heh. Pa ‘ok- fa‘a nofo ‘i api, A: Heh, heh. And, often when I
‘oku ‘ikai keu sai‘ia ai e tamai he‘eku stay home, my dad doesn’t like my
behavior.
tō‘onga.
MKG: Mm. Mm.
MKG: Uh-huh. Uh-huh.
A: Pa nofo e taimi ni‘ihi, ‘o sio ka
A: And sometimes staying there,
and he’ll look at me, and say what
au, pa ko e hā ‘eku me‘a. ‘Oku fa‘a
‘eke mai e tamai kiate au.
am I doing. My dad often asks me
that.
MKG: Mm.
MKG: Uh-huh.
A: What… During my time on
A: Ko ē:. Fa‘a ai taimi ‘i Tonga
Tongatapu, my dad was disgusted
a‘aku, fakalili‘a e tamai ‘i ai. ‘Alu
with me. I went out at night,
pō‘uli,
MKG: Mm.
MKG: Uh-huh.
A: ‘Ilifia pe eku tamai na‘a u, fo‘i
A: My dad was afraid that I would
kete.
get pregnant [lit. little round
belly].
MKG: Mm.
MKG: Uh-huh.
A: Na‘a u fo‘i kete. Ka ko lava pe e
A: That I would get pregnant. But
au, ‘o mapule‘i pe au.
I was able to, I was able to control
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myself.
MKG: Mm.
MKG: Mm.
A: Fa‘a talanoa mo e tamaiki e
A: But I would often talk to some
ni‘ihi, lahi tamaiki, nau eva mai ka
kids, lots of kids, they would
au. Tamaiki talavou.
approach me. Cute boys.
MKG: Mm.
MKG: Uh-huh.
A: Lahi tamaiki, konga lohiaki‘i, lahi A: Lots of kids, there was some
e kaume‘a, lahi konga lohiaki‘i.
deception; the more boyfriends,
[Sniffs] ‘i ai tamasi‘i Houma,
the more deception. [Sniffs]
There’s this boy in Houma,
MKG: Mm?
MKG: Uh-huh?
A: Ma kaume’a,
A: We two were going out,
… [describing boy]
…
A: Pea na‘a ma talanoa ‘i he tahi,
A: And we were talking down at
the beach,
MKG: ‘Io?
MKG: Yeah?
A: ( ) taha, pea na‘e kole mai ai ke:, A: One on one, and he begged me
ke ne ma‘u au.
to, he asked to have me.
MKG: Mm.
MKG: Uh-huh.
A: Ka na‘e ‘ikai keu lava ai ‘e au.
A: But I didn’t agree to it.
MKG: Mm.
MKG: Uh-huh.
A: Fa‘a tala mai, he‘eku, fa‘a hanga
A: They often say, my, my parents
often advise me,
mai pe ongo mātu‘a akonaki‘i au,
MKG: ‘Io.
MKG: Yeah.
A: Tala mai, taimi ko e teu fai ai
A: They say, when I do something
like that [have sex], I will be
me‘a ko ia, ‘e mā fakatuonga‘ane e
shaming my brothers.
au.
MKG: Mm.
MKG: Mm.
A: Pa ko e me‘a pehe, ‘oku, ‘oku,
A: And the thing like that, it, it,
ha’u e ‘atamai, ko, ko alu mo e
the mind drifts, to go with a boy,
tamasi‘i, pau pe keu ha’u e ‘atamai
my mind would definitely drift to
me’a ko ia.
something like that.
MKG: Mm. Mm.
MKG: Uh-huh. Uh-huh.
A: And shame my brothers. If I
A: ‘E mā fakatuonga‘ane. Teu fai ai
were to do that, I would bring
me‘a ko ia, ka e mā fakatuonga‘ane
shame to my brothers by doing
ai.
that.
MKG: ‘Osi fai me‘a pehe?
MKG: Have you already done
that?
A: ‘Ikai.
A: No.
MKG: ‘Ikai.
MKG: No.
A: ‘Ikai lava. Pa ‘e fakalili‘a e mai
A: I couldn’t. And my whole house
homau api kiate au. Ko au, ko
would just be disgusted by me.
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Me, I’m a Mormon.
MKG: Uh-huh. Uh-huh.
A: And our church is weak.
MKG: Uh-huh. Uh-huh.
A: I drink, and smoke, they don’t
know it in our house. Just super
secretly.
MKG: Mm.
MKG: Mm.
…
…
A: Fa’a nofo ‘eku tamai,
A: My dad is always around,
MKG: Mm.
MKG: Mm.
A: ‘Ita mai ka au, tala mai ka au,
A: And he’s mad at me, and he’ll
“Fo:kisi.”
call me a “Fokisi.”
MKG: Eh heh heh heh! [‘A koe?
MKG: Eh heh heh heh! You?
A: [A:u. ‘I:o. Tala mai, he’eku tamai. A: Me. Yeah. My dad calls me
that.
māmonga.
MKG: Mm. Mm.
A: Ko vaivai e siasi.
MKG: Mm. Mm.
A: Ko inu pe au, mo ‘ifi, ‘ikai ke ‘ilo
pehe. ‘Emau api. Fūfuu‘i pe.

For ‘Amelia, it appeared “natural” for her to enjoy the company of young,
handsome men, and she seemed to teeter just on the edge of what was considered
completely morally degrading for young women to become involved in. By
choosing to characterize her behavior as “natural” in line 1, ‘Amelia defends her
behavior as “just the way I am,” not something she intentionally tries to do. This
parallels descriptions of children and young people often heard in Tongan
discourse, where the unruly “nature” of children must be cultivated and formed
through hard work and adherence to “culture” and its norms (see Morton 1996).
At the same time, ‘Amelia subtly resists mainstream gender ideology, which
allows young men “natural” sexual urges, but elides similar desires in young
women. Continuing her litany of transgressive actions, ‘Amelia lists having
multiple boyfriends (lines 4-6, 42-48), running around at night (lines 34-35),
defying her parents, smoking, and drinking, as all reasons leading up to her being
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called a fokisi by her father, and becoming aware of the shame she might bring to
her family and, in particular, to her brothers (lines 61-69).
‘Amelia’s insistence that agreeing to have sex with any of her boyfriends
would be socially damaging not to herself, but to her brothers in line 62, and
again in line 68, emphasizes the socially constituted nature of moral frameworks
and the multiple risks of subverting normative gender identities. The young
woman implies that taking action in a way considered not socially appropriate
would have damaging social effects on her brothers, bringing negative moral
evaluation to both herself and her siblings. Her consideration of the possible
shame brought to her brothers (not to mention the strife she attributes to her
father) emphasizes the ways in which gendered moral norms are built and shared
among members of a cultural group.
Rather than viewing the label as the deprecating insult and call for
behavior modification it is intended to be, some young women choose to embrace
the role of fokisi and may even exaggerate certain aspects of their personal style
to signal their appropriation of the identity. Several young women I knew told me
they did not care or did not pay attention to people who meant to offend them or
curb their actions with the label, and cited the fun they had and friends they
made as ample reasons for continuing to act in non-normative ways. The young
women deemed fokisi in the peer facilitator group fell into this category, scoffing
at the possibility of eventual punishment by parents and asserting their
entitlement to enjoy themselves. One of the young women, ‘Ofa, had recently
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finished school and worked at one of the hotels on the island, which would have
singlehandedly earned her a designation of fokisi for the long hours worked in
the presence of non-Tongans who presumably exerted a bad influence. However,
‘Ofa also gained her reputation for such activities as smoking, sneaking out of the
house to go to the dance club, and engaging in semi-public romantic
relationships with young men—including non-Tongans. Soana, on the other
hand, came from family whose members played highly visible, active roles in the
Mormon Church and seemed to have earned a reputation for fokisi behavior by
smoking occasionally, wearing very fashionable clothes and heavy makeup, and
hanging out with other transgressive young women. Once the peer facilitation
training started, the bond between these young women and the fakaleitī were
almost immediately evident, providing a unifying social support mechanism
throughout the season of presentations and workshops. In their orientations to
global youth culture and Western fashion and media, both fakaleitī and fokisi
occupy precarious social positions in Tonga, which paradoxically situates them
simultaneously on the edges of mainstream culture and at the heart of the
nation’s negotiations with ideas and institutions of modernity, development, and
globalization.
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Friendship and the “Friendly Islands”
Local legend claims that Captain Cook nicknamed Tonga “the Friendly Islands”
because of the residents’ warm hospitality (while they were busy plotting the
captain’s murder, unbeknownst to him), but actual ties of friendship have been
downplayed in research on Tonga and in other parts of the world. Perhaps due to
the overwhelming attention that kinship and other systems of social organization
have received in the study of culture, friendship has remained understudied in
anthropology and other social sciences (Allan 1989; Bell and Coleman 1999;
Desai and Killick 2010). Even with the increased focus on new forms of kinship,
such as adoption, in vitro fertilization, and families with same-sex parents
(Carsten 2000; Franklin and McKinnon 2001) and attention garnered by other
neglected forms of social relations like romantic pairings (Hirsch and Wardlow
2006; Rebhun 2002), friendship continues to be under-theorized and loosely
defined, particularly in its unstructured manifestations outside of formalized agesets or bond mates. Some cite the bias towards studying formal kinship as
reflecting an analytic inclination for relationships that can be mapped easily onto
larger structures of social organization (Bell and Coleman 1999). But the erasure
of friendships from culture reflects an ethnocentric leaning in anthropology to
privilege heterosexual norms of dyadic relationships above all other types of
social connections. While not specifically attended to as such, friendship has
played an important role in many foundational works of anthropology, especially
in the study of youth cultures and social practice. For instance, the friendships
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that produce and support shared interests, styles, and ways of speaking drive the
values and practices of the subcultural groups that Willis (1977) and other
Birmingham School scholars studied (Hall and Jefferson 1976). Similarly, ties of
friendship are the basis for the formation of “communities of practice” in United
States high schools, as linguistic anthropologists have aptly demonstrated
(Bucholtz 1999; Eckert 1989; Mendoza-Denton 2008). The intimate connections
and shared values of youth groups in these works highlight the ways in which
friendships between young people produce and maintain identity, even when not
explicitly referred to as friendship. Friendships between young people also form
the basis for interactions that constitute and contest overarching mainstream
cultural values and practices.
While friendship has been characterized as a unique kind of social relation
because of its “voluntary” or “non-ascribed” nature, more recent approaches have
noted that making or keeping friends is not a matter of complete free will, and
that context plays a key role in understanding how friendships begin, develop,
and end (Allan 1989; Spencer and Pahl 2006). Friendship is also complementary
to, rather than contrastive with, kinship, because these two categories often
overlap, and certain relatives may choose to spend more time or share more
resources with each other than is dictated by cultural norms (Aguilar 1999; Desai
and Killick 2010). For this reason, the categories of kin and friends should not be
considered mutually exclusive. Friends provide companionship and sociability,
but can also act as sources to be called upon for help, for “friendship is not just
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about liking people, emotional commitment or a sense of worth, important
though these are. Friendship is also a resource that we use, to differing degrees,
to get through the everyday contingencies of living, further our social and
material interests, and help sustain our social identity” (Allan 1989: 50). The
locally specific ways of building and maintaining friendships in particular cultural
contexts thus deserve further attention (Bell and Coleman 1999, Desai and Killick
2010), as do the ways in which friendship can simultaneously reproduce existing
social norms while contesting others (Dyson 2010).
Some types of friendship that has received considerable attention in recent
decades are the long-standing bonds, sexual and nonsexual, between lesbians and
gay men (Carrington 1999; Nardi 1999; Weston 1991, 1998). These friendships
resemble and often substitute for family relationships. Research on these
friendships, however, has privileged relationships between people of the same
gender and the same sexual preference. Much less attention has been given to
cross-gender non-sexual intimate relationships or friendships among gay,
transgender, and straight people. One reason for this is that the lesbians and gay
men studied in the West form friendships based on shared struggles in coming to
terms with their sexuality in a social context where sexual orientation plays a
major part in defining identity. Gay men and women in the U.S. often choose
“families” of lovers and ex-lovers (in addition to other homosexual friends)
because they can relate best with people who have had similar experiences (Nardi
1999; Weston 1991). This premise of friendship rests on the assumption that all
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possible lovers of gays or lesbians are also gay and actually do share common
sexual histories. This rendering of friendship does not take into account
situations of “contrastive” sexuality such as those in Tonga, where the partners of
fakaleitī claim heteronormative identity and explicitly reject the notion of shared
sexual identity or common experience. In societies such as Tonga where identity
is based more on one’s orientation to gendered morality rather than sexual
identity, friendships between cross-gender gay, straight, and transgender actors
may arise more frequently and visibly than in other contexts because of a shared
position on the periphery of moral propriety.
In Tonga, youth participate, either voluntarily or involuntarily, in a
number of institutional settings that encourage the development of friendships
among both kin and non-kin. School, church groups, and other village- or islandbased activities provide plenty of time for them to interact with familiar faces and
meet new ones. However, Tongans are also socialized from a very early age to
view the extended family as very important, and this is reflected in friendship
practices. When I asked them to identify their friends or their best friends, youth
would often assert that they were best friends with everyone in the five hundredperson school or, alternatively, when I replied that this was clearly not the case,
assert that they had no friends at all. The youth I interviewed worried that having
close friends would distract them from their studies and family responsibilities,
as would having romantic partners. Pressures to do well in school and unending
household chores often limited the time available for seeing friends and filled
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youth, particularly young women, with moral ambivalence when they did choose
to visit friends. However, it appeared that youth enjoyed spending time with
friends who shared their interests and would try to find opportunities to interact
with their friends as often as possible. Older youth who had left school early or
graduated a few years before had only limited opportunities to interact with
friends, but clearly enjoyed what little time they were able to spend with them.
For many older youth without formal employment, a trip to the store or other
small errand outside the home could mean a short interval of time away from
family and in the company of friends, who might send text messages to each
other to arrange a meeting (see Chapter 5).
Youth tended to interact most frequently with, in descending order, close
kin, extended relatives and loosely related kin who often also shared church
affiliation, immediate neighbors (who might also be very distant relatives),
neighborhood or village mates, and finally people from other villages or religious
congregations. Perhaps because of the critical importance of kin bonds for
survival in Tonga, youth are socialized to privilege family ties over all others. The
possible amorality of strong friendships emerged in the conversation below, with
seventeen-year-old Sita. Over the course of her interview, Sita referred to the
sometimes tense relationship she had with her older sister, who was much more
quiet, demure, and studious than Sita herself. She was also one of the few young
people who spoke openly about how important her friends were to her life,
although not without ambivalence:
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Excerpt 4.2 00:19:59 fohi028
Original Transcript Excerpt:
001 MKG: ‘Oku ‘i ai ha faikehekehe ‘i ho
002 vā mo ho fanga tokoua mo ho ka-,
003 kainga, e:, mo ho'o friends?
004
005
006
007

S: ‘Io, oku ‘i ai faikehekehe. Ko au,
‘oku faingofua ange, keu share ki
he'eku friends,
MKG: Mmm?
S: E share ki he tokoua, e?

008
009
010
011

MKG: Oh, mm.
S: ‘Io. Hange, ko e ngaahi palopalema
‘e hoko ka au, ‘oku, faingofua ange ke
talanoa kihe friends,

012
013

MKG: Mmm.
S: E he'eku toko(h)u(h)a (heh)heheh,

014
015
016
017
018

MKG: Heh(h)heh, heh(heh)
S: Eh(heh)heh. Fu‘u kovi aupito au!
Heh(h)h(h).
MKG: Eh(h)eh, ‘ikai. Ko e hā, ko e hā
e ‘uhinga ki ai?

019
020

S: [Smacks lips] ‘Uhinga, ko friends,
‘oku mau feohi ma‘u pe, ‘i he taimi
kotoa pe, e?
MKG: Mmm.
S: Api ako. Ko hoku tokoua, ki‘i
taimi…ki‘i, houa si‘i si‘i pe f-, ‘ok-,
feohi ai ‘i he api, e?

021
022
023
024
025
026
027
028

MKG: Mmm.
S: ‘Io. Pa ko faing-, lahi ange taimi,
ko, feohi moe friends, ‘oku, hang-,
ha-, ‘oku: p(h)art of my body(h)
heh(h)heh.

English Translation:
MKG: Is there a difference in
your relationships with your
sisters and family, and with
your friends?
S: Yeah, there is a difference.
Me, it’s easier for me to share
with my friends,
MKG: Mmm?
S: Than to share with my sister,
right?
MKG: Oh, mm.
S: Yes. Like, with all the
problems that have happened to
me, it’s, easier to talk to my
friends,
MKG: Uh-huh.
S: Than with my sister!
[Laughing]
MKG: Heh(h)heh, heh(heh)
S: Eh(heh)heh. I’m so, really
bad! Heh(h)h(h).
MKG: Eh(h)eh, no. Why, What
do you think the reason for that
is?
S: [Smacks lips] The reason,
friends, we‘re always hanging
out, all the time, right?
MKG: Uh-huh.
S: In school. My sister, just a
little bit of time…little, just a few
hours, we hang out at home,
right?
MKG: Uh-huh.
S: Yeah. And the easy-, by
spending more time hanging out
with friends, it’s, like, like, it’s
p(h)art of my body(h)
heh(h)heh
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029
030
031

MKG: Heh(h)heh!
S: He, ‘e taimi mau feohi ai, pa ‘oku
easy ange keu. En-, ke u feohi ki ai,

032
033
034

MKG: ‘I:o.
S: ‘i he‘eku, pa, ‘oku:.
MKG: ‘Io. Heh(h)heh(h).

MKG: Heh(h)heh!
S: Hey? So the amount of time
we hang out together, and it’s
more easy for me, uh, for me to
comfortably hang out,
MKG: Yeah.
S: In my, and uh, it’s.
MKG: Yeah. Heh(h)heh(h).

Sita’s nervous laughter and admission that she was “bad” because she felt
more comfortable talking to her friends about problems (lines 15-16) were
emblematic of youths’ reactions overall to my inquiries about friends. In general,
youth felt one should confide in siblings, parents, or other relatives rather than
sharing problems or feelings with others outside of the family. The way Sita
downplays the amount of time she spends with her sister (which was
considerably more than “just a few hours,” as she asserts in lines 22-24) is an
attempt to justify her strong bonds with friends through time, rather than
emphasizing shared interests with friends or common experiences not present
with family members. This indirectly indexes the moral values that assume the
greatest amount of time and shared experiences would be—and should be—
between family members, not friends.
In considering other common understandings of friendship, ideologies of
gender also seem to prevail over age and other kinds of categories, so that it is
more common for girls ranging in age from nine to twenty to interact with one
another than with boys of the same age. Boys and girls may interact with one
another, but the possibility of being mistaken for a romantic couple and the
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strictures of brother–sister respect rules hamper casual interactions, particularly
in smaller villages such as those on ‘Eua. Unless formal activity such as a church
performance or village youth group event justify casual co-presence, close nonsexual cross-gender friendships are rare.
Given the cultural context of friendship, then, inter-village activities such
as the workshops on HIV/AIDS constitute relatively new and novel situations for
out-of-school youth to interact closely with peers who they may not know well.
The situation can generate new friendships or further cement existing ones
through joint effort and mutual support in times of tension or conflict. In the
following section, I demonstrate that the friendships formed in the context of
HIV/AIDS peer facilitator group enabled youth to perform marginalized and
socially vulnerable identities by situating the youth within a transnational
network of power/knowledge while claiming certain kinds of local social
authority.
Provocative Performances and Global Connections
From the very beginning of the first session of peer facilitator training, it was
evident that the identities of the fokisi and fakaleitī as well as their friendships
would have an interesting impact on the workshop and the work of the group. In
order to understand how the identities of these youth and others involved came
into play, some background on HIV/AIDS in Tonga is necessary. Unlike its
regional neighbor Papua New Guinea, where the rate of infection is high, Tonga
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has had only seventeen documented cases of HIV and AIDS to date.6 Although
awareness programs have been running off and on since the nineties, everyday
discourse about the disease is muted, and information about the disease is
relatively new to most people. All seventeen cases have been Tongan citizens,
most are over the age of 25, and two are reported to have died of AIDS-related
complications. Of course, this does not take into account those who are untested
and unreported, or non-Tongan visitors, but the country is far from having an
AIDS crisis on its hands. It is also estimated that rates of other STIs such as
gonorrhea and chlamydia are high and are on the increase (WHO 2008).
In the past, HIV/AIDS awareness efforts were specifically targeted to
fakaleitī, creating among the general public a sense that this was a disease of the
“other,” unlikely to infect heteronormative Tongans (despite the fact that many
heterosexual men have sex with fakaleitī. In some ways, the recent training
seemed to reproduce these views, aligning HIV/AIDS infection with the immoral
activities of the “other,” although the definition of who was “at risk” had
expanded somewhat. In the training materials, the disease was characterized as
something coming from outside Tonga, potentially carried not only by fakaleitī or
foreign homosexual men, but also by visiting tourists or other non-Tongans.
While many Tongans who go overseas, particularly young men on work visas,
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
6 This number is the most widely used in government and nonprofit information
as well as news media reporting. Several people I interviewed who worked
closely with public health and youth organizations were strongly suspicious of the
veracity of this figure. Various other agencies report anywhere between 5 to 30
cases.
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might have the opportunity to have sex with these “others” and bring HIV/AIDS
or other STIs back home, this was never explicitly addressed (although a few peer
facilitators and several presentation attendees pointed this out at various times).
Fokisi were also implicated in the “at risk” group due to their perceived lack of
moral propriety, extending to their interest in interacting with non-Tongans in
bars, clubs, and hotels.
The fact that fakaleitī were training to be peer facilitators further
reinforced the message about HIV/AIDS as merely a disease of the other.
Workers from several youth organizations and NGOs stated that fakaleitī made
the best presenters and peer facilitators, as they were not shy about performing in
public, and there were already several fakaleitī throughout the country working
as peer facilitators. While fakaleitī may indeed have possessed greater skills or
desires to be peer facilitators, it seems that casting fakaleitī as self-evident
choices for this role portrays HIV/AIDS as a problem doubly presented by
fakaleitī and fokisi: they facilitate the presentations, but they are also seen as
being most vulnerable to infection.
Yet the fakaleitī seemed to have another role to play in the constitution of
gendered identities and of participants’ relationships to the information
presented. In the meetings, a Tongan representative from the sponsoring
organization on the main island visited ‘Eua to lead the peer facilitator training
workshop. This man, Sitiveni, was born on ‘Eua but had lived and worked on the
main island for several years. While not related to any of the group members, he
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had ties of kinship in the nearby villages. Throughout the training, he would
make frequent remarks about the fakaleitī, commenting on their appearances or
their need to learn the information, aggressively teasing the fakaleitī in a way
that contrasted sharply with his interaction with the rest of the class. While his
style of interaction resembled common interchanges between heterosexual men
and fakaleitī, who are considered to be of inferior status to heteronormative men,
the presence of fakaleitī in the peer group training made Sitiveni’s own
potentially status-threatening position as group leader slightly easier to manage
than if all of his trainees occupied moral subjectivities similar to his own. Most
Tongans, especially adults, are ambivalent with regards to information about
HIV/AIDS and sexuality, fearing that they may inadvertently violate brother–
sister respect or encourage youth to engage in sexual activity. Acting as a teacher
placed Sitiveni’s own identity and status in a vulnerable position, but teaching
marginalized youth and emphasizing his power over them mitigated his position
and secured it within the bounds of propriety.
As the group moved into presenting the information on their own, the
youth began to voice the idea that, precisely because they were marginalized, they
were perfectly qualified to communicate important information, and in fact had a
moral duty to do so. Pulu told me on multiple occasions that he thought his work
on AIDS awareness was important, both personally and socially, because many
people thought he had AIDS. Everyone thought he had sex and “did dangerous
things” because he was a fakaleitī, and as a result, he felt socially marginalized.
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Yet he thought that being able to share information was a wonderful opportunity,
both to make other people aware of how to be safe and to also show them he
knew how, invoking an epistemological claim and asserting authority. In this
way, Pulu acknowledged his marginalized place in Tongan society, but also
claimed knowledgeable authority. Because of his identity and the particular
status that others ascribed to him, he had a special relationship to this knowledge
and utilized it not only to help others, but also to claim an authoritative space at
the center of others’ attention.
Similarly, ‘Ofa asserted that her own position as a fokisi accorded her
special status that allowed her to distribute knowledge to those that needed it
most and do so more efficiently than heteronormative young women would be
able to do. Like Pulu, she felt she had a personal moral duty to participate in the
presentations and raise awareness of HIV/AIDS and STIs because she knew some
people on the island who had dealt with infection and its social consequences.
She also thought that people would listen to her because she was more like them
than teachers or other typical purveyors of knowledge, unintentionally echoing
the peer facilitator group’s mission.
Throughout the program, ‘Ofa and Pulu supported each other, discussing
the information and quizzing each other on details in preparation for their public
performances. The fokisi and the fakaleitī youth were completely at ease with
each other, helping each other to style their hair and trading pieces of jewelry,
common practices among Tongan girl friends. The youth also reinforced each
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other during the presentations by sharing bits of forgotten information, helping
each other set up charts and other props, and, importantly, offering an ear to
gossip following their performances and the teasing that sometimes followed. As
the meetings continued, the fokisi and fakaleitī youth became increasingly
devoted to the project and would frequently reiterate the need to “empower”
themselves and others through information.7 Rather than focusing on their
marginalized social status within the larger society or on the adults in the
audience who occasionally challenged their rights of authority, the youth formed
bonds based on their provocative identities and the distribution of thoughtprovoking knowledge that connected them to an imagined transnational
community of public health workers. While their day-to-day existence was rooted
firmly in the local context of small villages on ‘Eua, the fokisi and fakaleitī
participating as peer facilitators in the HIV/AIDS awareness workshops claimed
a new kind of power through the special edge that, in their view, their
marginalized status afforded them in the global fight against HIV/AIDS.
Who Will Know?
In Tonga and elsewhere, HIV/AIDS are seen as a problem of “the future”
(particularly since there are still so few incidences in this case), a problem of the
sexually uncontained or unconstrained, and a problem of transnational and
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7 The words “empower” and “empowerment,” along with a few other words and
phrases such as “pride” and “break the silence,” were always used in English
among group members. These words are closely related to the development of
Western HIV/AIDS awareness efforts that have subsequently moved around the
world and are difficult to render accurately into Tongan.
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“modern” scope and standards. All three of these constitutive associations (the
future, unconstrained sexuality, and global modernity) are also categories to
which youth are aligned in Tonga, and all three carry moral weight and
considerable ambivalence, pointing towards latent fears of exactly what it means
to be Tongan and how this meaning is to be implemented in the current context.
The work of youth to distribute knowledge locally about HIV/AIDS further links
them to a more transnational stage and forces all Tongans to consider the ways in
which the production and circulation of knowledge shapes cultural values and
moral frameworks.
Tonga is a highly socially stratified society, where individuals are ranked in
multi-faceted ways including hereditary official titles, but also extending to
profession, rank within the lay positions at church, gender, and, most
importantly in this case, age. In more traditional events, there would be very few
contexts in which younger people could stand up in front of older individuals and
command attention and authority. In fact, standing (1) “at the center of the
action,” (2) “at the front of” relative to the spatial layout of the room or (3)
“above,” physically higher or more elevated than others, are three key markers of
social status and honor. At the AIDS meetings, the youth facilitators occupied all
of these spaces, and in fact at certain points in the meetings, adults were asked to
leave the room completely or retreat to the margins of the activities as youth
facilitators ran “breakout sessions” where participants could ask potentially
sensitive questions. While the trainer of the facilitators had originally been an
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older man of relatively high social status, as mentioned above, once the training
had taken place, the meetings were entirely organized and run by the local youth.
The conflict inherent for Tongans in this situation became clear at one of the
meetings run jointly by Peace Corps Volunteers and the Tongan peer facilitators,
where an older woman heckled one of the presenters throughout, asking, “Who
do you think you are? You’re Tongan, you’re one of us. Who are you to tell us
about this? Come and sit down with the rest of them, (referring to the youth
present), you’re no older, you’re no better!” Her mocking of this presenter
focused on how the young woman seemed to be transgressing categories of age
and power (as well as calling into question Tongan-ness).
Moreover, adults reacted negatively against the ways in which the youth
facilitators wanted to bring this information about illness and especially about
sex and “healthy sexual practices” to anyone who would listen. But the means of
distribution and the underlying meanings of this knowledge came into conflict
with the authorities’ perspectives. In Tonga, ideologies of knowledge and power
dictate that not everyone needs to know everything, and in fact, certain groups
should not really know everything if society is to function peacefully. Those of
higher status typically get to “know everything” while those of lower status, and
particularly youth and children, are “given” what they “need to know” by higherstatus others. In some ways, one’s knowledge helps to create and maintain one’s
social status for certain individuals. The youth facilitators’ possession of new
knowledge and distribution of this knowledge to anyone articulated seamlessly
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with the trainers’ transnational nonprofit organization, their training materials,
and their neoliberal approach (for example, using WHO definitions of “healthy
sex lives” that puts emphasis on individual choice and individual freedom to
achieve sexual satisfaction), but elders in the village were more unsettled by what
they saw as promotion of ideas about sex under the guise of education.
In this way, the “empowerment of the youth” in taking leadership roles
and the very spatialization of the meetings themselves combined to create a
contestation of the typical “regime of truth,” where society produced and
maintained relations. Older people, usually men, held the power and authority to
control what could be said, under what conditions, and what could be held as
true. Taken with the fact that many of the older villagers had not had as much
exposure to information about HIV/AIDS before and were probably hearing this
information for the first time (or what seemed like the first time to them), the
youth running the meetings could be seen as constructing a radically different
order supported by transnational knowledge, backed itself by foreign and
transnational funding and status.
The AIDS meetings did not only constitute a space of contestation or
resistance to more traditional hierarchies of authority and control of regimes of
power and knowledge, but, as previously mentioned, through their explicit focus
on a heavily sexualized topic, the meetings raised yet another issue where
villagers were forced to confront modernity and the social transformations
simmering below the surface of everyday life.
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In Charles Briggs’ work on public health, ideology, and “communicability,”
he discusses how “the ideological construction of [the] production, circulation,
and reception” of public health information “shapes identities and social “groups”
and orders them hierarchically (2005: 275). He also states, however, that these
groups and the spheres through which the knowledge travels are constantly in
engagement with other, competing or overlapping spheres of communication as
well as competing ideologies and institutions that organize life. What the AIDS
meetings on ‘Eua seem to suggest are two competing frameworks of
“communicability” or “regimes of truth,” one held by the youth and backed by
transnational, knowledge-producing entities with the resources to spread their
messages, and one supported by older members of the villages who in many
different aspects voiced their ambivalence towards modernity.
In all, the AIDS awareness meetings conducted by the ‘Eua youth
facilitators were not just another simple public health promotion project,
although one might argue there is never a simple public health project that does
not activate specific hegemonic ideologies and call into question certain social
relations and practices. The AIDS meetings were instead a site at which
knowledge and power relations were called into question by a collision of the
transnational and the local. This meeting between local and global was by no
means free from social static, but fraught with tensions between different ideas
about knowledge production and distribution. In order to know this information,
youth had to take a moral and social position that consciously turned away from
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culturally normative subjectivities and systems of social organization. In so
doing, though, they put themselves in a position of “abjection” (Besnier 2004)
and marginalization, out of the range of mainstream social organization and
relationships that would typically protect them. At the same time, the youth were
participating in this system that marginalized them; after all, the workshops only
worked if there was an audience, and there could only be an audience if some
people accepted the youth as legitimate distributors of information.
Across the Pacific, transgender identity is negotiated and played out in
relation to other social actors of various sexual identities and positionalities. The
ethnography I have presented in this chapter demonstrates how particular
interactional partners help to constitute the meanings of transgender and nonnormative identity through everyday non-sexual encounters. Through their work
with transnational NGOs, fakaleitī and fokisi strategically re-appropriate ideas
about their sexuality in order to gain a measure of authority through association
with foreign and transnational knowledge, practices, and capital. The very
marginality of these non-normative gender and sexual identities help these
agents to convey information perceived to be important from a public health
perspective and to create possibilities for broader cultural changes. Friendships
between fakaleitī and fokisi support the goals and the actual work of the youth
group, making tasks enjoyable through the heightened sociability of shared
activities with friends and efforts slightly easier than they would be without the
emotional and informational support of these allies. In their work with the
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transnational development organization, fakaleitī and fokisi also acquire new
agentive positions through the language of “empowerment.” However, this
language of transnational development has limited circulation locally, calling into
question the scope and force of their agency. As they communicate knowledge
through new channels and with new forms of authority, fakaleitī and fokisi subtly
shift the moral and epistemological frameworks available in ‘Eua.
The orientation to a more global sphere and association with new forms of
“risky” knowledge also potentially provide new justifications to marginalize them.
Non-normative gender identities in Polynesia are increasingly constituted not
only with an awareness of local standards but also through an engagement with
global discourses of gender and sexuality. While fokisi and fakaleitī remain “on
the edge” of social boundaries, both locally and globally, they still appear to claim
a space at the very center of circulating discourses of sexuality and sexual health.
The edge, in fact, appears to be expansive enough to carve out new ways of being
for fokisi and fakaleitī as “empowered” global agents.
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CHAPTER 5.
“MY HEART IS IN THE PHONE”: ROMANCE AND MOBILE MORALITY

Getting the Message
On a chilly July night, Vika, her sister Moana, Lupe, and I sat, squished
between other groups of young women, on the concrete ledge of the Mormon
Temple’s parking lot, halfway up the main road in the village of ‘Ohonua. Like
most of the youth in the village, we had come to watch one of the Mormons’
quarterly all-ages dances (hulohula). As was typically the case for the dances, the
numbers of onlookers far outweighed those attending. Young women sat in
groups along the walls of the parking lot or in cars parked nearby, and young men
stood further out towards the street, past the reach of the giant floodlights casting
their glare onto the outdoor “dance floor.” The compound was built in a style
common to all Mormon churches in Tonga, complete with meeting halls,
classrooms, parking lots (the only parking lots in ‘Eua are located at the three
Mormon churches), and basketball-volleyball courts. Tonight, because the
weather was relatively mild and the winter rains had temporarily abated, the
dance was held on the brightly-lit basketball court.
In order to enter the confines of the chain-link fence and take up a position
within the ring of neatly spaced metal folding chairs or on the dance floor,
attendees were required to wear Western-style, semi-formal clothes: dresses for
women and girls, and dress pants (not a tupenu, or traditional men’s formal
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wraparound sarong), button-down shirts, and ties for men. The painstakinglyselected outfits of the dancers contrasted with the styles of the onlookers, who
had also dressed carefully for the event. The young men and women outside of
the compound had foregone semi-formal church clothes, choosing instead the
latest in fashionable jeans, trendy hooded sweatshirts, and colorful t-shirts they
could find in the cavernous trunks of clothing family members send to ‘Eua from
New Zealand and Australia. Most of the young women intentionally chose to wear
pants instead of a skirt, showing off their sense of style (and avoiding an
involuntary entry to the dance—when the girls’ friend Sela arrived in a longsleeved, high-necked blouse and a long, flowered skirt, the girls playfully jostled
and teased her, pushing her towards the dance entrance). One part of any
fashionable ensemble for these young people is a mobile phone, typically partially
tucked into a pants pocket or shirt so as to be visible without looking ostentatious.
As the youth milled about on the dark margins of the Mormon compound, their
faces occasionally flared into visibility as they took covert glimpses at illuminated
phone screens.
Because the church is built into the side of the main slope of the village,
the basketball court sits about ten feet below the level of the road and the parking
lot. The girls had specifically chosen this near-perfect vantage point for the most
characteristic pastime of Tongan youth, fakasiosio (“spying” or looking on,
usually from a partially concealed spot). We kept away from the brightest-lit
spots to alleviate the girls’ potential for mā, the shameful embarrassment that
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would come from being discovered and pointed out as watching or being accused
of paying too much attention to someone in particular. For these young women,
they might also be accused of being “fie fefine lahi,” too desirous of attention, too
trendily dressed and too “cool” for one’s own good. Thus, we sit in the partial
dark, straining to see the action as the music blares and Mormons of all ages
display their dance moves below the bemused spectators.
On this night, our attention was not completely fixed on the interactions
and gyrations below us. Instead, the girls and their friends divided their attention
between gossiping and running commentary on the dance moves, fashion, and
partnering going on below with giggles, whispered conversations, and frequent
elaborate moves of their own. Vika jumped slightly at the muted sound of a beep,
then dived into her pocket and retrieved not one, but two mobile phones. She
crouched over to glance at the screen of one while blocking the prying eyes of her
friends sitting beside her, then quickly tapped the keys of the other handset to
send off a quick reply, all the while dodging her sister’s attempts to wrestle one of
the handsets away, either to read the messages or send a message herself. “Why
do you have two mobiles with you?” I asked her. “Don’t you know?” she replied,
and then proceeded to explain how to change the settings on the phone from one
of the two mobile companies in Tonga so that text messages from the other
mobile provider are received for free and do not take away from the card balance.
If two people each had phones from both providers, then, they could text back
and forth for free, sending from one carrier and receiving on the other. Vika then
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demanded to see my phone and made the necessary modification, surreptitiously
checking my balance and begging to make a call later. She cheerfully explained
that this “fix” had allowed her to keep in contact with all of her boyfriends and
friends without worrying where the money for her next phone card would come
from. Before, she explained, her boyfriend would get angry if he gave her a phone
card and she used it up quickly by texting not just him, but all of her friends. By
using both phones, she could easily and cheaply keep in contact with everyone. It
was a challenge for Vika to convince both her older sister and her uncle to part
with their phones for the night so that she could “fai teti” (literally, “to do a date,”
teti being a Tongan transliteration of “date”) via text messaging with her
boyfriend, but they eventually acquiesced to her requests for the phones.
De Gournay (2002) argues that mobile phone conversations draw
attention away from in-person social relations, but this was not the case for Vika.
Instead, the ability to communicate via mobile in addition to face-to-face
interaction added a new dimension to what was taking place. Vika’s furtive phone
activity allowed her to display her new relationship status to her friends without
actually having to be seen with her boyfriend, which would be embarrassing and
potentially threatening to the social status of the young woman. Her friends
eagerly participated in reading texts and discussing various text message
exchanges between themselves and other friends and romantic partners, some of
whom might be standing just a few feet away. Use of the mobile phones
presented opportunities for social interaction that would otherwise be too risky to
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conduct face-to-face while trying to maintain the image of an obedient, innocent
young woman.
Unfortunately for Vika and many other Tongan young people that
benefitted socially from this technological workaround that allowed for free text
messaging, the mobile phone providers eventually caught on to the network issue
that made it possible, and users could no longer “tex ta’etotongi,” or send text
messages for free. Yet Vika and her friends’ technologically savvy and creative use
of their mobiles indicates not only a comfort with this relatively new technology,
but the growing importance of mobile phones in Tongan youths’ lives as a means
of conducting social relationships. Mobile phone use paves the way for the
formation of new kinds of romantic relationships as well. Communicating with
romantic partners via mobile phones partially circumnavigates the possibility of
public knowledge of the relationship, which most youth would find particularly
embarrassing (fakamā) and shameful to their families for reasons I will describe
in greater detail below. The mobile phone produces a particular kind of
“counterpublic” (Warner 2005), or a space where youth may engage with
potential and actual romantic partners outside of the mainstream public sphere,
which is guarded and guided by the rules of adults. As they conduct relationships
over mobile phone networks, youth navigate the tension between a traditional
moral framework rooted in the institution of the Tongan family and a conflicting
moral framework that embraces modern forms of communication. At times,
however, these two frameworks intersect, so that the use of technology assumes a

178
privileged moral position precisely for its ability to uphold traditional family
values. As youth work out the circumstances under which mobiles can be
effectively used as mediators of social relationships, they subtly redefine the
porous, shifting boundaries between modernity and tradition, moral and
immoral.
Laying Out the Network
The increasingly widespread use of mobile phones all over the world has
transformed social networks, communicative practices, and individual identities,
presenting new possibilities for extending social ties to geographically-distant
acquaintances, friends, and kin (Goggin 2006; Katz and Aakhus 2002; Ling and
Pederson 2005). Because of their relatively low cost, ready availability, and ease
of use, mobile phones are a quick and easy channel (and sometimes the only
channel) through which to participate in the attractions of modernity for many
low-income people in rural and remote parts of the world (Horst and Miller
2006). Processes of change through engagement with “technoscapes,” fluid and
fast-moving configurations of technology and new media (Appadurai 1996: 34),
are easily apparent throughout Tonga, where an explosion of mobile phone
acquisition and use has occurred in the last five years. Mobile phones became a
cheap, easy-to-use alternative to relatively costly and difficult to obtain landlines,
and quite suddenly, Tongans gained new kinds of communicative access to
friends and relatives around the world.
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While it now seems as if everyone has access to mobile communication in
Tonga, this new technology and related communicative practices are still in a
state of negotiation and flux. Among Tongan youth, the use of mobile phones is a
morally charged activity. Choosing to interact with and through mobiles has
weighty meanings in terms of moral decisions and social capital for youth,
altering the nature of social relationships. While mobiles provide unprecedented
privacy in conducting relationships “out of sight” of parents and cross-gender
siblings, mobiles also carry new threats of deception and exposure. As youth
actively use mobiles and attempt to understand the emergent values and
meanings attached to the related forms of interaction, new ideologies of
communication are produced, circulating within the same cultural environment
as other, long-standing ideologies of communication. By ideologies of
communication, I mean the specific, culturally-informed understandings of how
to use a particular channel of communication (e.g. face-to-face interaction, public
speeches, handwritten letters, text messages, etc.), such as what can be
transmitted through this channel, the particular codes used to communicate, and
the relative truth value or corresponding evaluations of the transmitted messages.
Youth use mobiles-as-material-objects and mobiles-as-discursiveconstructs to interpret their lives as mediated through new technology. Youths’
engagement with mobile phones is one site through which the conflicting moral
frameworks for social thought and action currently at play on ‘Eua emerge. The
examination of their use also reveals the complex relationships among age,
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gender, and language ideology in Tonga and the processes of transformation
currently under way within these ways of organizing the world. The locallyspecific use of new technologies is influenced by and partially constitutes the
moral-emotional landscapes youth navigate, especially in the romantic
relationships they conduct. The negotiation of sexual or romantic interactions in
Tonga always entails grappling with moral values within a larger web of social
relationships (Besnier 1997, 2004; cf. Mankekar and Schein 2004: 262). The use
of mobile phones highlights these struggles as seen from the particular positions
youth occupy in networks of kin and others. Youths’ mobile phone practices work
to create new ways of understanding gendered identities while also upholding
longstanding ideas about gender roles and sibling relations. The use of mobile
phones to bypass possible infractions against brother-sister respect relations, and
the new potentialities for communicative uncertainty this engenders, also reveals
a shift in local ideologies of communication. Moving beyond perspectives that
address mobile communication as an index of commodity desires complicit in
capitalist modernity (Curtis 2009; Mankekar 1998, 2004), I focus instead on how
material artifacts and related practices of global modernity come to shape moral
and linguistic ideologies.
The Beginnings of Mobile Tonga
Mobile phones trickled into Tonga in the late 1990s, with only a few
hundred subscribers recorded in 1998 and 1999 (ITU 2009). These users were
most likely high-level government officials, high-status nobility, and expatriates
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or other non-Tongans. At the time, coverage was limited to certain areas of
Nuku‘alofa, and reception was generally poor. In 2000, the Tonga
Communication Corporation Act changed regulations on technologies and fees,
paving the way for more Tongans to become subscribers of mobile phone service
along with improving the accessibility of other modes of mass communication,
including landline phones. The numbers of mobile phone owners stayed
relatively low in the early 2000s, but then jumped from 300 users in 2001 to
3,400 subscribers in 2002, when the Tonga Telecommunications Corporation
(TCC) and the now-defunct TönFön began to offer mobile phone service on the
main island of Tongatapu (ITU 2009).
Following this leap in subscriptions, similarly steady but dramatic
increases occurred in the number of users, reaching to a high of 50,500
subscribers, or about 50% of the population, in 2008 (ITU 2009). Throughout
the period between 2000-2008, the numbers of subscribers increased
significantly at each point the phone companies restructured their rates and fees
for initiation of service and call times. These modifications in service were a
reflection of new consumer desires, but government negotiations with business
owners regarding the level of privatization (at this time, the government owned a
considerable percentage of all communications businesses) also played a
significant role in the development of the communication network. With the
opening of the market to non-Tongan corporations in 2008 and the concerted
efforts of marketing, lower rates, and incentives offered by the introduction of a
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multinational corporation, Digicel, in June 2008, the numbers of subscribers
increased even more rapidly than in prior years.1 Certainly, the visibility of
mobile use climbed exponentially in the capital and on other islands following the
introduction of Digicel. Mobile phones were a possibility for greater numbers of
people following the introduction of inexpensive handsets to local markets by
Digicel (who even offered phones for free in the first few weeks of operation,
albeit with non-removable Digicel SIM cards), which could offer far better prices
and models than local companies through the economies of scale enjoyed by
internationally-based corporations. Digicel also brought a new, more global
approach to mass marketing efforts, launching multiple advertising campaigns
that linked the brand and its bright-red logo to ideas of modernity, consumption,
and “coolness” (see Figures 5.1 and 5.2, and further discussion below). For
instance, the launch of the company’s operations in Tonga included multiple
giveaways of t-shirts, bags, and phone cards, as well as a free concert by
internationally-known reggae artist Shaggy.
While the statistics appear to reflect a staggeringly high level of saturation
in the nation, they may not accurately illustrate actual use in Tonga or the ways
these numbers could be inflated. At the time of fieldwork, mobile phones in
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 Digicel’s entry into the Tongan mobile phone market occurred after
international reports on numbers of subscribers were published. Thus, following
Digicel’s heavy marketing and promotions, the number of users was undoubtedly
far greater than the 50,500 reported earlier in 2008.
2 In January 2009, Digicel unveiled a postpaid/subscription mobile service,
where subscribers paid a flat fee per month for a certain number of minutes (text
messages were still charged to the bill on a per-message basis). However, no one I
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Tonga worked on a GSM4 platform, where use of the mobile requires a SIM card,
a tiny (about ½” by 1”) plastic card embedded with a microchip, that stores
information, retains credits, and enables calls. Because SIM cards and the unique
phone numbers that go with them were relatively cheap in comparison with
handsets available in-country, multiple family members on ‘Eua would purchase
SIM cards to use in the same handset. The relatives would then share a single
handset, meaning only one person had active mobile use at any one time. A
further complicating factor when considering the number of users is that many
younger mobile owners frequently lost their phones or SIM cards, had them
stolen, or damaged them beyond repair (the Tongan practice of swimming in the
ocean fully clothed seemed particularly conducive to drowning one’s mobile).
At the time of my research, only pre-paid services were available in the
country,2 meaning a user had to purchase a card from a vendor (usually sold in
amounts of TOP$3 – TOP$50, about USD$1.50 - $25) which were then entered
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 In January 2009, Digicel unveiled a postpaid/subscription mobile service,
where subscribers paid a flat fee per month for a certain number of minutes (text
messages were still charged to the bill on a per-message basis). However, no one I
knew was able to afford the service, and the Digicel representatives on ‘Eua
reported few subscribers due to what were perceived as high prices and a
deceptive business model, since consumers had to pay the same price each month
no matter how many minutes were actually used. At various periods throughout
late 2008—early 2009, Digicel offered promotions where callers could purchase
unlimited minutes for a period of time (TOP $10 for a day, TOP $25 for a week,
and so on). This was enormously popular with older youth I knew who had more
access to more spending money. The surprising success of these promotions
caused crashes on the Digicel network and conflict in users’ homes, as youth
would spend multiple hours, and sometimes entire days, on the phones with their
romantic partners. One young woman with a hands-free device stayed on the line
with her boyfriend for several hours throughout our shared feast preparations
and his workday, chatting at random intervals but always minimally connected.
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into the phone by punching in a series of numerical codes (similar to the system
used in much of the world except for the United States). After the credit is
entered into the phone, a user can make calls or send text messages, although a
phone with a balance of zero can still receive calls and text messages. Because
many families see mobiles (or phones of any kind) as a luxury and not a daily
necessity, individuals may own a phone, but may not keep a balance on the phone
or actively use it at all times.
It was much more common for older adults to purchase the lowest-value
card only when they needed to make a call, then use up the remaining balance
very quickly. Moreover, the Tongan values of generosity and giving away any
surplus extended to phones; for this reason, many people complained that any
credit balance on a phone might quickly be “eaten” (kai kaati) by friends or
relatives begging the use of the phone, requests to which owners must acquiesce
or else be seen as stingy and unloving (ta‘e ‘ofa). For youth, sharing credit
balances, either through group use of a single phone or through the transfer of
credit (a practice to which I will return below), was an important way of showing
one’s love and generosity towards friends, relatives, and romantic partners. Social
connections were enacted through the circulation of material resources, and
mobile phones represented a means through which youth simultaneously
indexed an engagement with particular interactional partners and new, global
technology. Traditional forms of exchange and reciprocity were thus implicated
in the use of this new technology as ‘Euan youth formed social bonds through
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mutual exchange of resources—in this case, an activated mobile phone line and
the credits to use it. These patterns of use meant that rates of mobile activity,
although lower than the numbers reported above suggest, were still quite high.
Every SIM card owner did not necessarily always have access to a handset to
place it in, and every mobile owner did not always have the spare cash necessary
to keep his or her phone active. Yet, every family I came into contact with on ‘Eua
had at least one mobile, and typically they had more than one mobile that was
actively or semi-actively in use. Mobiles have become a part of life across most of
Tonga, especially among youth.
According to high school rules, teenagers were not allowed to bring
mobiles with them to class, but many of the older students I knew would sneak a
phone to school. Younger students beginning at about age 12 or 13 would also
occasionally take a family member’s mobile to school to share in the enjoyment of
features such as cameras, video games, or music players. For younger teenagers,
the desire to carry a phone had much less to do with accessibility of
communication and much more to do with appearing “cool” by having access to a
new and relatively scarce object (at least for their age group). When they were
able to sneak away a family member’s phone and bring it to school, Kisi and ‘Ofa,
two cousins and thirteen year old girls I regularly talked to, would exaggerate
their movements of “hiding” the phone and managed to find a variety of ways of
keeping the phone just out of sight enough to be obvious. When a friend noticed
the phone, if teachers or other adults were out of sight, they would quickly pull it
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out and use it for listening to music or taking pictures. I never saw younger
teenagers try to call or text others, although occasionally they might read through
text messages sent and received by other users of the phone. In contrast, older
youth paid less attention to features on their phones when discussing their use or
sharing them with friends, although they would take advantage of music and
camera features when available. Among the youth aged about 16 and up, it
appeared that the phone as material object shifted from being an index of
“coolness” for the user because of its features to being an iconic reminder of easy
accessibility. In other words, it was not just what the phone was able to do as a
device that was important. The phone also served as an index of connections
within a social network extending beyond family and face-to-face interlocutors.3
Mobiles, Emotions, and Family Obligations
As discussed in prior chapters, many social institutions informed the
moral frameworks that operated on ‘Eua, but values related to the family in
general and brother-sister faka‘apa‘apa relationships more specifically had a
major influence on the interpretations of moral conduct. The daily activities of
youth reflected and shaped these moral values, and so actions that might seem to
be unrelated to family became imbued with emotional and moral significance,
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 It is difficult to say if this variation between younger and slightly older youth
stems from divergent orientations to mobile technology or the slightly different
positions varying age groups occupied in their social world. Because younger
teenagers were still under fairly heavy surveillance by adults, including family
members, and had not yet reached an age where their social groups took
sustained interest in romantic interactions, the possibility of communicating with
others outside of their immediate social worlds had not yet become a salient
aspect of the technology.
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including the use of mobile phones. Youth viewed their own use of mobile phones
to contact romantic relationships as fun and advantageous to their social
standing. At the same time, they also worried about the possible negative effects
of their phone use on their personal lives, family ties, and future prospects.
The interlocking associations between mobile phones, romantic
relationships, and family tension, not to mention the emotionally-laden moral
conflicts they engendered, appeared in what initially seemed to be a fairly
unlikely place—in high school students’ essays for their Tonga Secondary
Certificate examinations, the compulsory exam required for students to pass
from the Form 5 into the Form 6 class.4 As part of the compulsory English
curriculum, the Tongan Ministry of Education required students to write both
“formal” and “informal” essays during their upper-level exams, and much of the
school year was devoted to practicing good essay-writing skills. “Formal” essays
followed an expository format; students were asked to take either a favorable or
opposing stance to a statement and then write a standard, five-paragraph essay.
“Informal” essays, on the other hand, gave students a choice of several sentences
or phrases as “story starters,” one of which they were required to use within an
essay where they were free to write creatively, draw on personal experience, and
use dialogue or “Dear Diary” forms to display their writing prowess. In the Form
5 and Form 6 levels, students spent a good part of their year preparing for the
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 Form 5 in Tongan secondary schools matches the New Zealand system, and is
roughly equivalent to eleventh grade in the United States or Australia. Form Six
would be about the same as twelfth grade.
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exams by writing essays from past years’ test booklets and practicing their
technical and creative skills.5 In its teachers’ guidebook for 2008, the Ministry
explained that it drew essay themes from topics that were relevant to students’
lives, including current events and recent trends. Over the past few years, both
formal and informal essay topics have covered global warming and climate
change, use of the internet, relatives travelling overseas, the recent (2008)
coronation, and, significantly, mobile phone use.
For the Form 5 students’ in-school final examination, a precursor to the
official Tonga School Certificate (TSC) exam, the essay topics were drawn from a
prior TSC exam. One of the choices for the informal creative essay was the
following:

“The text message read, ‘I’m thinking of you, from your secret admirer.”

Out of the approximately ninety students who sat for the exam, about one-third
selected this option from the five choices available. None of the other options had
as many responses. While more female students than males chose to write about
the mysterious text message, it was a relatively popular choice for both genders.
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5 Rather than incorporating imagined scenarios or fantastic events, most of the
students’ creative writing reflected personal, and at times highly emotional,
experiences of salient current events. For instance, towards the end of 2008 and
beginning of 2009, many students incorporated narratives into their work that
involved overseas relatives who were unable to send money because of the world
economic crisis, resulting in the student-narrator’s inability to pay school fees,
another example of how macro-scale, global issues have very real consequences
at the local, interpersonal level.
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The essays were required to be at least two hundred words long, and many
students opted to write a much longer story. All the students wrote first-person
essays depicting the narrator as the recipient of the mysterious text message.
Notably, none of the essay writers portrayed themselves as the sender of the
message. The topic itself and the enthusiastic response to it by the students
highlight the extent to which mobile phones and their use occupies the discursive
space of Tonga. Even if these stories were imaginatively created by students and
not based in personal experience, the easy “apprehendability” and availability of
story elements further emphasizes just how common such talk about mobiles is.
Analysis of the students’ essays illuminates the ways students experience text
messaging and the social contexts in which texting occurs. The following two
example essays, written by Form 5 female students, highlight the feelings and
tensions mobiles can bring:6
Example 5.1 – Birthday Party
01
02
03
04
05
06
07
08
09
10
11
12
13
14
15
16

In the beginning of this term I was very sad by myself. I was work harder
from the beginning of term one and I have a best grades on class. But on
the twelve of June it was my birthday. We were very happy at my
birthday party and I celebrate my friends too. My friends give me a
presents to be happy. I was very happy because I know that I have a
special things that make me happy a lot. My parents called my out from
the party and give me their presents. I was very happy and we have a lot
of funny that night.
When the party was finish we say good bye to all for their return. I
came to my room and say a little prayer before I open all the presents.
When I open it I was very happy because of the special things they give
me. I open last the presents that my parents give and was surprised
because is a mobile phone. I was very happy and I jump up on my
bed to show that I was happy a lot.
At the early in the morning I say morning to everyone at home. I
didn’t do any work at home cause I use the mobile. My mum called

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
6 The essay texts are reproduced here with original spelling and grammar.
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17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28

out my name to go and do the work and I said no I was busy a lot.
When I go to school I didn’t pay attention to the teachers. I disobey at
home to my parents.
One night my father talk to me at our family prayer that he take the
phone cause he see that I didn’t well my study. I was feel sad and I cry
a lot. In the morning I go to school with no phone and I feel lonely I
sleep at class and I didn’t know anything that the teacher said.
I return back home I go and eat suddenly my father called out
my name when I reach him he said the text message that it says “I’m
thinking of you, from your secret admirer.” I began to lie but my dad
hit me a lot. On that day I was very sad and I realise I didn’t use a
phone everytime and I do my study for the best.
(Essay 3, Form 5 student, female)

This narrative, whether based in the author’s own personal experiences or not,
brings to light several of the ways in which mobiles represent a key channel for
participating in modern forms of acting and expressing emotion. For many
students (and teachers), hard work is seen to be an isolating activity, and the
narrator of this story expresses the sentiment that her efforts to achieve good
grades leave her with the sense that it is “lonely at the top” in lines 1-2. The
occurrence of a birthday party beginning at line 3 signals a re-entry into the social
world, and the narrator experiences feelings of happiness, culminating in the
overwhelming excitement of receiving a mobile phone from her parents. This
turn of events within the narrative aligns the narrator’s family with modernity in
several ways. According to my adult research participants on ‘Eua, birthday
parties were relatively uncommon except for the celebration of ages that
historically marked changes in life stage at one, sixteen, and sometimes twentyone years old (Morton 1996: 68-69). Families have only recently begun to
acknowledge the passing of other birthdays with a special meal or, sometimes, a
prayer service in the home. Birthday events were more common among families
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with stronger ties to diasporic communities in New Zealand, Australia, and the
United States, reflecting both greater access to resources for more lavish
celebrations and a heightened awareness of the significance accorded to
birthdays in other places. For the story’s narrator to have a birthday party with
multiple friends in attendance, all of whom understood that it was appropriate to
arrive with gifts for the birthday girl (and not, for example, her parents or her
father’s sister, as would be more traditional channels of gift-giving), displays a
globally modern sensibility. The presentation of the gift of a mobile phone to the
narrator by her parents also reflects the author’s intent to show her characters’
performance of modernity, since this gift would presumably require a
considerable cost as well as the implicit permission on the part of the parents for
their daughter to use a mobile phone.
Beginning in line 16, the high school student’s narrative begins to delve
into the moral implications of mobile phone use for Tongan youth. Because of her
fascination with the new phone, the narrator does not complete her regular
household chores (line 16), explicitly refuses to obey her mother’s instructions to
complete tasks (line 16-17), and does not listen to teachers (line 18), emphasizing
her insubordination in a final statement, “I disobey at home to my parents” in
line 19. In each of these examples, the author specifically cites a relationship of
hierarchy where youth are expected to obey the authority of an older person.
Given that most students and teachers agree that high academic achievement is
one of the primary obligations of young people in order to show love and respect
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to their parents, the rapid turn away from her studies also signals the narrator’s
drastic refusal to uphold ideas about family responsibility. The narrator’s mobile
phone use encompasses patterns of intentional social action that do not conform
to morally upheld, socially appropriate behavior for her particular age-specific,
gendered position in this context.
Finally, the conflict reaches a breaking point, and the narrator must suffer
the consequences of her behavior—her phone is taken away, leading to a bout of
depression expressed in a typical way for Tongan youth, through feelings of
loneliness or disassociation from the social network and sleeping (lines 21-23).
However, the punishment also leads to further insubordination, a further lack of
attention to her teacher and schoolwork. The narrative ends with the author
experiencing even further sanctions for another mobile-related transgression.
The presence of a text message from “a secret admirer” is enough provocation to
warrant physical punishment since it signals the possibility of romantic
involvement between the narrator and a possible suitor. The strong reaction of
the father character in lines 26-27, and the narrator’s realization that she should
change her behavior to more closely follow socially-condoned action emphasizes
the author’s recognition of the morally-charged nature of mobile phone use for
youth. The story ends with a promise by the narrator to change her ways,
invoking the high school’s motto “To the Best!” (i.e., as in striving for a goal,
reaching towards the best possible outcome). However, the reader is left
wondering if she has abandoned her mobile phone use altogether.
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The story of one high school student’s trials and tribulations with her
mobile phone is also of particular interest because of the ways it continuously
makes reference to strong emotions as a result of narrative events. The narrator
is “very sad by myself” while concentrating on her studies (line 01), then “very
happy” to see her friends at her birthday party (using “happy” three times
through lines 05-06), then becomes so ecstatic at receiving a mobile phone that
she “jump[s] up on my bed to show that I was happy a lot” (lines 13-14). When
the narrator loses her phone privileges because of her morally inappropriate
actions, she feels sad and lonely and finds solace in crying and sleeping (lines 2122). For Tongans, the open expression of emotions is generally seen as a lack of
self-control except in socially appropriate settings like feasts and fundraisers (and,
for a small minority, Pentecostal church services), and social convention dictates
that strong feelings and emotions should be kept to oneself in order to preserve
smooth, amiable relations among all social actors. The author’s use of such
detailed descriptions of emotion expressed with such frequency seems to signal a
social being “out of control,” with the mobile phone as primary catalyst for surges
of emotion and their expression along with amoral action.
In Example 5.2 below, the action once again centers on the breaching of
socially accepted courses of action for school-age students and the transgressive
expression of emotion, with some interesting twists:
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Example 5.2 – Seminary Class
01
02
03
04
05
06
07
08
09
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

During our seminary class7 the student all look at the teacher and be careful
while the teacher talking. So I take up my phone and text to my friends. I did
not care about the class or the teacher but I’m busy with my phones. The
teacher notice my phone and warned me to be careful.8 So I put my phone
inside my bag. I was very angry because my heart is in the phone. And that’s
what I do everyday in class. I just keep on text around to my friends. I didn’t
vibrate the ringtones but I just keep it loud so that I easily know it. I did not
even learn everything everyday in school. The teacher thinks that I do
something but I do nothing. The student and teacher keep on watching me, but I
just ignore it. Suddenly the message tone ring loudly during the class. They all
look straight at me. So I take up the phone. The student were gossipings and I
was shy. The teacher tell me to give her the phone. I was angry and I just take
my seat. Suddenly the teacher walk straight and tell me to give her the
phone.
So she take it from my bags. She walk to the front and noticed that one
message received. So she opened up and read it to the class. The text message
read, “I’m thinking of you from your secret admirer.” The class were laughing
and I was happy too.
(Essay 2, Form 5 student, female, reproduced with original spelling/grammar)

In this example, the absence of heavy surveillance allows the narrator to
use her phone at school, in a place where she knows she is supposed to be
concentrating on other activities. The author of this essay creates a narrator who
is willful and rebellious, refusing to emulate deferential behavior based in the
expression of mā (shyness, avoidance of shame) and instead directly calling
attention to herself and her possessions by keeping the volume up on her
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7 “Seminary class” is held every Tuesday during the teachers’ mandatory staff
meeting. All students gather in the hall and are divided by religious
denomination, then led in prayers and singing by guests from local churches.
Because it is one of the instances where students from many grade levels and
villages are amassed in one place with relatively little adult supervision and no
teachers present, seminary class represents a space where students exchange
gossip, begin or maintain romantic relationships, and engage in other behaviors
(potentially including phone use) that would normally be limited during regular
classes.
8 In Tongan, the imperative for “pay attention” is the same as “be careful,”
tokanga’i! Teachers frequently admonish their students to direct their attention
back to their studies in this way, using either the Tongan phrase or the English
translation this essay writer uses.
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ringtone so that everyone can hear her phone (lines 06-07). She also neglects her
studies (lines 07-08) and concentrates on her mobile phone instead. Like the
narrator in Example 5.2, the use of her mobile phone elicits strong emotions,
such as “very angry” in line 05 and again in line 12. The happiness the narrator
expresses in line 17 at receiving a text message is particularly notable, for this
situation would typically evoke feelings of embarrassed shyness or shame (mā)
among youth, who are socialized to avoid being singled out among peers.
The author of Example 5.2 intriguingly links the use of new technology
and older modes of romantic interplay between courting youth in her eloquent
phrasing of “my heart is in the phone” (line 05). This statement emphasizes the
extent to which the narrator’s will and concentration has been captured by the
phone, but also mirrors phrases of endearment often used by Tongan sweethearts,
such as “Ko koe, ‘oku nofo pe ‘i hoku loto,” translatable as “you stay in my heart,”
or “Kou ‘oatu hoku loto,” “I give you my heart.”9 However, what is notable about
this turn of phrase is that instead of referring to a suitor in this way, the object of
her interest in this case is literally an object—the mobile phone, not the lover. In
both of these examples, the narrators appear more enamored with the use of the
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
9 The Tongan word loto directly translates to “center,” but is also used to describe
the “heart and mind” and sometimes the soul (Morton 1996: 75-77), or the
“desire, will, purpose; anger, ire, temper” (Churchward 1959: 302). The loto is the
center of emotion and affective-directed thoughts and feelings, and is used in
many songs and sayings having to do with sentiment and romantic love. Tongans
never use the word for a biological heart (mafu) to describe feelings related to
romance or love. Youth and adults seldom used the English borrowing haati to
mean the seat of emotions, although it did come up occasionally, and usually with
reference to the idea of a “broken heart.” See Mageo (1991, 1998) for a discussion
of the term loto in Samoa and related ideas of subjectivity and will.
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mobile than any specific human interlocutor, a theme that resonated throughout
most of the high school students’ essays. Some students elaborated on the actual
person who sent the “secret admirer” message, but for the most part, students’
dramatic force in their essays focused much more on the act of using a mobile
phone rather than attempts to discover or rendezvous with the secret admirer.
Taken together, the two examples show some interesting parallels in
events and underlying commentary about the ways in which mobile phones
mediate social thought and action. The students’ essays using this topic followed
a very similar order of plot points and thematic elements, but contained enough
variation to indicate students were not all working from a single “model” essay
they had read in the past (which sometimes also occurs). Use of a mobile phone
resulted in courses of action that were implicitly or explicitly identified as
transgressive of local moral frameworks. Narrators recognized the neglect of their
designated responsibilities in favor of texting, and often suffered punishment and
public shaming for their activities. Yet, even when narrators vowed to renew their
efforts to fulfill family obligations, the authors left the possibility of future phone
use open. Rarely did their characters completely renounce the use of mobile
phones. The essays written by upper level high-schoolers highlight the extent to
which discourses about mobile phone use and its moral dangers pervades the
social contexts of ‘Euan youth.
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The Failings of Youth?
The use of mobile phones, and talk about their use, was not confined to
youth in Tonga, but occurred in the everyday lives of adults as well. In many parts
of the world, youth constitute the demographic group that most quickly engages
with new technologies like mobile phones, spurring on the spread of acquisition
and use (see Ito 2005 for Japan; Ling and Pederson 2005 for examples from
Scandinavia). In contrast, youth in Tonga were not in a majority among “early
adopters,” although they quickly became a large segment of the total mobile
market. Because of the initially prohibitive costs of starting mobile service and
the relative expense of phone credits, mobile use spread slowly from adults in
government and professional employment to other adults and then gradually to
young people as mobiles became cheaper in Tonga and in secondhand markets
overseas. Even in recent years, roughly equal numbers of adults and youth use
mobile phones, yet in mainstream discourse the constant dependency on this
technology is typically regarded as the provenance of youth. Similar to the
patterns in talk about computers and use of the internet, despite knowledge of
and active use by adults, most technology is rhetorically aligned with youth and
their assumed easy adoption of “modern” ways. Youth tended to know more
about using their mobile phones and took advantage of more features beyond
voice calls than most adults, but these devices become associated only with the
activities and lifestyles of youth, despite widespread adult usage.
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During men’s kava circles and women’s church gatherings when I spoke to
older generations about new technologies, I was often presented with assertions
that the biggest change in the lives of youth today was the presence of mobile
phones. This would be dramatically re-enacted for me by one of the more
extroverted discussion participants, who would pick up his or her own mobile
phone and make plans for a secret rendezvous on the beach with an imagined
caller in a high-pitched, lovelorn stage whisper, to the appreciative laughter of all.
Conversations similar to excerpt 5.3 below, from a group discussion at a men’s
kava circle, were very common. In this excerpt, a middle-aged, married man links
mobile phones to other behaviors he represents as immoral and fundamentally
un-Tongan. The conversation began when I asked what differences the older men
saw between their experiences growing up and the lives of youth today. A lively
discussion ensued, developing at length upon traditional practices of courtship
and marriage versus the ways young men and women carried out relationships in
the present. As one man stated, “The number one change among youth today, is
the changes in the way they marry.” (Ko e liliu e taha ‘a e to’u tupu he aho ni, ko e
liliu e hoko mali ‘ia.). He explained these changes in detail, and one of his friends
supplied the example of this change below.
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Example 5.3 – Faikava Houma 48:33
01
02
03
04

05
06
07
08
09
10
11
12
13

Original Transcript Excerpt:
Motu’a B: Taimi palaku!
Motu’a: Ko e taimi kuo hili, kapau te
te au, ke he ta kaume’a, te te au hū ki
fale, ‘ui‘ui, ke te hū ki fale, tangutu
talanoa

English Translation:
Older Man B: Such ugly times!
Older Man: [In polite speech] In
the olden days, if I wanted us to be
a couple, if I wanted to come into
the house [of a romantic partner], I
would call from outside, go inside,
sit down and talk.
Tamasi’i: ‘Oua!
Young Man: Watch out!
Motu’a: Koe taimini ia, ma’a ke
Older Man: Today is the time of
mopaila.
the mobile phone.
Motu’a B: Sio pe! [Holds up young
Older Man B: Look, right here!
man’s phone, laughs]
[Holding up young man’s phone
and laughing]
Older Man: And, I try to find a
Motu’a: Pea feinga, faingamālie
perfect opportunity for us to get
[Rising pitch]
together [Rising pitch],
MG: Heh heh heh heh heh.
MKG: Heh heh heh heh heh.
Motu’a: Mahalo ki’i (mahaki malava) Older Man: Maybe there’s just a
fakasosiale he taimini, e to’u tupu.
little (epidemic occurring) among
(inaudible 2s)
youth today caused by their social
life. (inaudible 2s)
Older Man: The youth are
Motu’a C: Tō e to’u tupu!
failing!
This conversation explicitly sets up the contemporary world of illicit

romantic entanglements arranged via mobile phone in opposition to a previous
era where courtships were well-ordered, tightly controlled, and conducted under
the auspices of adult supervision (although many long-married couples also
pointed out the fallacy of this version of the past). The main speaker illustrates
this through characterizing the current era as “the time of the mobile” (line 06),
but also reflects this polemic in his speech style. When he discusses possible
courses of action in the olden days in lines 02-04, the older man uses polite
speech forms including the first-person inclusive pronoun “one, a person” te. The
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speaker also employs a polite, euphemistic term for the act of calling on a young
woman formally at her home (ui ui). His performance receives supportive
laughter from other co-participants in the conversation and an affirmative
assertion that youth are “failing” or “fallen” today as a result of their actions (line
13). These performances were not simply notable because of their frequency
across different groups on the island. They also stood out because of the ironic
elements that the actors themselves would sometimes point out. The narrator,
well-established in the category of “adult,” would use his or her own phone to
demonstrate how mobiles were the domain of youth, tacitly evincing their own
commitment to the device. Participants in these discussions would usually also
comment later on the fact that of course, when the members of the group were
youth, they, too, had found ways to set up similar secret meetings.
Rather than simply a reluctance to accept new technology, the uneasiness
of adults regarding the use of mobile phones is grounded in elements of their use
representing changes in the moral organization of social interaction. Unlike the
love notes or “middle men” used to set up meetings by youth in prior generations
(cf. Mageo 1998: 24; Mead 1973 [1928] for descriptions of fa‘asoa in Samoa),
mobiles have an enduring material presence and the ability for “perpetual contact”
(Katz and Aakhus 2002), where suitors can virtually intrude upon the domestic
sphere and communicate with partners at any time without formal permission by
parents. Crossing over from outside public space into the inside private domain
of the family signifies a momentous transformation in social relations among
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‘Euans, who do not typically visit the homes of others beyond extended kin or
very close friends. Mobiles also provide a measure of privacy in communication
that diverges from most interactions in the small, closely-knit towns of ‘Eua,
where anyone engaged in conversation may be viewed (fully or partially) by
caretakers and neighbors demonstrating their love through vigilant surveillance
of youths’ activities. The use of this new communication technology entails a
reconfiguring of ideas about how communication takes place, when, between
whom, and over what sorts of boundaries, both physical and social. In this way,
the use of mobile phones by youth represents a dramatic shift in ideologies of
communication that link up with the moral meanings of interaction between
particular social actors.
Talk, Text, Transfer: Modes and Meanings of Mobile Communication
Talk
At the time of my research, mobile phones were used by youth and adults
on ‘Eua for multiple reasons and were seen as a new and convenient way to get in
touch with others no matter where they were. Short conversations where callers
quickly got to the point of their requests were a common, inexpensive way for
adults to enlist help and resources when undertaking various projects such as
clearing an overgrown farm field or preparing for a church feast, and youth
sometimes used quick calls to coordinate meeting times or relay information
about church or youth group meetings. The acquisition of a mobile phone also
greatly facilitated circular migration, since it was much cheaper to call friends
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and family overseas via mobile and coordinate money transfers for airfare and
visa fees, airport pickups, and the multiple rounds of paperwork necessary for a
work permit. Adults used mobile calls to notify relatives overseas of deaths and
make requests for assistance bearing the costs of funerals. Rates for calls were
perceived as expensive, however, and so few adults used their mobile minutes
simply to “catch up” or check in on friends or relatives. While mobile calls were
viewed as mostly utilitarian, mobile text messaging, with its much cheaper rates
than calls, could be used for less purpose-oriented means of communicating.
Text
Youth in ‘Eua were by far the most frequent senders and receivers of text
messages, and they used this new technology in a number of different ways to
create and solidify social bonds. As in other parts of the world where texting has
become popular, young women routinely exchanged text messages with short
Bible passages or stylized phrases evoking Christian values and tropes, or
initiated rounds of short jokes that cemented friendship ties through teasing (see
Ellwood-Clayton 2003, 2006). As Ellwood-Clayton (2006) demonstrates for the
Philippines, mobile phone use in general, and text messaging in particular, has
become an inexpensive and convenient way for Tongans to send reminders of
familial love (and obligation), maintain bonds of friendship, and reignite
religious faith across vast distances. Youth argued that the use of mobile phones
to conduct romantic relationships privately allowed them to better uphold the
conventions of faka‘apa‘apa, or brother-sister respect relations, than trying to
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initiate romantic partnerships in person, where cross-gender siblings might
overhear or see quasi-sexual behavior. In spite of the many different ways
mobiles had been incorporated into the communicative environment of Tonga,
however, the examples presented above indicate that the use of mobile phones
for romance and courtship provoked more ambivalence than any other genre of
mobile communication. The use of mobile phones by youth for romantic
purposes stimulates anxiety and ambivalence because of its potential to
transform moral frameworks and shift ideologies of communication. Text
messaging and calls defined as “romantic play”—understood here as activities
with the intention of carrying out or simulating sexual and emotional intimacy
among unmarried, heterosexual dyads10—stretch understandings of all mobile
communication and shift ideas of socially appropriate behavior.
A typical text message from one romantic partner to another incorporated
a range of mobile-specific linguistic devices and several more general tropes
expressing all-consuming love and devotion. For example:

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10 Two points of clarification need to be added to this definition. First, the ideas of
“romance” and “courtship” carry the weighty social baggage of Western notions
of love and companionate marriage, and might not adequately cover all types of
sexual or intimate relationships engaged in by youth in Tonga and around the
world (see Hirsch and Wardlow 2006; Jankowiak 1995; Rebhun 2002). Secondly,
text messaging and other forms of mobile communication were also used for
romantic play by transgendered youth (fakaleitī) and/or non-heterosexual dyads,
as well as married couples (either with their spouse or with others), on ‘Eua.
However, the vast majority of my data came from heterosexual youth.
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Example 5.4 – Text to Kalo
01
02
03
04
05
06
07
08
09
10

Original Tongan Text Message:
Kalo kai keu lv
au o mohe kou
mate au he o4 atu k koe mea
nau tou2 alu atu ai ko eku mate
he o4 atu k koe!
Kalo ke2 ilo ia mai eku o4 ia
koe! taimi l9 kou nofo o fkkau2 oku
ke pehe kou kaka kalo teu alu atu
he flaite nake pehe kou tae o4 ia
koe ok koe oc eni card! luv u

English:
Kalo [name], I can’t sleep.
My love for you is killing me. The
thing is, I come after you again and
again, because I’m dying of love for
you!
Kalo, if only you knew my love for
you! Lots of times, I sit and think
that you must think I’m deceiving
you. Kalo, I will come over on
Friday, lest you think I don’t love
you. Okay, this is the end of my
phone card! Luv u

Within the space of under 300 characters, the sender of this text message used a
variety of creative orthographic choices in addition to drawing on a number of
common turns of phrase and romantic devices easily recognizable by most
youthful recipients. In this way, would-be romantic partners were able to express
their feelings to their intended lovers while ensuring their intentions were clearly
understood, by using themes like those found in love letters of prior generations
and hiva kakala or “sweetheart songs” still common throughout Tonga (Moyle
1987). Similar to the ways the acquisition of reading and writing skills allowed
young Nepali men and women new avenues for creating intimate relationships,
youths’ text messaging allowed them “the opportunity to create new identities; to
negotiate power and agency in their relationship; to establish intimacy and trust;
to share views on life [and love]…and to express emotions that they could not
express verbally” (Ahearn 2001: 119).
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As in many text messages exchanged between young men and women, the
message in Example 5.4 used several different methods for cramming as much
information as possible into the limited space of the text message. For example,
numbers were used to represent a consonant-vowel pair that makes up the first
syllable of a number label, so that “9” = “hi”, from hiva, the Tongan word for
“nine.” Similarly, “4” was used to represent fa, so that the Tongan word for
“love,” ’ofa, becomes “o4.” The number 2, while occasionally used to represent
“ua,” was also used in text messages to indicate morpheme reduplication, such as
in “fkkau2” for fakakaukau, “to think.” The word’s truncation also shows the
common practices of omitting the vowel “a” in CV pairs, so that the prefix “faka-”
becomes “fk,” and so on. Macrons or other means of representing long vowels,
such as doubling vowels in the spelling of a word, were eliminated, as were
apostrophes representing glottal stops. Consonants not found in the Tongan
alphabet were used to represent consonant-vowel clusters, such as in this
sender’s use of “c” for si in “oc,” or ‘osi, “finished.” English names for numbers
were occasionally used to represent morphemes as well, most commonly in “o4
a2,” or ‘ofa atu. Finally, contractions commonly used in informal speech and
writing, such as “Nau,” (Na’aku = I [past tense]), “Kou,” (Oku ou = I [present
tense]), “kai” (‘ikai = no/negation) or “ka,” (kia/kiate = to/towards [a person]),
were also used within text messages. The use of abbreviations and alternate word
forms can introduce a degree of ambiguity to certain words and phrases in texts,
so that meaning can only be derived through the context of a shared relationship
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and a thread of repeated text messages between interlocutors. Knowledge of
linguistic forms was produced through the sharing of text messages with friends
and commentary on texts’ meanings as well (see Figure 5.3).
Some English borrowings like “card” for phone credit (which must be
purchased in the form of a card with codes then entered into the phone) and “luv”
or “love,” were frequently used by youth in their text messages, too, as can be
seen in the example above. English-language text messages were sometimes sent
by youth, and the switch in linguistic code carried a surprising range of indexical
meaning. Sent between two young women (and, less commonly, among young
men), English language messages could be understood to indicate a laudable
attention to one’s studies. Vika, the bearer of two mobiles discussed in the
narrative opening this chapter, would sometimes specifically choose to send text
messages in English (with the editing help of her American anthropologist friend)
to slightly older young men that occupied high-status positions in professional
employment or tertiary institutions requiring a high degree of English fluency.
Through her choice of code in her sent messages (and the underlying ability to
comprehend messages sent in English that this indexed), Vika asserted her own
status as proficient in English and worthy of high-status attention. On the other
hand, the valence of certain English-language texts was not always so clear in its
communicative intent. Young women often noted that one should use caution in
responding to text messages written in English and sent by young men, as the use
of English could indicate the loosening of inhibitions that was one effect of
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drunkenness (see Besnier 2005). Drunk young men were understood to have only
partial control for their actions, and so indicating one’s interest by responding to
this sort of English text message was viewed as potentially dangerous to a young
woman’s reputation. Interestingly, those young women who showed me text
message exchanges between themselves and inebriated suitors always responded
in Tongan to the English-language texts.
As mentioned above, youth engaging in romantic play via text message
relied on common themes and formulas in their communications in order to
express their sentiments towards their communicative partners. The most
popular expressions of love by far were those reflected in Example 5.4, which
includes a lament that the sender has not been able to sleep because he is too
preoccupied with his love for the recipient, and then confesses that he is “mei
mate he ‘ofa atu,” or near death because of his overwhelming love. Young men
regularly stated they were dying of love for young women in text messages as well
as in love songs and romantic talk with partners (often overheard and
commented upon at kava circles, for example). Assertions that the recipient of
the text message was the sender’s one true love (‘ofa mo‘oni) or the bearer of the
suitor’s heart (hoku loto, see above) belied the general suspicion that any mobile
owner might be sending text messages to multiple lovers simultaneously. While
proclaiming one’s heartfelt love for the recipient, the sender would also attempt
to arrange a meeting time, either in a single text message or within a string of
sent-and-received texts. In this way, text messaging acted as a kind of
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conversational interaction, with an “opening” seeking a co-participant’s uptake,
then a series of messages acting as adjacency pairs, with questions and responses
transmitted back and forth.
Other common tropes used in text messages to express love were
comparisons to moonlight, doves, or flowers, especially the “lose funga fonua,”
literally translated as “the rose from the top of the land” and taken from a song
about a beautiful woman from ‘Eua (‘Eua is often referred to as “funga fonua” or
“the top of the land” because of its higher altitude in comparison with the rest of
Tonga). These metaphorical comparisons derive from traditional love songs in
Tonga and also commonly appear in sermons, speeches, and other genres of
verbal art (Moyle 1987; Philips 2007: 57-61). Young lovers occasionally used
traditional Tongan proverbs, well-known and memorized in schools, to
characterize their feelings while demonstrating their prowess in heliaki, or the art
of speaking poetically and not “talking straight” (Kaeppler 1993: 6; Philips 2007)
The act of courtship was one genre within the domain of verbal art where
participants, particularly young men, exhibited their linguistic dexterity in order
to gain social status. In this way, the new media of text messaging fit into longstanding speech genres, while expanding the possibilities for linguistic form.
Not all messages followed these formulas or tropes, of course, and the
medium of text messages allowed for some important transformations in
ideological scripts about gender, love, and romance in Tonga. For example,
mainstream discourses of gender ideologies held that young men should be the
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initiators of romantic contact and should pursue young women, who must uphold
social conventions of feminine shyness, innocence, and demure behavior. Many
young women I talked to and observed within the “romantic marketplace” on
‘Eua felt fairly comfortable initiating contact or reconnecting with possible
suitors via text message, since the possibility of being observed and thus
experiencing mā was far less with a text than an actual conversation necessitating
embodied physical copresence. Some young women I knew felt a little anxious
about this, wondering if boys would consider them overly brazen in their efforts
and thus label them fokisi (hypersexualized, overly promiscuous young women;
see Chapter 4). Young men did sometimes complain about girls who showered
them with loving text messages, saying it was “not appropriate” (ta’e ngana,
which also carries connotations of overstepping bounds, that it might be right for
some people, but not that specific person) or that girls seemed “too serious” (fu’u
fakamatoato). Despite the high price of social sanctions from their would-be
suitors, girls welcomed the possibilities for openly expressing emotions to their
boyfriends at any time. The social and moral appropriateness of such agentive
intentional action on the part of young women was seen as risky, and many who
decided to send such messages actively seeking communication were eminently
aware of their possible negative consequences. The new channel of the mobile
phone allowed for new possibilities in expressing emotion, but the gendered
moral meaning of these emotional discourses was still in flux. Mobile phones
acted in this sense as mediators of gender ideologies. Because the “media
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ideologies” (Gershon 2010a, 2010b) of mobile use were still in the process of
taking shape, communication in this format allowed for possible refiguring of
gender ideologies as well. Again, in comparison to similar situations of changing
mediums for romantic interaction that Ahearn writes about, gendered text
messaging in ‘Eua showed that, despite an opening up of pathways for resistance
or transformation in gendered interactions, “hegemonic discourses regarding
gender remain quite influential, even as practices are changing dramatically”
(Ahearn 2001: 69).
Transfer
Mobile phone practices related to romantic play influenced gendered
interaction outside of the realm of text messaging as well, extending into the
broader system of exchange that regulates social organization among people on
‘Eua. Before explaining how gendered exchange came to be transformed through
mobiles, some background information is necessary. When I first arrived in the
field in January 2008, many youth on ‘Eua would often say they wished they
could have a phone of their own rather than sharing with family members or
going without, but that the costs of acquiring a handset and activating the phone
were still too high. However, when the international corporation Digicel
introduced its mobile phone service in June 2008 amidst a flurry of publicity and
kick-off events complete with concerts by internationally-famous pop stars and
free t-shirts, towels, bags, and other branded merchandise, handsets and SIM
cards suddenly became much cheaper, and Tongan mobile use changed radically
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(as discussed above). Digicel paved the way for a new youth mobile culture by
offering dramatically cheaper mobile phones and a much wider variety of multifeatured phones. At the time of its entry into Tonga, the cheapest Digicel mobile
was TOP$30 (about US $15), compared to TOP$85-$150 (US $45-75) for a much
older and more basic handset from local competitor TCC. Additionally, Digicel
began offering cards for phone credits for as little as TOP$3, which seemed much
more affordable to youth and poorer families than TCC’s cheapest card, at
TOP$5.11 Finally, it ran a series of promotions that seemed fully geared towards
the lives of young people and designed to attract these youthful consumers to the
market. The efforts to expand Digicel’s market included print and television
advertising that featured young mobile users and linked mobile phone use to
romance and sexuality (see Figure 5.1). This move created some controversy
among those with conservative views, but made financial sense to the
multinational corporation, who could re-use advertisements from the Caribbean
and other tropical markets, albeit ignoring their “cultural sensitivity” training
(Mary McCoy, personal communication).
More groundbreaking, both financially and socially, was the “text to
transfer” feature promotion that began in late 2008. With this new service,
Digicel users could send a text message asking other mobile users to transfer
phone credits to the message sender’s phone, distributing one card’s worth of
phone credit across two (or more) phones. This service was immensely popular
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
11 Eventually, TCC came out with a T$2 card to compete with the lower-priced
cards from Digicel.
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among ‘Euan youth, who did not always have access to the funds needed to keep
up their mobile conversations. Unlike its slightly scandalous ads that turned a
blind eye to cultural convention (see Figure 5.1), the “Credit Me/Credit U” service
accrued financial benefits from a technological system of distributing phone
credits that took local cultural values into account. Digicel’s service made it
possible for those with extra pocket money, and thus the potential for extra
phone credit, to subsidize the mobile phone use of their social networks,
validating social bonds in the process.
As discussed throughout this dissertation, the values of loving generosity
and sharing one’s resources are some of the most elaborated-upon cultural tenets
in Tonga, and people participate in a range of reciprocal exchange networks that
connect them with extended kin, fellow church members, town neighbors, and
other relationships, scaffolding up to the bonds of nationhood itself. Traditional
gift exchange ceremonies ritualize these bonds and publicly make relationships
explicit in a formal manner. Within day-to-day practice, the ethics of generosity
and exchange mean that any person has a range of people for whom it is socially
appropriate, and in fact morally entailed, that he or she asks for assistance and
provides resources to show his or her active participation in the building of social
harmony. In the case of ‘Eua, it was equally important that people both asked for
and received gifts from others; either only giving or only requesting from others
left relationships out of balance. Most everyday kinds of requests were made
through the practice of kole, “to beg, to make a request.” Many mobile phone calls
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or spontaneous appearances from neighbors began with the formulaic “Ko e ki’i
kole atu pe…”, meaning “I have just one little favor to ask…” These “small favors”
could range anywhere from sparing some pocket change to buy new fishing line,
to lending the television and DVD player to the local young men’s club, to giving
away the family’s dinner. It was expected that if a kole request was made, the
addressee had a moral obligation to fulfill that request if she had the resources to
do so, even if that meant putting herself at a disadvantage (see Chapter 3 for
more on the tensions this can cause). Within the logic of the system, one gave
away all of one’s resources, trusting in the fact that one could rely on others to
then fulfill one’s requests in turn. One cannot just kole to anyone, however, and
local gossip often thrived on stories of those who made requests to inappropriate
others. From a very young age, children were socialized into networks of
exchange (and kole partners) through implicit and explicit instruction.
The period of youth when one becomes involved in what I am calling
“romantic play” also represents a time when exchange networks can expand; after
all, at least one of the goals of courtship and marriage is to create a new network
of relationships through the spouse and the spouse’s extended kin and other
social networks. In prior decades, potential suitors would show their romantic
interest and willingness to open a pathway of exchange between families by
presenting young women with formal gifts of yams, other local foods, and
sometimes even entire pigs. Adults explained that this gift also represented one
half of a kole request, where the reciprocal gift would be the girl (and her
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virginity) herself. In recent times, this system has changed somewhat, so that
young men acting on their own behalf (without the support of their families) will
show romantic interest by presenting an “offering” or gift of soda, packaged chips,
or other small store-bought goods. Young women I knew showed me that it was
considered perfectly appropriate to indicate receptiveness to romantic advances
either indirectly, by stating “I’m hungry” within earshot of a boy or directly, by
asking a young man to buy soda or chips (romantic interest might be feigned
when real hunger or thirst won out, too). As mobile phones became more
accessible and widely used by youth during the time of my fieldwork, phone
credits became implicated in this system of kole requests and represented an
even more appropriate reciprocal exchange: a young man would provide a young
woman with a phone card, with the understanding that she would use that phone
card to communicate with him. When Digicel began its “Credit Me/Credit U”
transfer campaign, young couples took advantage of this electronic ability to kole
credits and show reciprocal love for one another through virtual gift exchange.
Unlike store-bought food or other trinkets that young men provided as
tokens of affection to young women, however, the transfer and exchange of
mobile phone credits had an impact on the gender ideologies behind these
exchanges. Rather than simply being the recipient of such gifts, young women
began to offer and present phone cards and transfer credits to young men, in
contrast to the more traditional directions of exchange that still occurred with
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other kinds of gifts.12 Young men had a range of attitudes towards this
transformation in the underlying construction of social ties that these gifts
entailed. Some gladly accepted the credits and the feminine attention; others
accepted the credits, but used them to call other friends and romantic partners,
and some loudly bemoaned the fact that women were taking control of
relationships in ways that were unseemly. The transfer of credits from young
women to young men was evaluated in just as many ways by young women, some
of whom approved of the new freedoms, while others responded with disdain. For
example, seeing her brother’s phone had recently been “gifted” several dollars in
credits by a loving girlfriend, my friend Lupe exclaimed, “What? Doesn’t she
realize he has a sister!”, concisely expressing her attitude that such actions went
beyond the bounds of proper behavior and showed disrespect for the general
principle of brother-sister relationships. The ability to transfer credits from
phone to phone generated new social connections and ways of understanding
gender relations in addition to the thousands of text messages it likely facilitated.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
12 Men would occasionally ask women for money, but this usually occurred
among relatives or people connected through some other kind of relationship
(work, church, school, etc.). Women often offered men cooked food, but this kind
of exchange represented a different type from presenting store-bought food.
Nearly everyone made an offer of food to passersby in the small towns of ‘Eua if
the food had recently been cooked, whether they are kin, friends, or strangers; as
in many other parts of the Pacific, this kind of greeting was considered a base
level of politeness and not out of the ordinary.
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Deception, Suspicion, and Changing Ideologies of Communication
Another notable recurrent theme appearing in romantic play, such as that
shown in Example 5.4 above, was the use of formulaic attempts to defuse
suspicions of cheating and deception, a practice that might seem surprising to
non-Tongan senders of text messages. Young women and men spent a good deal
of time discussing the possibilities and the certainties of deceptive behavior on
the part of their fanga moa, the slang term for casual romantic partners (which
literally translates to “chickens”). In particular, the ability to use mobile phones
for subterfuge and romantic chicanery often arose in conversation. The
possibilities for others to meddle in relationships for deceptive purposes worried
young boyfriends and girlfriends as well. On multiple occasions, I witnessed
youth either threatening to deceive the moa of a friend or relative, or actually
carrying out some sort of deceptive behavior. A young man might answer the
phone pretending to be his brother, the caller’s actual boyfriend, or a young
woman might threaten to send text messages to her brother’s girlfriend,
arranging a meeting the brother would not arrive at, ostensibly teaching the
girlfriend a lesson. As these examples illustrate, the potentialities and actualities
of deception carried multiple meanings, whether to initiate further romantic play
or curtail the perceived immoral actions of its players. Youth were quite
concerned about the possibilities for deception by their boyfriends and girlfriends,
especially in the verbal and textual conversations they carried out over mobile
phones, and it seemed they had good reason to feel this way.
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The specific contexts for suspicion about interlocutors in mobile
conversations reveals the development of a new ideology of communication on
‘Eua (and among Tongan youth more generally), as highlighted in the following
transcript excerpts. In our conversations, ‘Akanesi, a bright and energetic
eighteen-year-old student, often discussed her reservations about using her
mobile phone to communicate with one of her boyfriends, who was living on
Tongatapu at the time. The two had started a relationship when the young man
came to ‘Eua to visit his relatives, who lived just down the road from ‘Akanesi
home. They met while playing volleyball on one of the courts set up in the center
of the town, where young men congregate in the afternoons after coming back
from their farms.13 ‘Akanesi had attracted the young man’s attention because of
her outgoing attitude and constant jokes, and they had become moa before he
returned to his job on the main island of Tongatapu. Rather than ending their
relationship or pining away until the next time they might be able to see each
other again, ‘Akanesi said, they kept in touch over the phone, but this was not a
completely ideal arrangement according to ‘Akanesi.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
13 Family farm plots are located outside of town, usually on the far northern and
western sides of the island in the uninhabited bushland (‘uta). Groups of
otherwise unemployed young men worked in cooperative groups (kautaha) that
left before sunrise to work on their families’ plots, returning in the early
afternoons. Following a midday meal, the young men are free to wander around
the villages, swim in the ocean, or play volleyball or rugby before gathering to
drink kava in the late afternoon.
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Example 5.5 – Where are you? ftui018 28:10
01
02
03
04
05
06

Original Transcript Excerpt:
MKG: Pea mo kei fetu’utaki?
A: ‘Io. ‘Io, kei fetu’utaki pe he taimini.
MKG: ‘Io, ‘o hanga fēfē?
A: Oh…taimini, ‘oku ‘i Tonga?
MKG: Mmm
A: fa’a tā ai pe, ‘o ai pe telefoni?

07
08
09
10

MKG: ‘io,
A: Ka ‘oku, tai-, ‘ok-, ‘ikai ke fai ai ki
telefoni, ‘ave ki tokoua, ‘oku ikai keu
sai’ia ai e telefoni.

English Translation:
MKG: And do you two still talk?
A: Yeah, yeah, we still talk now.
MKG: Yeah? How so?
A: Um…now, he’s in Tonga?
MKG: Mmhmm
A: We often call, and use the
telephone?
MKG: Yeah,
A: But, now, eh, now, I don’t use
the telephone, I took it to my
sister, I don’t like to use the
telephone.

… (explains her relationship with older sister and
how she has told her sister about the situation)
11
12
13
14
15

MKG: ‘Io. Ko e hā e uhinga, na’e ‘ikai
ke sai’ia e telefoni?
A: Ko au pe ia, f-, ‘ikai keu sai’ia au e
telefoni. Ko e uhinga, ‘oku, lahi taimi
loi. Te loi taimi, t-, telefoni ai.

16
17
18

MKG: ‘Io?
A: Pa ko e me’a na’e ‘ikai keu sai’ia ai,
fetu’utaki telefoni, ngaue’aki loi.

19
20
21
22
23

MKG: Mmm.
A: ‘oku te loi taimi te telefoni ai, he
‘oku ‘i Tonga ia, ‘o ‘Euani, ‘ikai keu ‘ilo
au ia, ‘ene me’a ‘oku fai ‘i Tonga, ‘ikai
ke ne ‘ilo mai ia, ‘eku me’a fai ‘i ‘Euani.

24
25
26
27
28

MKG: Mmm.
A: Pau ‘ikai keu sai’ia au ia, fetu’utaki
telefoni.
MKG: ‘Io. [Hm(h)(h)(h)
A:
[(h)(h)(h)]

MKG: OK. Why didn’t you like to
use the telephone?
A: Well I, uh-, I don’t like to use
the telephone. The reason is, a lot
of the time it’s lies. One lies at
that time, th-, when you’re on the
phone.
MKG: Yeah?
A: And that’s the thing that made
me not like to use it—use the
phone, use the lies.
MKG: Mmhm.
A: When one is on the phone, one
lies, because one is on Tonga, or
here in ‘Eua, [and] I don’t know,
what he’s doing in Tonga, he
doesn’t know what I’m doing
here in ‘Eua.
MKG: Mmm.
A: For sure, I don’t like keeping
in touch by phone.
MKG: Yeah. [Hm(h)(h)(h)
A:
[(Heh)(h)(h)
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‘Akanesi was concerned about both the whereabouts of her boyfriend in
space and the possibilities of what he could be doing at any moment (lines 20—
23), a theme which she returned to several times throughout the interview. While
using a phone meant that the two could extend their interactions beyond the time
they were on the same island, living in adjacent towns, the usual reassurance of
friendly neighborhood surveillance was not present. ‘Akanesi pointed out that,
just as she did not know what her boyfriend might be doing in Tonga at any time,
he also could not be certain what she was up to in ‘Eua, with the underlying
assumption that either of them might lie to the other about their fidelity and
devotion. She also mentions that she expects to hear lies on the phone (lines 13—
15), rather than trusting that her interlocutor would always tell the truth.
Young men expressed a similar view that mobile phones were a
technological double-edged sword: they allowed the freedom to contact a
romantic partner at any time and stay in touch, even across formerly prohibitive
distances, but one could never be sure that a partner was being completely
truthful about their actions. Moreover, if a girlfriend or boyfriend was staying in
contact by phone with one person, the possibility that they might be in phone
contact with many seemed much more worrisome than the likelihood of
conducting multiple face-to-face romances. These fears were grounded in truth,
as most young people seemed to be romantically engaged on some level with a
number of others, ranging from the occasional text message to in-person
meetings. The chances of a romantic partner who was literally someone different

220
than what one thought was also a danger, as the young man in the excerpt below
explained. Seventeen-year-old Sifa was especially ambivalent about using his
phone to conduct romantic relationships, worrying that the fun he could have
would deplete his limited financial resources and draw his attention away from
schoolwork. Most significantly, though, he thought the possibilities for deception
on the phone was far too great for his comfort.
Excerpt 5.6 – Who are you? mohi20 16:18
01
02
03
04
05
06
07
08
09
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24

Original Transcript Excerpt:
MG: 'Io. 'Oku 'i ai ha’o telefoni?
S: 'I[o.
MG: F[ai telefoni? 'Io. Ke fai telefoni ki
he ai-, ta-, kau ta'ahine taimini?

English Translation:
MG: Yeah. Do you have a phone?
S: Yes.
MG: Do you use the phone? Yes.
Do you use the phone to talk to
girls now?
S: 'Io.
S: Yeah.
MG: Yeah? How. Text?
MG: 'Io? Ko e hā. Ko e tex?
S: Oh, oh, na-, tā pe. mo ha tex. Ka kou S: Oh, oh, um, just call [them].
tokanga ako taimi ni.
And some text. But I’m
concentrating on my studies
right now.
MG: Mm.
MG: Mm.
S: ‘O, ah, ke u ‘alu leva ‘o telefoni kihe
S: Or, uh, I can just go quick and
tokotaha.
MG: ‘Io.
call someone.
MG: Yeah.
S: Oh, ne-, e taimi te u telefoni,
S: Oh, uh, the time I use the
MG: Mmm.
phone,
S: Ko e taimi nounou.
MG: Mmm.
S: It’s a very short time.
MG: 'Io. E:, ko e hā ho fakakaukau ki he MG: Yeah. Um, what do you
telefoni? Ke fai, ke fai kaume'a pe fai vā. think about mobile phones? To
do, to use it for relationships?
S: Ko fakakau ki he, ki he telefoni. 'Oku S: My thoughts on the, on the
ikai ke fu'u lelei.
phone. It’s not too great.
MG: Hmm.
MG: Hmm.
S: 'Oku ikai keu fakapaupau'i au ia, pe
S: I can’t decide if it’s truth or
'oku mo'oni, pe ikai.
not.
MG: Mmm.
MG: Mmm.
S: Oku lelei ange ke ta talanoa pe heni,
S: It’s much better just to talk
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25 pe talanoa mo ha taha. (. . .) te ke ma'u
26 au pe ia talanoa ihe telefoni.
27 MG: 'Io.
28 S: Pea...kou sio, ko tokotaha pe ‘ui
29 telefoni, pau pe ke, oh, fakamole. e?
30
31
32
33
34
35
36

MG: Heh heh (h)(h).
S: Oh:. Kaati, kaati, kaati.
MG: 'io, mm.
S: Lea ange ko ia ai, ko pa'anga tolu pe
'oku maau.
MG: (h)(h)(h) 'io
S: Kae holi ia, kihe toe ma'u toe lahi.

37
38
39
40
41
42

MG: Mo'oni.
S: Kou: sio kihe telefoni, teu tā pe atu 'a
koe, mo teu tala atu kia koe, ‘oku ou
‘ofa atu kiate koe.
MG: mm.
S: e? Te'eki ai sio pe koe, pe ko hai ia
au?
43 MG: 'Io.
S: E?
MG: 'Io.
44 S: Tala koe ko au ia, ko talavou au ia.
45 'io. [Extreme high pitch] Hei! Heh heh
heh
46 MG: Heh heh heh(h)(h) 'Io.
47 S: Heh heh heh
48 MG: 'Io. Pea fu'u motu'a au. (h)(h) 'Io.
49 S: 'Io.
...

50 S: Mahalo pe 'o:. Koe taimi ko e
51 fesiofaki ai, mahalo pe teu 'ilo pe, teu
'ilo koe mo'oni.
52
53
54

MG: Mmh.
S: 'E? Ko e taimi pe teu fanongo
telefoni, ko, teu 'ilo pe le'o,

55

MG: Mm.

here, just to talk to somebody
(…) you will get me, what I’m
saying on the phone.
MG: Yeah.
S: And…the way I see it,
someone calls on the telephone,
it’s certain that, oh, what a
waste, ok?
MG: Heh heh (h)(h).
S: Oh:. Card after card after card.
MG: Yeah, mm.
S: Talk to her there, and three
dollars [of credit] are gone.
MG: (h)(h)(h) yeah.
S: And then that’s all you want,
to get more all over again.
MG: True.
S: In my opinion about phones,
let’s say I call you and tell you I
love you.
MG: Mm.
S: Okay? But you haven’t even
seen me yet, who am I?
MG: Yeah,
S: Okay?
MG: Yeah.
S: I tell you, I’m handsome.
Yeah! [Extreme high pitch] Hei!
Heh heh heh
MG: Heh heh heh(h)(h) Yeah.
S: Heh heh heh
MG: Yeah. And I’m really old.
Yeah.
S: Yeah.
S: So maybe, the time you see
somebody face to face, maybe
that’s the time I know, I truly
know you.
MG: Mmh.
S: Okay? The time I listen on the
phone, I will only know your
voice.
MG: Mm.
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56

S: Ko fe 'ilo'i pe koe tokotaha fefe?

57
58
59
60
61
62
63
64

MG: Mm.
S: Koe taimi pe teu tangutu pe heni, teu
'ilo'i, ko Mele koe.
MG: 'Io.
S: 'Ilo'i koe ko Sifa au.
MG: 'Io.
S: Ko:, si'i si'i eta taimi talanoa pe heni,
sio kihe, fu'u ma'u eta me'a, 'oku loi.

65 MG: Mm.
66 S: 'u:, eta talanoa, ai.

S: How do I know what kind of
person you are?
MG: Mm.
S: When we sit together here, I
will know, you’re Mary.
MG: Yes.
S: And you will know, I’m Sifa.
MG: Yeah.
S: Even if we just sit for a short
time and talk here, we’ll get it,
we’ll know for sure what is a lie.
MG: Mm.
S: Uh, during our chat.

In this excerpt, Sifa returns again and again to his discomfort about using
mobile phones, both for their possible waste of his money and time, and for the
suspicions and uncertainty they arouse. Particularly among high school students,
who felt the burden of succeeding in their studies as an obligation to family, the
idea that phones waste time, energy, and money carried a certain moral weight.
Sifa brings up his commitment to studying and the idea of phones as wasteful of
time and concentration in lines 07-08 and again in lines 28-34. In lines 28-34,
Sifa also notes the addictive nature of using mobile phones, explaining that as
soon as he uses up all of his credit, all he can think about is getting more credit.
He appears ambivalent about whether mobile phones are really a good thing
given their ability to distract him from less personal pursuits such as school,
which will eventually allow him to make a socially-approved contribution to his
family. As another male high school student noted, using the phone carried the
possibility that it would “kind of steal away my ability to concentrate. I’ll call a
girl, and then I’ll only think of her,” to the detriment of his other responsibilities
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(hanga ‘o kaiha’asi fakakaukau. Tā kihe ta’ahine, fakakaukau pe ki ai). Youth
frequently used these strong metaphors of having their thoughts “stolen” by the
subjects of their romantic pursuits over the phone; the language they used is
made further significant by the fact that, for many Tongans, stealing was seen as
one of the most despicable of crimes, as it highlighted a lack of social networks
from which to draw upon as well as a blatant disregard of social conventions.
The other reason Sifa gives for feeling uncertain about using mobile
phones parallels ‘Akanesi’s comments in Example 5.5. When talking to romantic
interests on his mobile, Sifa states, one can never be too sure that the other
person isn’t lying, or disguising her true identity completely (lines 21-22, 38-49).
Sifa asserts the only real way to truly judge if a person is speaking the truth from
a reliable subject position is to speak face-to-face (lines 50-66). These kinds of
comments were ubiquitous in conversation both on, and about, mobile phones.
Despite the near-constant discourses of suspicion and ambivalence about using
mobile phones, though, youth continued to use them for romantic play in
precisely the ways that generated their anxiety. As a relatively new technology
and mediator of romantic interactions, mobile phones represent a point of
ambiguity within the wider “linguistic marketplace” (Bourdieu 1991). Because of
its recent introduction as a means of interacting with others, youth were required
to actively negotiate the underlying rules or ideologies of communication that
pertain to mobile use. Their struggles and suspicions arose from the emergence
of these new ideologies of technology and language use that were intricately
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bound with moral understandings of face-to-face interaction. It should be noted
that the time of youth and the social space of romantic play is one of the only sites
where it is socially acceptable to directly question another person’s intentions or
the truth value of their utterances in public (adults question others’ credibility,
but only in private); in fact, a considerable amount of face-to-face romantic play
revolves around accusations of lying (loi) or cheating (kākā). This suspicion acts
as a “structure of feeling” (Williams 1977) within the liminal space of youthful
romantic play, when social actors are intentionally testing the possibilities for
strong connections in new social networks and the dependability of possible
partners. This type of romantic play also represents a specific site where moral
frameworks are constructed—actively testing the grounds of truth and
trustworthiness through suspicion and accusations of cheating shows the high
moral value placed on honesty, even in a place where indirect, highly
metaphorical speech is prized.
In the traditional organization of discourse and practice in Tonga,
interaction takes place in a face-to-face context where interlocutors are
constantly monitoring their relative social position through a variety of linguistic
and semiotic cues and modifying their behaviors accordingly. Social action
corroborates speakers’ utterances and their underlying intentions, whether moral
or amoral (cf. Duranti 1994; Mageo 1998). In Tonga’s small towns and tightlyknit social networks that connect people across the country’s many islands, most
of the time it is fairly easy to rely on face-to-face communication. In the cases of
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longer-distance communication, one can trust relatives to corroborate a person’s
trustworthiness. Yet mobile phone communication seems to strip some of these
possibilities for validating social position away in the eyes of ‘Euan youth. One
might explain the ambivalence and suspicion triggered by mobile phone
communication as an example of what Giddens (1990: 63-66) calls
“distanciation,” or the separation and fracturing of social worlds across time and
space as a consequence of modernity, and subsequent “disembedding,” or a
“lifting out” of social activity from strictly local contexts. Yet Tongans have
participated in a number of activities that entail distanciation and disembedding
for decades, such as circular migration and a concomitant rise in letter-writing
and landline phone communication. Mobile phone communication provokes
additional feelings of anxiety and ambivalence because of the ways it interrogates
local understandings of the underlying moral bases of ideologies of
communication.
Moreover, all interactions between native Tongan co-participants operate
with a shared understanding of the overarching cultural values, which guide both
what is spoken about and how it is discussed. Among these values guiding the
organization of interaction, the value of respect in general and the specific ideas
and behaviors pertaining to brother-sister relations is of particular importance
(Philips 2000, 2004). Because the sister-brother relationship extends to all kin of
the same generation, the possibility of being in the presence of a categorical
brother or sister is always quite high. As Philips argues in reference to
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magistrate’s court cases (2004: 240), Tongans are regularly exhorted by
government officials as well as parents and elders to act with respect, as they may
not immediately know if they are related to others present. Thus, Tongans are
socialized into a view of public interactions as always potentially including
brothers and sisters, which also works to connect idealized notions of the nation
with family and more general moral frameworks (Philips 2000: 229). According
to mainstream ideology of language use, then, everyday, face-to-face social
interactions should always be carried out by Tongans as if brothers and sisters
are present, meaning virtually all communication should be highly respectful and
avoid “bad language” (lea kovi) including swearing or talk about the body or
sexual matters (Morton 1996: 133, Philips 2000, 2004). Mobile phone
communication presents a new kind of difficulty, for without physical copresence,
one cannot determine either the relative social role of one’s interlocutor or the
identities of possible overhearers (or “overseers” in the case of text messages).
Part of the suspicion and distrust of mobile interlocutors, I argue, is the fact that
a speaker cannot fully determine who his or her co-participant really is—is she a
categorical sister? Could he be near one’s categorical brothers? Is there a possible
status difference? These unknown contextual cues create a sense of ambivalence
because of the contextual nature of moral frameworks, and the fact that a mobile
speaker cannot truly determine if he or she is acting “out of place.”
The use of mobile phones presents some conflicts for the maintenance of
this language ideology, and I argue that some of the moral ambivalence
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surrounding the use of mobile phones stems from the fact that in communication
on mobiles, ‘Euan youth cannot rely on the usual contextual clues or rules for
guiding interaction. Mobile phones, as a relatively new technology, entail the
development of new “media ideologies,” which help users to understand the
circumstances under which a new medium can be used for communication and
how certain kinds of messages are received through this medium (Gershon 2010a,
2010b). Building upon the development of this media ideology, mobile
communication also shifts more general ideologies of communication, or how
interactional participants understand what can be said to whom, and how
communicative events should be interpreted in light of past (and future)
communications. Youth who use mobiles for romantic play must make decisions
about the (verbal and textual) messages they receive based on their prior
experiences of communication on ‘Eua, but must also shift the ways they
understand communication given the new media through which they receive it.
Part of the issue in understanding youths’ ambivalence and suspicion
regarding mobile communication can be understood drawing upon Bakhtin’s
discussion of the forces inherent in discourse. In his discussion of dialogic
discourse, Mikhail Bakhtin stresses the heteroglossic nature of language, where
each utterance draws upon a multitude of utterances before it with various
meanings and intentions. He argues, “The living utterance, having taken meaning
and shape at a particular historical moment in a socially specific environment,
cannot fail to brush up against thousands of living dialogic threads, woven by
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socio-ideological consciousness around the given object of an utterance; it cannot
fail to become an active participant in social dialogue” (Bakhtin 1981: 276). For
every communicated message, then, a number of possible interpretations exist,
and comprehension is predicated on the shared histories of interlocutors and
their intersubjectively constructed understandings of a shared social context. In
order to make sense of heteroglossia and the “centrifugal” or “stratifying” and
distancing forces that threaten to obstruct understanding, Bakhtin explains,
interlocutors draw upon the unifying nature of “centripetal” forces (Bakhtin 1981:
272). In the case of ‘Euan youth, the unstable nature of mobile communication
and the inability to directly link specific utterances with reliable authors acts as a
“centrifugal” force; corroborating, face-to-face communication or the repetition
of specific messages creates a kind of “centripetal” force that helps to filter
heteroglossia and contain messages’ intent.
The form of mobile communication and its use in an already-unstable
domain, that of romantic play, calls into question the previously taken for
granted notions about communication for youth on ‘Eua, leading not only to
ambivalence about the morality of using mobiles, but also to reflection on the
relative trustworthiness of speakers within such interactions. Precisely because
mobiles provide a “counterpublic” where new freedoms in communicative
privacy can be explored, the use of mobiles also makes apparent that typical
assumptions about the trustworthiness of speakers can no longer be relied upon.
New understandings and ideologies of language use emerge through the explicit
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and intentional use of mobile phones to circumnavigate the constraints of public
surveillance in romantic play, and in the more implicit ways mobile use
confounds previous understandings of the organization of social interaction.
Calling Morality into Question
During the period of my fieldwork, young and old alike on ‘Eua associated
mobile phones with youth, modernity, and an increased ability to connect with
others. Yet many adults pointed out that mobiles were “dangerous” because they
made it more difficult to keep track of whom one’s children were talking to, how
often they conversed, and what the topics of those conversations were, unlike the
easy and loving surveillance public conversations lent themselves to. Young men
and women saw mobiles as potentially beneficial, but not without disadvantages;
while one could keep in contact with romantic partners and initiate romances
much more easily and out of the public view, this ease of communicating could
lead to a loss of control and resulting disregard for one’s role-specific moral
obligations. Some justified their use of mobiles for romantic purposes as making
it easier to maintain “faka‘apa‘apa,” the respect and modest comportment
between post-pubescent brothers and sisters. On the other hand, users of mobile
phones also worried that respected brothers and sisters could come across the
material record of romantic interactions in the long strings of saved messages on
phones. Overall, mobile phones represented a new convenience that provoked
both desire and ambivalence in its users.
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Whether beneficial or destructive, no one on ‘Eua could deny the
encroachment of mobile phones into everyday life, and this was particularly
apparent for the youth of the island. Mobile phones gave ‘Euan youth increasing
freedom and privacy to connect with other people outside the networks of church
and family, and nowhere was this extended more than in the creation and
maintenance of romantic relationships. With a mobile phone, a young man was
able to talk to his girlfriend and set up a time to meet out of the public eye, and
thus without embarrassment or shame; similarly, a young woman could juggle
multiple suitors and craft the perfect expression of love, using the perfect
linguistic code, to send in each text message. However, these activities came with
both economic and moral costs. With expanded opportunities for communication
and lessened risks of incurring feelings of shameful mā, young women and young
men more feely, although sometimes hesitantly, express their emotions to others
and, in so doing, resist and reshape more traditional ideologies of gender.
Perhaps most importantly in the eyes of many, the possibilities for lying or
deception were perceived to be far greater over the phone rather than in face-toface conversations. The same ability to interact over great distances, such as from
island to island, or at formerly socially bounded-off times of day, like late at night,
also obscured the ability to be certain of whom one was really talking to, or to
judge an interlocutor’s context-dependent social position and subsequently
determine the most appropriate code, register, and array of conversational topics
for that particular interaction. Use of the mobile phone cast doubt on co-
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participants’ subject positions as well as the truth value of their utterances, either
in text message or in voice calls. In the absence of typical contextual cues that
allowed interlocutors to filter out the heteroglossic nature of interactional speech
and make sense of each other’s utterances while relying on the truth of their
content, mobile co-participants operate in a communicative world of suspicion.
In this way, the use of mobile phones not only engages in the constitution of new
media ideologies, or understandings of how a particular technological medium
structures information and suggests certain ways of interpreting communication
(Gershon 2010b: 18). Mobile messages and conversations also shift
understandings of ideologies of communication, in the sense that a speaker’s (or
texter’s) message cannot immediately be taken as true, and in fact must be
treated as possibly false by default. Moral evaluation of the message sender is
withheld, however, until additional social interactions (most likely in other
mediums) either prove or disprove the veracity of communication. Young women
and men in Tonga will undoubtedly continue to use mobile phones to connect
with friends and family in addition to conducting “romantic play” and creating
new relationships, but as they do so, they shift moral understandings of gender
roles and communicative content.
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Figure 5.1 An advertisement for Digicel’s popular services that allow
a mobile user to “beg for” (kole) credit and transfer credit between
phones, visually linking romantic activities with mobile phone use
and the “sharing” of phone credits more specifically. This
advertisement circulated in 2008-2009. (Digicel website
www.digicel.com/tonga)
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Figure 5.2 As part of their public relations and marketing campaigns, the
Digicel mobile phone company regularly supported local events, supplying tshirts and wages for licensed officials at some of the island-wide rugby
games, 2008.
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Figure 5.3 Use of mobile phones is not always a private or individual activity.
High school girls looking at pictures on a mobile phone, 2008.
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Figure 5.4 Young women using their mobile phones to contact friends while at a
beach picnic, February 2009.
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CHAPTER 6.
FILIPINO FILM LOVERS:
RE-KEYING “MORAL MESSAGES” THROUGH FILM

Setting the Scene
As we walked home from the neighborhood evening prayer service, Fīnau
practiced her English with me by discussing the latest multi-part Filipino serial
television series making the rounds on ‘Eua, which, she said, was really teaching
her a lot about love. Since I had not yet seen it, Fīnau gave me a detailed
description of the plot and all major events, a common and mutually enjoyable
pastime among young women (as well as young men). As we discussed the
romantic tribulations in the Filipino “movie,” or faiva as they are known in
Tonga, Fīnau then began to interweave stories about her own most recent
boyfriend troubles. Like the heroine in the Filipino series, Fīnau was also juggling
multiple romantic suitors and attempting to decide which course of action she
should take, all the while trying to balance her household chores and her studies.
She told me she had started a relationship with Tāni, a local boy who was
currently studying at a high school on the main island of Tonga. They had met
during the past holiday break when he had returned to ‘Eua to see his extended
family. Things were going very well, she recounted, and even after he had
returned to school, the pair kept in contact through occasional phone calls and
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frequent text messaging on their mobile phones—in fact, receiving a text from
him was what spurred our conversation.
Along with text messaging, the pair continued their relationship after the
young man went back to school by sending messages and publicly commenting
on each other’s personal profile pages on bebo, a social networking website
(similar to myspace.com or facebook.com). This is where the trouble started. One
of Tāni’s friends saw Fīnau’s profile and photographs on bebo, and invited her to
become “friends,” linking their personal profiles to one another. After posting a
few comments to each other’s pages and browsing each other’s photos, the
second boy, the friend of Fīnau’s boyfriend, asked her to start a relationship with
him. Now, both boys had begun to ask if they were the only one in Fīnau’s life,
and Fīnau couldn’t decide if she should continue relationships with both, or
which one to cut off. At the same time, she said, she did not feel too guilty about it,
since she knew at least one of the boys had other girlfriends—she had seen the
evidence in other girls’ comments on his bebo online profile. This had led to some
tense moments in her communications with both boys. “Just like the Filipino
movie, eh?” she said to me. “Lahi broken heart,”1 indicating lots of problems and
strife during the relationship, but with the possibility for a happy ending.
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 The phrase “broken heart” is used by Fīnau and other ‘Euan teenagers in
English, but is typically spoken with heavy Tongan accent even among speakers
who are very fluent in English. This phonetic difference in part points to the
variation in meaning; in locally-specific usage, “broken heart” covers a range of
emotions and behaviors that include pining for a romantic interest or undergoing
challenges and conflicts within a romantic relationship, not necessarily just the
activities and emotions following the end of a partnership. For this reason, it is

238
The story of Fīnau and her romantic troubles ties together several strands
of change in cultural practice and gendered ideologies of morality that operated
within the lives of Tongan youth. Fīnau and many other young people on the
island of ‘Eua were avid consumers of multiple forms of internationally
circulating and “transnational” media and technology, and often experienced
these new forms as interconnected with each other, as this example shows:
through the intertwining of foreign movies, mobile phones, and social networking
websites (see Androutsopoulos 2011 and Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod and Larkin 2002
for more on “multimodality” or “digital heteroglossia” of new media). According
to the youth who engaged with them, these media provided new windows into
different ways of living in and thinking about the world. Most importantly among
the many reasons Tongan youth gave for their interest in these forms of media
was that they perceived them as crucial sources of information on modern forms
of friendship, family, and romance, and eagerly discussed the ideas, images, and
actions provided through these channels while incorporating elements into their
own practices. Among other things, Filipino movies were regularly cited by youth
as valuable sources for information on how to “fai kaume‘a”—the proper way to
“do being a girlfriend/boyfriend,” including styles, values, behaviors, and even
bodily hexis.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
reproduced here in italics as with other Tongan words in order to offset it from
being understood in exactly the same way as English users might employ the
phrase.
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Yet ‘Euan youth derived much more than just advice on romantic
relationships from the Filipino soap opera. Parents even expressly approved of,
and even encouraged, watching these particular programs in order to learn from
them. When I first arrived on the island of ‘Eua to do fieldwork in early 2008, I
was presented with something of a paradox. In order to fully understand the lives
of Tongan youth, I was told by my host family and initial youth research
participants, it was critical that I first watch the entire run of at least three
Filipino television dramas (teleserye in Tagalog), and more if they were available.
While the circulation and consumption of media in non-industrialized and
underdeveloped countries has been analyzed in multiple ways in the
ethnographic literature on globalization and modernity (see below), on the
surface, this proclamation still seemed a little confusing: from the Tongan
perspective, what would watching a Filipino series tell me about Tongan culture?
“But oh, Filipino movies are top!” exclaimed one of my friends, which was quickly
corroborated around the neighborhood. Needless to say, I had several very
willing “research assistants” who graciously volunteered to watch the series with
me and explain the finer points of the plot to me. All of the series we watched
kept the level of dramatic tension running high, with plots centered on
continuous movement and action rather than dialogue, occasionally interspersed
with slapstick sight gags or moments of humor. Somewhat surprisingly, even the
most reluctant speakers of English appeared to keep up with the English subtitles
that ran across the bottom of the screen.
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As we watched the series, and throughout the subsequent viewings of
these and other Filipino series and feature-length films during my time on ‘Eua,
my friends and host family noted the similarities between Filipino and Tongan
households, claiming that the Filipino families semiotically presented as overtly
Christian and “traditional” were “just like us.”2 My Tongan interlocutors also
repeatedly emphasized the “moral message” contained within the series and the
purportedly “educational value” of these movies, labels that were nearly always
applied in English. At the same time, however, some adults and even some
teenagers remained ambivalent about the messages youth might receive from
these movies, worrying that youth would “copycat” the styles and actions of the
series’ characters, disgrace their families, and ruin their opportunities for a good
future. The effects of these films on young women were of especially frequent
concern and conversation, in part because they were the most enthusiastic
viewers of these films, but also in part because of the many different portrayals of
femininity in the series ranging from the demure and domestic young women, to
makeup-and-miniskirt wearing city girls, and on to masculine “tomboys” with
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2 Notably, in online chat forums and comments pages on the Filipino soap opera
movies stars’ websites, Samoans expressed similar sentiments about the Filipino
serials, which aired on national television in American Samoa and across many of
the Pacific Islands. The Samoans stated that the Filipinos’ lives as portrayed in
the teleserye were “just like ours” and “we can learn from them”
(http://www.dpinoyweb.com/2008/06/11/judy-ann-santos-biography-profileand-picture-gallery accessed 10/15/08). In the early eighties, similar ideas were
somewhat surprisingly expressed about Samoan life with regards to “Days of Our
Lives,” the long-running American soap opera. Pamela Thomas proposes this
similarity came from the “human emotions” the Samoans recognized, such as
“love, hate, power relations, jealousy, marriage, adultery” (Thomas 1987: 20)
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short hair who listened to rock music and rode motor scooters. The wide range of
choices for identities and lifestyles was seen as both appealing and threatening to
Tongan viewers, who saw young women as the bearers of future generations of
Tongans and keepers of tradition or anga faka-Tonga, “the Tongan Way.” At the
same time, the presence of obedient young women helping their mothers and
diligently focusing on their education produced just enough approving
commentary to allow the films to keep rolling on televisions throughout Tonga.
Watching the series with youth and adults, participating in many
conversations about the series, and seeing the tremendous impact these series
seemed to have on teenagers and young adults unequivocally proved that these
Filipino dramas did indeed have something important to contribute to Tongan
culture. The discursive construction of these series as morality tales pointed to
something more intricately connected with the ways ‘Euans see their own cultural
values and their relations to other contexts beyond their relatively rural towns
and, especially, their relationship to the imagined community of the globally
modern. While the Filipino series did provide Tongan viewers with new
possibilities for imagining alternative identities and futures for youth, at the same
time, the popularity of the series was also partly predicated on the similarities
between characters and viewers, and the ability of Tongans to relate not just to
the values coded as “traditional culture,” but also to the tensions and conflicts
that arose when characters had to make decisions that called moral and cultural
values into question. These kinds of challenges are particularly salient to youth,
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who feel the pressure from the lures of global modernity while also remaining
committed to their own cultural heritage. As they explored the decisions
characters made in their conversations, ‘Euan youth also contemplated their own
places in a world structured by particular beliefs about gender, age, and kinship.
Filipino television dramas played a special role in Tongan youths’
experience of modernity in two distinct but interrelated ways. First, through
youths’ explicit understandings of the films as providing “moral lessons,” the
Filipino series foreground the ways in which local and intersubjective modernity
projects are always concerned not simply with technology or economy systems,
but also with emotional and moral aspects of social life as well. Secondly, through
their consumption of projected images of “tradition” in transnationally
circulating media, Tongans inserted themselves into a global social reality. This
allows for understandings of how Tongan tradition and modernity might inform
each other and be a part of contemporary social life, locally and globally. The
viewing of Filipino dramas must be understood as occurring in a particular local,
cultural context, but also a specific local context which is always conscious of and
partially constituted by its own transnational ties. Economic systems and
resultant commodity desires are not the dominant message taken up by youth in
this instance of transnational media, but instead become a part of the
architecture through which ideas about morality and emotion in an increasingly
global world are reinterpreted.
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The Filipino films enjoyed by Tongan youth at the time of my fieldwork
were not merely entertaining, but instead mediated understandings of the
Tongan experience of modernity at the margins of global flows of people, objects,
and ideas. The fact that these films were subtitled in English and consumed by
some as a means of enhancing their language skills is also notable within the
context of Tongan youths’ possibilities for global connections. Tongan youth (and
some adults) used Filipino films as a kind of interpretive tool, or a means for
making sense of how notions of tradition and associated values might fit into a
world that encompasses other sites and diasporic communities outside of Tonga,
new consumer goods, and a wider range of opportunities for the future. This
corresponds with the ways in which multiple forms of media have been shown to
provide a means of developing on shared memories to build collective memory
and cultural agreed upon norms for managing sentiment (see, for example,
Mendoza-Denton 2008). The Filipino films became a means of re-keying lived
experience to fit with emergent moral frameworks that differed from more
historically-rooted ways of evaluating the relative social appropriateness of
particular actions. In the analysis of youths’ fascination with these particular
kinds of new media, Goffman’s theory of frame analysis and, in particular, his
idea of “keying” can be employed to show the ways in which Tongan youth use
the Filipino teleserye as a means of interpreting and evaluating daily activity
within a moral framework. Through comparison with Filipino soap operas’
characters and events, Tongan youth provide new meanings and moral
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assessments that appear quite different from how these might be interpreted by
older generations of Tongans working within a traditional moral framework.
In order to fully explain the ways foreign films come to mediate Tongan
youths’ understandings of global modernity and the multiple moral frameworks
relevant to their lives, I will first situate this analysis in relation to previous
ethnographic research on new media and its consumption. Next, I will outline a
brief history of television and film in Tonga, setting the stage for an analysis of
how Filipino films on DVD rose to such great heights of popularity in ‘Eua and
across Tonga so quickly. Youths’ interpretations of Filipino soap opera arose
within a larger cultural context that attributes educational and moral content to
all forms of performance, and I will show how local understandings of
entertainment have informed perspectives on new media. Finally, I will show the
ways in which Filipino soap operas mediate the experiences of Tongan youth,
allowing for a “re-framing” (Goffman 1979) of moral values and a subtle shift in
cultural practices. Rather than drawing a direct line between the influence of new,
foreign media and cultural change or “loss of tradition,” I argue that Tongan
youth decoded the dramatic action of Filipino soap operas in ways that
corresponded with traditional, widely held notions of knowledge production.
‘Euan youth use the “moral messages” gleaned from Filipino soap operas to make
sense of their place on the global stage, including new social networks, an
expansion of life choices, and the lived experience of circular migration.
Furthermore, the Filipino soap opera provided a frame outside of the locally
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shared moral framework to “re-key” actions that were perceived as potentially
amoral or transgressive of the social order, producing a new means for the
management of affective subjectivity.
The Global Box Office: Ethnographic Studies of Film and Television
The study of mass media, including television and film, has been tied
together with processes of globalization and projects of modernity throughout the
relevant anthropological literature. Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, and Larkin point out
that in the early years of widespread media uptake around the world,
anthropologists were initially hesitant to turn their gaze toward the study of
media and its effects on indigenous communities, considering the subject matter
too “Western” and not sufficiently “traditional” for the discipline (2002: 3).
However, the turn towards postmodernism and increased concern with selfreflexivity and modes of representation in ethnography in the late eighties and
early nineties (see Clifford and Marcus 1986; Marcus and Fischer 1999)
encouraged additional attention toward media practices among cultural groups.
Burgeoning interest in locally-specific processes of modernity and globalization
beginning in the nineties (see Appadurai 1998; Knauft 2002; Mitchell 2000)
provided further motivation for anthropologists to focus their gaze on the
connections between the world of the ethnographer and the world of the
anthropologized “Other” (Spitulnik 1993). This led to more concentrated focus on
the links between geographically distant populations and the ways in which
cultural groups constructed locally-specific meanings for ideas and objects
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produced elsewhere. From that point, anthropological interest in how cultural
groups received, interpreted, and produced media began to grow. Although the
fields of cultural studies and media studies had already taken off in the United
Kingdom as a result of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies’ interest in
subcultures in the 1970s and 1980s (see Gelder and Thornton 1997; Hall and
Jefferson 2002 [1975]; Hebdige 2004 [1979]), the anthropology of media turned
away from the analysis of content-as-text that the media studies approach
favored and instead examined the social conditions under which media was
received and interpreted by its audiences. Anthropological approaches to media
take for granted that “media technologies are not neutral. Each new medium
imposes on society new relations to the body and to perception, time, and space”
(Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, and Larkin 2002: 19). Due in part to the surge of
interest in understandings of agency in the late 1990s and early 2000s,
anthropological studies of media during this time assumed all participants were
critical consumers of various media forms. Investigations into the cultural
contexts of media reception also allowed for greater understandings of the way
media has had an influence on the creation of subjectivities, the production of
knowledge, and the negotiation of power relations, both locally and globally
(Spitulnik 1993: 296).
As globalization and modernity increasingly came under the purview of
ethnographic research and writing, anthropologists began to explore how the
power of “mediascapes,” or the ability to distribute electronic information and
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the end products of this capacity, created new possibilities in the imaginations of
viewers, including the creation of “imagined communities” across geographical
space and even national boundaries (Anderson 1991; Appadurai 1998: 35-37).
These technological capabilities and their reception were most notable for the
ways in which they “provide (especially in their television, film, and cassette
forms) large and complex repertoires of images, narratives, and ethnoscapes to
viewers throughout the world, in which the world of commodities and the world
of news and politics are profoundly mixed (Appadurai 1998: 35). Knowledge of
other places was brought to life at a pace and richness never seen before,
Appadurai argues, but these packages of information were not neutral in their
content. They also carried with them the ability to instill consumerist desires and
to engender particular political perspectives on world events. In this theorization
of mass media and its global distribution, potential audiences were envisioned as
statically based within metropolitan and presumably industrially developed
centers on the one hand, or undeveloped rural spaces at the global periphery; the
further away from the “center” media was viewed, the more likely an audience
was to be mesmerized by the possibilities shown for transforming their lives (pp.
35-36). The flows of television, films, and other media from one place to another
around the globe in these mediascapes was particularly notable for the works of
imagination it might inspire, allowing for audiences to consider possibilities for
life in the form of activities, objects, and ideas previously unheard of. Appadurai
emphasized the “imagined possibilities” mediascapes provided, yet paid less
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attention to how these flows also created a situation where viewers might
compare their own lives to those of the people presented to them onscreen and
consider the actual conditions of possibility for occupying similar positions.
The turn toward a specific focus on the reception of films and television
programs in various ethnographic contexts reveals a number of interesting points
regarding the ways in which engaging with media as an activity might have an
effect on social relations and social organization, as well as the connections
between media reception and the creation of modern subjectivities and global
perspectives. Ethnographic research detailing, for example, how telenovelas, or
soap operas, produced in Latin America and viewed in Russia (Baldwin 1995) or
Niger (Masquelier 2009), or films such as the popular Bollywood movies made in
India and viewed in Nigeria (Larkin 1997, 2008) bypass historical sites of power
(as well as massive clearinghouses of popular media) in the industrialized West
and partially constitute forms of “alternative modernities” (Gaonkar 1999; Knauft
2002). Visual media become a means for establishing gendered national
identities and understandings of moral citizenship whether produced locally
(Abu-Lughod 2000, 2002) or viewed within a different context from original
sites of broadcast (Wilk 1993). The spread of soap opera and other television
shows from the United States and Latin America to other sites around the world
has also been the source of considerable moral panics regarding the ability of
television to incite desires, including desires for new forms of romantic or sexual
relationships and for the increased consumption of material objects (Mankekar
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1998, 2004; Miller 1995). In his study of youth and the development of class
identities in Nepal, for example, Liechty (2003) shows how the consumption of
movies and media about movies (such as fan magazines), in a process he calls
“commercial mediation,” produces new desires for clothing and other goods
among youth, with which they construct new, “modern” identities (see also
Lukose 2009, which connects movies to consumption of fashion in Kerala).
Throughout these studies of the impact of television and film on various
audiences, the common theme of visual media’s ability to shape moral and
emotional subjectivities begins to arise.
Television and movies can arouse desire in viewers, but audiences around
the world interpret visual media as beneficial in imparting new knowledge as well.
In her early examination of a Turkish film shown widely in Papua New Guinea,
Wardlow emphasizes that media viewing must be considered an act of both
consumption and production, in the sense that new meanings and
interpretations (of the media and the surrounding local context) are brought
about through this action (1996: 36). Women in Papua New Guinea understood
the Turkish video Bobby Teardrops as instructive and educational, relating to
characters who appeared very different on the surface and drawing on these
similarities to extract moral messages about how to conduct relationships. In a
similar way, the ‘Euan youth I worked with found similarities between
themselves and Filipino young people portrayed in soap opera, using this visual
media from another place to better understand their own lives.
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“Holiuiti” to the Home Theater: Visual Media in Tonga
Although viewing DVDs at home is a relatively new development for
families on ‘Eua, Tongans have had a much longer engagement with movies from
a wide range of international sources. Throughout the history of film viewing in
Tonga, this type of media has played a part in constituting particular forms and
networks of sociality. It has also acted as a means through which local culture is
defined and understood vis-à-vis juxtaposition with the representations of global
“others” and their values and practices. In this way, Tongan culture has long been
partially mediated through links with transnational interlocutors: that is, both
informed by and understood in terms of its relationship with local and global
media sources.
In her comprehensive study of media and mass communication in Tonga,
Hahn (1992) traces the history of cinema, television, and in-home movie viewing,
arguing that the introduction of videocassette players and television was not seen
as new or groundbreaking technology to Tongans because of their long history of
cinema viewing. Tongan consumption of films in the theater and at home also
reflects a distinctively Tongan approach to performance and active participation
of the audience. Movies were shown in Tonga as early as the silent films of the
1920s, and “cinema technology in Tonga has never been more than a few years
behind that which is found in small American towns” (Hahn 1994: 106).
Following World War II, the introduction of 16mm film technology to Tonga and
the rest of the Pacific increased the rates and quantities of film imports and
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distribution (Hahn 1992: 349). Many older people I spoke with recalled the late
1960s and the 1970s as ushering in a particularly wide range of film types as well
as venues for viewing. According to them, most films at that time were viewed in
village halls or banana sheds, the main venues also used for storing export-ready
crops as well as housing the local dances (which rivaled film nights in popularity).
In both their screening location and their manner of arriving in Tonga through
various import-export channels, the presence of this new media was inextricably
linked with other markers of modernity in the form of products intended for the
burgeoning capitalist export trade.3
Films brought into the country, initially coming mainly from the United
States, would make the rounds of villages on the main island of Tongatapu and
slowly wend their way throughout the outer islands (Hahn 1992: 349, 355). The
showing of a new movie was cause for great excitement, advertised through word
of mouth or by a “town crier” circulating through the neighborhood and loudly
broadcasting the news (a practice still used today for some general town
announcements, although typically supplemented by a pickup truck for easier
transportation and a battery-powered bullhorn for increased volume). Older
adults on ‘Eua remembered that anyone who wished to sit inside the building and
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 Along with the import-export trade in general, the ability of Tonga to
consistently receive current films might also have been affected in part by its
geographical location, which intersected lines of travel across the Pacific during
many conflicts in the Asia-Pacific region that the United States and other
Western powers played a role in from the early twentieth century up to the
present. The role of U.S. military presence in Tonga and the surrounding region,
and the influence this has had on media circulation and other cultural practices,
offers an intriguing opportunity for further research.
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watch the film would pay a small admission fee, although many others including
respectful brothers and ostensibly disapproving elders could be found
surreptitiously watching the action through any windows or cracks in the walls
(see also Hahn 1994: 106-107; see also Besnier 2011: 197). At some movie
showings, someone acting as “interpreter” or narrator would roughly translate
the plot and action to the audience while also delivering commentary on the
characters’ actions and providing an additional entertaining element to the
overall event, a performance which reflects parallels with the master of
ceremonies at Tongan dance performances and other displays of “traditional
culture” (Hahn 1994: 105, 107-108). Most importantly, older Tongans who
remembered attending these movie nights as children or teenagers and, later,
recalled seeing movies in the theater in the capital, emphasized the social aspects
of the events. Audiences were rarely quiet, and few viewers sat still to focus
intently on the movie, instead moving around the room to visit with others while
discussing the latest news and the action onscreen. The lively social atmosphere
of the cinema and the fabulous dreams the movies inspired has been captured by
renowned Tongan author Konai Helu Thaman in a famous poem still read by
high school students (1974: 12).
In the 1970s, Hong Kong kung fu movies reigned as the main attraction,
and their popularity continued into the present decades. Movies with Christian
themes, such as The Ten Commandments or Ben Hur, or those films involving
lots of action scenes, such as Western Cowboy, martial arts, or cops-and-robbers
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themed plots, were and continue to be the most popular for the widest range of
ages among Tongan movie viewers, although Hahn claimed that the popularity of
Christian movies was waning in the mid-1980s (Hahn 1994: 106, 1992: 355-356;
Morton 1996: 154-155). Not only did the content of these films appeal to viewers,
but the familiarity of the stories (for Christian films) and the quick pace and
movement-driven plots (for action films) allowed for enjoyment regardless of
viewers’ levels of English language ability. Musicals and other films that included
singing or dancing, especially those centered around a love story, have also been
consistently popular with both men and women; viewers appreciated the
movement of a narrative through artistic performance and drew similarities
between these and traditional styles of Tongan dance that also conveyed stories
through movement and song. The circulation and viewing of recordings from
extended relatives of wedding ceremonies and receptions in New Zealand and
Australia, as well as the occasional funeral, became popular as recording
equipment became more affordable overseas (cf. Schein 2002 for similar
practices among diasporic Hmong families).4 However, as will be discussed in
further detail below, films set in high schools and focused on the lives of
teenagers have increased in popularity over the years and seemed to be the new
favorites for their compelling plotlines and their salient content.
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 On a short trip to Tonga in 2007, I met youth group members in Vava’u who
had begun a small business based on filming weddings and funerals in Tonga for
families and producing copies of the recording on DVD. A similar business
existed in Nuku’alofa in 2008. In 2011-2012, digital photos and video of such
events were taken and posted to online social networking websites for further
viewing and circulation.
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Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the periodic showings of films in village
halls and banana sheds, a visit to one of the four theaters located at various times
in the capital city of Nuku’alofa, or a viewing at the theater in the large northern
port town of Neiafu were the only means for Tongans to see audio-visual media of
any kind. Then, in 1984, the Tongan government finally granted the first license
for broadcast television. By this time, many families already owned television sets
in order to watched videos rented from the many shops which had sprung up in
the preceding four or five years (Hahn 1992: 421). Televisions and VCRs quickly
moved from a novelty owned by high-ranking officials and expatriates to a
commonplace family possession on the larger islands in the early 1980s, when
they were acquired on overseas visits or through relatives staying abroad. For
those homes that could not afford their own VCR, video stores began to rent the
machines as well as the tapes.
On my initial visit to Tonga in 2004, televisions and VCRs were still a
fairly new item in homes in the outer islands and represented a luxury requiring
considerable effort and economic resources to acquire. Because of their relative
scarcity and high desirability, it was not unusual for a teenage boy or a few small
children related to a family to come over to a relative’s home and ask to borrow
the entire TV, VCR, and video collection setup, a request to which their extended
kin would happily agree. This still occurred occasionally on ‘Eua with TVs and
DVD players in 2008-2009, along with the practice of snaking long extension
cords from one house to another nearby that was without electricity, either
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temporarily or permanently. One of the only limiting factors of whether or not a
family owned or used a VCR from the 1980s into the early 2000s, in fact, was the
availability of electricity in the area and for that home, especially in the outer
islands (see Hahn 1992: 424).
In the early years of its availability, television in Tonga was subscriptionbased, quite costly, and only broadcast programming for a few hours in the
mornings and evenings. Most Tongans preferred to watch videos on an “eventoriented approach,” renting movies from a shop when a little extra money was
available, rather than paying a monthly subscription fee for the entire
programming schedule, whether or not they watched it (Hahn 1992: 420-422). In
the late 2000s, any Tongan households with a television set and an antenna had
access to three channels, two of which were controlled by the state. Television
Tonga ran a mix of national news shows, taped segments of BBC international
news, locally-produced talk shows involving a panel of experts discussing current
events or salient issues, and “cultural programming,” usually recordings of
traditional dances, nationally significant ritual events such as the kava ceremony
for the 2008 coronation, or explanations of the significance of various Tongan
handicrafts. Student competitions and quiz shows, important international rugby
games, and shows catering to youth with a mix of informational segments and
international music videos would also be shown on this channel. On Sundays,
church services, films based on Biblical stories, and other religious programs
were broadcast, including the immensely popular services of a charismatic
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church in Nuku’alofa that claimed responsibility for healing congregants of
various diseases and ailments. The second channel run by the national
government boasted a range of syndicated television shows from the United
States that were determined to be appropriate for viewing families. The regularly
run shows included “Little House on the Prairie,” “Golden Girls,” and “Doctor
Quinn, Medicine Woman,” supplemented by short runs of courtroom drama and
family-based sitcoms. The third channel available to viewers on ‘Eua was CCTV,
which was sponsored by the Chinese government and ran English-language
programming about China, ranging from tourism-related pieces to Chinese
sports vocabulary shows in preparation for the 2008 Summer Olympics in
Beijing. For a short time during 2008, a Christian group located on the main
island and affiliated with American missionaries broadcast an additional channel
with religious programming, but this was not widely available or watched on ‘Eua,
either due to a lack of signal or intermittent broadcasting. Satellite television was
available in Tonga through New Zealand-based SkyTV, but only a few households
on ‘Eua subscribed to this service because of the high monthly fees and cost of
equipment. In 2011, mobile phone company Digicel began to offer a lower-cost,
limited-channel cable television subscription service, but because of its recent
introduction, numbers of Tongan subscribers were not available at the time of
this writing.
Given the lack of plot-driven programs that specifically targeted a youthful
audience, the widespread popularity of Filipino soap opera and other films with
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themes revolving around the lives of young people becomes more easily
understandable. In late 2008, Television Tonga began carrying the Australian
drama Home and Away, a soap opera-style show detailing the lives of several
families interlinked through marriage and friendship. The show was very popular
with youth in ‘Eua, but adults I spoke with felt that the show was unsuitable for
young people because of its storylines that frequently centered around sexual
topics or activities. Parents felt comfortable allowing their children to watch
Filipino dramas and even rented them for their kids, I was told, because they
were confident that youth could learn valuable lessons from the actions portrayed
in the series. Moreover, the movies had widespread appeal for both young women
and young men, although from my observations, it appeared that young women
were more likely to actively seek out these types of movies and talk to their
friends about them more frequently.
The rise in popularity of Filipino soap opera series, along with increasing
rates of viewing Korean soap operas and American films, came about in the mid2000s when DVD rental shops popped up around the capital and quickly spread
to the outer islands. DVD rental shops are typically attached to internet cafes,
where owners use computer equipment to make additional copies of popular
movie titles for rental or to print out movie posters advertising the latest arrivals.
During the period of my fieldwork, there were four DVD rental shops on ‘Eua,
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three of which also offered internet access by the hour.5 This dual-business model
shows the ways in which multiple modes of digital media often overlap as they
emerge within a particular new social context to constitute new, modern
subjectivities (cf. Larkin 2008). Customers become socialized into a range of new
media practices (watching DVDs, surfing the internet) and modes of
consumption (renting films, buying “time” to use a computer) at the same time,
in the same site, promoting an understanding of these technologies as
interrelated and connected to new, modern ways of being. The combination of
DVD rental businesses and internet cafes also provides an example of the
markers of the growing middle class, characterized by a “diversified portfolio”
including “multiple modes of livelihood” (Besnier 2009: 229).
The owners of DVD rental shops usually brought in new films from
Nuku’alofa, where Fijian and Chinese businesses offered a regular influx of
popular titles from various international markets. The original DVDs were made
into multiple copies to facilitate a greater number of rentals, and, in most cases,
the original disk was kept out of rental circulation in order to ensure that the
owner could make additional copies if needed. The Filipino series, in addition to
the Korean dramas, were rented in “parts,” or separate DVDs. Each DVD lasted
about four to five hours and cost about $2 US to rent from nearby shops. Like
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5 The only DVD rental shop that was not also an internet café was a small booth
in the ‘Ohonua market, operated on an irregular schedule by a woman with
relatives overseas who occasionally sent her secondhand clothing and other
goods to sell in the stall. One of the three internet cafes/DVD rental shops closed
fairly soon after my arrival to ‘Eua in early 2008.
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nearly everything else in Tonga, these DVDs were not simply rented, used, and
returned by individuals or single families, but were shared among neighbors and
networks of friends, so that one family might rent the video for the equivalent of
the whole “neighborhood block.” The DVD rental shops in ‘Ohonua were flexible
in their assessment of rental periods, and it was unclear if late fees were ever
charged to customers. American movies were popular with youth as well, but
most renters favored Filipino or Korean soap operas because they provided a
more pleasurable experience through their longer run times.6 Many young
women I knew stayed up all night watching multiple DVDs of the same series for
eight to ten hours at a stretch. Some adults thought watching so much television
might not be the best idea for youth, but they did approve of the films’ ability to
capture the attention of young women in particular, especially as the moviewatching reinforced mainstream discourses that dictate young women’s place as
in the safety of the home. Because of the limited displays of affection and lack of
sexual content as well as their perceived moral and educational value, parents
even claimed that the movies were “good for the whole family to watch,”
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
6 The Korean soap operas I watched with ‘Euan youth had many similarities to
the Filipino dramas, including stressing the importance of familial relationships
and exhibiting qualities such as dedication to studies or hard work. Filipino
movies tended to be more melodramatic, by which I mean that filmmakers used
conventions of extreme close-ups on facial expression, elaborated movements
and gestures, and semiotic markers like clothing or housing to convey plot
movement and character development. For this reason, viewers with limited
English ability could still follow the story of Filipino drama (English subtitles
tended to be more clearly translated in the Filipino movies compared with most
Korean titles shown in Tonga as well). I concentrate on the popularity of Filipino
movies here due to the fact that they were more universally viewed and enjoyed
by a wider range of young people with varying levels of English competence.
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temporarily overlooking brother-sister rules of respect, which would normally
prohibit post-pubescent, cross-gender siblings to view films in the same room
together in case of explicit or implied sexual content.
A Suitable Education?
Hahn (1994) analyzed the Tongan tradition of going to the (now defunct)
cinema in the nation’s capital and other movie houses, arguing that visual media
in Tonga must be understood within the larger cultural context of performance,
in terms of both actors and audience. Likewise, films and television viewed at
home, particularly the general popularity of Filipino soap opera movies and the
repeated emphasis on the moral and educational content contained within them,
must also be interpreted within the wider context of Tongan practices of viewing
entertainment. In Tonga, nearly every kind of performance is received as having
an educational message embedded in its perceived entertainment value. Hahn
argues that Western movies should be considered as one medium in the larger
array of faiva, or Tongan performances, including oratory, storytelling, dance,
and singing, and thus actions of the audience can be better understood as locally
constituted norms for participating in a form of entertainment, either as
performer, interpreter, or audience (Hahn 1994: 104). Thus, both performers
(including those onscreen) and audience intersubjectively create performance
events, and cultural meanings are mutually created within this space.
Hahn highlights the multiple layers of meaning present in any Tongan
performance and states that not all messages or underlying themes are accessible
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to all members of the audience (1994: 106). Traditional types of performance,
and most notably, exhibitions of Tongan dance, were considered to be reminders
of historical events and cultural values in the form of sung lyrics and bodily
movements. The message was embedded not just in the songs, but also was
revealed in the dancers’ movements, by both stylistically representing the lyrics
as well as providing examples for ideals of bodily comportment (Kaeppler 1970,
1971). Oratory performances, such as the speeches given by high-status persons
at feasts, were also valued for their ability to indirectly and poetically convey
knowledge, and this skill continues to be highly regarded by Tongans. These
historically-rooted types of performance were seen as requiring considerable skill
in order to be both pleasurable to watch or listen to as well as informative.
In the last few decades, theatrical performances of various types have
come to garner widespread attention in many different areas of social life for
their ability to impart knowledge on people, especially youth, while also
entertaining their audiences. Since the at least the 1970s, local comedians like the
nation (anti-)hero Tinitini, whose slapstick tactics continued to be recalled with
laughter even at the time of my fieldwork. Comedians like Tinitini performed
skits at fundraisers and other community events, using cultural genres of
clowning to comment on themes such as romance gone awry or the
overconfidence of young men gone overseas (Poltorak 2008; see also Hereniko
1995; Mitchell 1992).
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According to local church youth group leaders, churches began to use
“skits” (sikiti) and short dramatic performances during youth group retreats in
the mid-1980s in order to attract young people to the events and warn them of
the dangers of drinking, premarital sex, and other sins. Performances with very
similar themes were both put on by traveling groups and spontaneously produced
by local youth during church retreats I attended in 2008 and 2009, incorporating
Biblical themes such as the resurrection of Christ into stories of drinking, sex,
and living with HIV/AIDS. Youth enthusiastically contributed to the
development of such skits and enjoyed injecting doses of humor into the mostly
serious thematic content.
As the funding for youth groups increased in the 1990s across the Pacific,
the Tonga National Youth Congress and the Ministry of Health began to launch
traveling groups that performed short comedic skits on public health issues in
town halls across Tonga. The “Fili Tonu Boyz” (fili tonu means “choose wisely”),
supported by a division of the Ministry of Health and receiving funding from a
number of transnational NGOs, were one of the most popular groups at the time
of my fieldwork, with widespread recognition for their performances that were
sometimes broadcast on national television in addition to appearing live around
the capital. Most of the Fili Tonu Boyz’s performances dealt with the dangers of
HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases, and their performances
usually involved hilarious encounters between male performers dressed as
women and their amorous counterparts. The Peace Corps also staged a traveling
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show in conjunction with the Tonga National Youth Congress, which featured the
(non-Tongan) male and female volunteers grappling with choices regarding
drinking, drugs, and sex. Youth and adults in the audience for all of these
performances always commented on the ability of the performers to make their
audience feel emotion such as laughter or sadness, but also evaluated the skits on
their perceived educational messages and how effective they were at
communicating them.
Finally, high school aged youth regularly took part in theatrical
performances as part of their English classes, and some of these dramatic events
counted towards their final scores toward their school certificates (the rough
equivalent of a diploma). In Forms 5 and 6, students were required to read short
stories written by well-known Pacific Island authors. In order to assess their
comprehension of these stories, students were divided into groups and required
to put on a short performance in English depicting a scene from the story.
Students tended to approach this assignment with unbridled enthusiasm,
bringing a range of props including special costumes, wooden constructions to
represent houses or buildings, and even fine mats or tapa cloth to express the
characters’ cultural backgrounds. Much of the literature that students read at
these upper levels of high school dealt with cultural conflict and the loss of
cultural values by Pacific Islander populations, and the performances of high
school students tended to dramatically and explicitly focus on the moral tension
and emotional anguish that this “loss of culture,” as it was often defined,
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produced in the characters. As they learned about proper English grammar and
the technical elements of the short story, students in these English classes
simultaneously absorbed particular messages about the educational value of
performance and the risks of losing one’s values through globalizing forces. In
this way, dramatic performance was both institutionally and socially connected to
ideas about learning, and the moral and educational value of entertainment was
constantly reinforced.
Plot Twists and the Pleasures of a Happy Ending: The Filipino Series
Given the relatively wide range of choices for entertainment available on
‘Eua, the popularity of Filipino soap opera becomes especially interesting to
examine. I argue that one of the main reasons behind the attraction to these
movies are the connections between the series’ enticing and suspenseful dramatic
action and their ability to communicate moral messages that seem increasingly
relevant to the lives of Tongan youth.7 Watching these films and discussing them
with friends allowed for the development of new understandings of emotions,
especially those related to romance and family. In order to fully comprehend how
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7 American movies, especially those that recounted the experiences of young
people in school or engaged in other activities, were also commonly viewed and
enjoyed among youth at the time of my fieldwork, but Filipino movies were far
more popular. As will be seen in the discussion below, ‘Euan youth might have
favored Filipino movies over American ones because they were more likely to
identify with the values of the Filipino characters and some of the situations they
found themselves in. In comparison, many of my research participants often
commented on how wealthy all the youth in American movies appeared to be and
were uncomfortable with the greater frequency of sexual situations shown in
American versus Filipino films. Americans, especially those represented in
popular films for teenagers, also make for good examples to employ in drawing
sharp distinctions between Tongan values and those of Western “others.”
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Filipino soap opera became such a hit among Tongans in such a short time, it is
necessary to provide some sense of the storylines of the series. The following brief
summaries of the most popular Filipino soap opera series circulating in ‘Eua and
throughout much of Tonga will elucidate the links made between these Filipino
teleserye and the possibilities youth see in their own lives. The series, described
below in order of arrival and distribution through the villages of ‘Eua, were
generally referred to by their Tagalog names, with the exception of Galang Ng
Palad, which was generally called “Luisa and Carding,” in reference to the two
main characters. The owners of DVD rental shops I spoke with on ‘Eua and the
main island of Tongatapu as well as the most avid Filipino film fans I knew
agreed that Galang Ng Palad was the first of the Filipino soap operas to hit the
shores and screens of Tonga. The Filipino series and movies are all played in the
original Tagalog, with English subtitles. Hence, many of the youth I spoke to
about the movies claimed they enjoyed watching them to “practice their English.”
And in fact, when we watched them together, youth would often ask me for the
meanings of words or idiomatic phrases they did not understand.
According to some accounts, the series was introduced to Tonga in 2007
through Fijians or expatriate Filipinos living in Nuku‘alofa (Pearson 2007: 170).
While other series, including Walang Kapalit (2007) and Lobo (2008), as well as
Filipino feature-length films, also achieved widespread popularity among ‘Euan
youth, the two series described here (along with one other series, Sa Piling Mo)
were most often cited among my research participants as their favorite movies
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and the best models for how to conduct romances and live their lives.8 Moreover,
these series seemed to arise most often in informal conversation, within the
context of recounting particularly funny or touching scenes or in comparing local
events with parts of the dramatic narratives.
Galang Ng Palad (2006)
The plot of this series revolves around the star-crossed romance of Luisa,
the daughter of a laundrywoman and housecleaner, and Carding, the son of
wealthy parents. The series begins with Luisa and Carding as children who build
a strong friendship despite the disapproval of Carding’s mother, who believes
that Luisa’s lower social class makes her inferior to the boy. Their friendship is
broken off when Carding and his mother leave for the United States, but Luisa
and Carding meet again as young people ten years later. Despite Carding’s
mother’s attempts to set him up with Mimi, the daughter of a rich and politically
powerful family, Luisa and Carding fall in love. Over the course of 88 episodes,
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
8 Walang Kapalit more closely resembled Korean drama, featuring a complicated
multi-generational plot that relied heavily on dialogue for dramatic movement.
This necessitated a higher level of English competency to understand the
motivations for characters’ actions and emotions than many of the other Filipino
series, which might be one reason that it did not elicit the same sort of
enthusiasm among viewers as the series discussed here. Similarly, Lobo was
enjoyed by ‘Euan youth but did not garner rampant popularity, perhaps due in
part to the plot’s less relatable central focus on the adventures of a family of
werewolves. Some younger teenagers with limited English skills were not able to
follow the action as easily as in the romance-centered series discussed here.
Additionally, some viewers were ambivalent about watching a series based on
vaguely supernatural or occult activity, concerned that it conflicted with good
Christian values. Youth still enjoyed these two series, especially for the roles
played by the film stars Judy Ann Santos and Piolo Pascual, who starred in the
popular Sa Piling Mo (2006) and Ysabella as well.
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the two attempt to build a relationship, maintain a marriage, and eventually have
children in the face of familial hardships, accusations of infidelity, and
debilitating accidents. Luisa’s loyalty to her family and her equally strong
devotion to Carding are emphasized throughout the series, bolstered by her
Catholic faith and commitment to work in order to assist her family. Even when
she goes against the wishes of her mother and runs away to be with Carding, her
willful actions are eventually forgiven by her family and redeemed as “fighting for
what was right,” her true love with Carding.
Episodes of Gulong Ng Palad frequently featured scenes of Carding, his
mother, and rich-girl Mimi enjoying their opulent lifestyle in their “modern”
mansions, complete with stylish furniture and flashy sports cars, contrasted with
the more humble existence of Luisa and her close friends’ tightly-knit but poor
and “traditional” families, who lived in small, thatched houses. Further evidence
of the difference between the two lovers’ upbringings was indexed through the
foods consumed by each household (piles of fruit and gourmet, Western-style
meals for Carding and simple meals featuring fish and root crops for Luisa).
Luisa’s modest, plain t-shirts and long skirts were also juxtaposed with Mimi’s
miniskirts and revealing blouses, further highlighting the differences in wealth
and values. In keeping with the standards of the melodrama genre soap operas
form a part of (Allen 1995; Modleski 1982), the end of the series brings
surprisingly severe retribution to all of the mean-spirited characters or those with
evil intentions, including the disfigurement through fire of Carding’s mother and
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the imprisonment of Mimi, who also ends up wheelchair-bound as a result of a
drunk driving accident. Luisa and Carding are shown happily pushing a baby
carriage in the final scenes, finally safe from the forces threatening to ruin their
relationship. While watching and discussing this series, youth often noted the
emphasis on values such as responsibility for one’s family, loyalty and fidelity,
and the moral uprightness of poor, traditionally-minded families; these were
some of the qualities that were also described to support youths’ claims that the
heroes and heroines were “just like us,” similar to Tongan families.
Ysabella (2007)
This series follows a slightly different path: instead of centering the action
on a romantic couple’s difficulties, Ysabella details the rise to stardom of a young
female chef, although a love triangle does emerge along the way, of course. The
title character was brought up after her father died under the loving protection of
her mother, who is known as an excellent cook. Ysabella and her mother may live
in poverty, but they eat well and are happy together. Then, a scheming
competitor, Victoria, steals Ysabella’s mother’s recipes and builds an empire of
famous chicken restaurants, eventually leading to the death of the destitute and
ashamed mother. Ysabella grows up with the same talent in the kitchen, however,
and successfully runs an open-air restaurant while scheming to gain fame,
fortune, and revenge for her mother. She enters a series of cooking contests and
finally catapults to stardom on a cooking show with the famous and handsome
chef Mito. While the show gains popularity, Ysabella falls in love with Mito, much
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to the chagrin of her friend Albert, who has secretly loved her for many years.
Albert and Mito begin to compete for Ysabella’s affections in a series of indirect
and often comical pursuits, but Mito seems to have the upper hand. Albert
contemplates confessing his love to Ysabella, but is unable to because she is
injured in an accident. Mito takes care of Ysabella as she recovers, and their
relationship grows stronger.
After her success on the television show, Ysabella opens her own
successful chain of restaurants, and threatens to put Victoria out of business. In
order to save her failing company and try to prove her superiority, Victoria agrees
to have a cook-off with Ysabella, but the younger woman easily wins, leaving
Victoria furious and even more desperate than before. Finally, she plots to kill
Ysabella, but Albert steps in to save the day. Unfortunately, though, this leads to
Albert’s own death, and Ysabella finally realizes how much he had loved her. At
the end of the series, Mito and Ysabella are finally married, and go on to pursue a
new restaurant concept. Tongan viewers enjoyed the many elaborate cooking
scenes in this show, but also noted the struggles Ysabella had to undertake in
order to make a living. They often commented on how sad it was that she did not
have parents or siblings to help her, although her roommates created a kind of
family that relied on each other to survive. The spirited and determined character
of the heroine was particularly remarkable to ‘Euan youth, and Ysabella offered a
kind of role model for young women considering opening businesses of their own.

270
Making Sense of Melodrama
In general, the soap operas all included a love story, usually centering on
the adventures and misfortunes of the beautiful female lead, though occasionally
more time is spent concentrating on the male lead. The two lovers are separated
by some kind of divide, often in socio-economic class, and work to overcome a
series of challenges and obstacles before finally being united in marriage.
Typically, a love triangle of some sort is also involved, where one or more of the
characters must decide between romantic partners that each represent different
paths for their futures. The heroes usually come from “traditional” Filipino
families, poor yet hardworking, and the villains and characters who may
eventually transform come from wealthy, “modern” families. The divide between
good and evil, rich and poor, and modern and traditional is made clear through a
number of semiotic devices and props, including clothing (e.g. long skirts, plain
high necked shirts worn by Luisa versus the miniskirts, strappy tops, and high
heels worn by the evil Mimi in Gulong ng Palad); houses (e.g. for good characters,
bamboo and thatch houses or small apartments shared by many people for good
characters, while evil characters are ensconced in elaborate mansions);
occupations (professional business versus roadside vendors or cleaners) and
transportation (fancy chauffeured cars or walking, riding mopeds, or traveling by
bus). Villains always deal with their problems, anger, and sadness by getting
drunk, while heroes and heroines may go to a nightclub, but experience visible
conflict about whether to drink and how much. Villains always experience
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retribution, and usually the accompaniment to moral judgment is harsh. Most of
the series I watched with Tongan youth included an evil older woman, either a
mother of one of the characters, a boss, or woman in some other type of powerful
position, who attempts to thwart the plans for success of the main hero and
heroine. Occasionally, these older women are shown to “really” have good
intentions in the end, but often they, too, suffer some misfortune and get their
comeuppance.
The plots of the teleserye often involve a number of other elements that
place the action squarely within definitions of melodrama, which revolve around
emotional and unusual occurrences to drive plots and the use of suspense to
attract and retain viewership (Modleski 1982). In the teleserye, these events
included disfiguring accidents, cases of mistaken or concealed identity, faked
deaths, and hospital visits that sometimes were caused by or resulted in amnesia.
However, some of the recurring plotlines also ran parallel to the experiences of
the youth I talked to and watched these films with: parents who do not agree with
their children’s chosen romantic partner, efforts to secure work for one or both of
the characters to better their families’ situations, major quarrels between the
main hero and heroine with chance of total breakup, the juggling of multiple love
interests, visits to church to consult with religious authority figures for advice,
and the eventual uniting of the couple in marriage before their families. As I will
discuss in further detail below, the events shown in the teleserye that reflect
similarities with the lives of the Tongan viewers offer the audience members
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important insights and opportunities for “re-keying,” or for new ways of
understanding their experiences and the moral frameworks guiding their actions.
Framing and Re-Keying: Meaning-Making through Soap Opera
From DVDs to New Keys
Frame analysis is the investigation of the ways people understand or
“frame” their everyday experiences and address the question, “What is it that’s
going on here?” and come up with relevant answers that appear logical within
their pragmatic contexts (Goffman 1974: 8). “Primary frameworks” are the
culturally-constituted understandings that work towards “rendering what would
otherwise be a meaningless aspect of the scene into something that is meaningful”
(p. 21). Thus, primary frameworks are developed among actors in a cultural
group so that shared understandings of the meanings behind actions might
emerge. For example, because of a shared framework, Tongan youth understand
the offer to share a snack or a meal with another person as not just a means to get
rid of surplus food, but the offer to cement the bonds of a social relationship that
the eater may someday be called upon to reciprocate.
These frameworks in social life also provide moral guidelines for how
people should take action within society, so that standards of socially appropriate
or moral behavior are constantly re-affirmed through the evaluation of “What is
going on here?” and whether it is morally appropriate or not. In the quest to
maintain social standards for action, any one person’s agency is controlled
through what Goffman calls “guided doings,” or
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“‘standards,’ to social appraisal of his action based on its honesty,
efficiency, economy, safety, elegance, tactfulness, good taste, and so
forth. A serial management of consequentiality is sustained, that is,
constant corrective control.” (Goffman 1974: 22)
One can assume that, just as primary frameworks are produced within the local
cultural contexts, ideas of “honesty,” “elegance,” “good taste,” and the other
categories referred to above would also be defined in culturally specific ways. The
embodied enactment of these ideas forms the basis for what Bourdieu (1977)
would refer to as habitus, the generally accepted means for operating within a
given society. While Goffman himself does not identify this specifically as a moral
evaluation or a moral framework, the notion of social frameworks carries with it
an intrinsic idea of morality, for the process of understanding events and
assigning meaning always entails taking some kind of moral stance towards that
sequence of activity (see also Zigon 2008: 146-147). In this way, everyday
experiences are rendered comprehensible to the social actors and imbued with
meaning beyond simply “getting stuff done.”
But what happens when something becomes un-interpretable, when a
framework can no longer explain what is happening in a meaningful way? What if
activities appear in a framework but appear to mean something else? Goffman
explains how such events may unfold through the notion of “keying” and “rekeying.” Keying is “the set of conventions by which a given activity, one already
meaningful in terms of some primary framework, is transformed into something
patterned on this activity but seen by the participants to be something quite else”
(1974: 44). Through a number of signs encoded in language and action, social
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actors show others that an activity now means something new or different,
something that could “radically reconstitute what it is for them that is going on”
(p. 45). Goffman gives the examples of theater performances and joking as
quintessential situations where rekeying might occur. For example, stage
performers might rehearse a play about a bank robbery, and the rehearsal, the
stage, and the arrangement of the audience all work to re-key the activity taking
place as not a robbery at all, but a story about a robbery. Similarly, a change in
voice pitch, a wink, and a nudge might help to re-key an utterance such as, “My,
you look terrible tonight!” so that recipients understand the message to be a joke,
and the meaning taken to be completely opposite to the content of the utterance.
In his explanation of social frameworks and re-keyings, Goffman
concentrates mostly on situations such as those described above that feature
several layers of activity or “laminations” which ultimately refer back to the “real”
activity. For example, a theater performance about a bank robbery has the “rim”
of reality as dramatic performance, with inner layers of theft or crime (1972: 82).
Culturally competent actors can easily apprehend theater performances,
novelistic action, and even joking as “not the real thing” in most cases. However,
this theory of re-keying can also be employed in situations where definitions of
the “real thing” and “what is going on” are subject to contestation, and where rekeyings show a pathway towards the creation of entirely new frameworks. On
‘Eua, this process occurred through the medium of the Filipino soap operas
described above. The process of re-keying as mediated by Filipino soap opera
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occurred in a number of different situations, from the realm of personal
appearance to the ways youth managed their familial and romantic relationships.
The following examples illustrate the range of circumstances in which youth used
their interpretations of Filipino soap opera to re-key social actions and make
their choices commensurable with the moral frameworks available to them.
Cut and Color
After an extended holiday trip to New Zealand with relatives who had been
living there for many years, twenty-six-year-old Mālia returned to the town of
‘Ohonua with a new bobbed hairstyle. Her thick, wavy hair, formerly worn pinned
up in a bun as is typical for most women, was now cut to a fashionable chinlength, aggressively straightened, and highlighted with professionally-applied
blonde streaks. The new hairstyle literally turned heads wherever Mālia went, and
much gossip followed as well.
In most of Tonga, young and middle-aged women grow their hair as long
as possible, although social conventions also dictate that hair should be worn tied
back or, ideally, in a conservative bun. Long and luxurious hair is seen as a
symbol of a girl’s purity and traditional beauty. Older women may sometimes
choose to cut their hair short in a style such as that typically worn by Fijian
women, but the only time most younger women cut their hair would be for the
funeral of a relative on their mother’s side of the family.9 In this case, the
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
9 Both men and women have their hair cut during funeral rituals for relatives on
their mothers’ side of the family, but generally more attention is paid to women
who undergo this process because of the dramatic difference it makes in their
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haircutting is a ritualized part of the funeral ceremony (putu), and the
mehekitanga, the father’s older sister, or fahu, the chosen “head” of the funeral,
cuts the hair of all the categorical relatives without regard for style. The closelycropped hair is seen as indexical of the bearer’s close kinship ties to the deceased,
as well as her low status. Before one’s hair is cut, mourners wear their hair long
and loose to show their bereavement and low status. I was told by some funeralgoers that people on the mother’s side of the deceased’s family may actually
cultivate a severely unkempt appearance, including both shaggy, disordered hair
and dirty or bedraggled clothing, in order to reflect a state of despair from
mourning that prevents them from giving adequate attention to their own person.
As Besnier describes for the middle-aged patrons of beauty salons in the capital
of Nuku’alofa, contemporary funeral-goers have begun to voice discontent with
the lack of style left in the wake of a funeral haircutting. “Modern subjects
concerned with beauty and with prolonging youthfulness are presented with a
dilemma: Should they sacrifice looks and neatness for the sake of performing
tradition, or should they give in to individualized modern desires?” (Besnier
2011: 176). For some women engaged in the performance of modern identity in
the capital, a quick trip to a salon either during or after a funeral is deemed
essential to keeping up appearances, in the sense of having one’s hair cut, yet
maintaining an orderly and “stylish” presence. However, such recourse to a costly
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
appearance. Women and men may also choose to have their hair cut at a funeral
of some other relative or unrelated person in order to show respect towards the
deceased and his/her family (Kaeppler 1978).
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luxury in the name of vanity was also met with some level of ambivalence, since
the raggedy mark of a fahu’s haircut indirectly indexed the morally appropriate
upholding of traditional familial duties, including the modification of one’s own
personal appearance.
On ‘Eua, where no beauty salons exist and the price of a haircut in the
capital would be out of reach for many, a young woman appearing with a
carefully coiffed short hairstyle was particularly perplexing. Young women, as
well as some of the adult women, commented on the brazen nature of such
behavior, openly wondering why someone might do such a thing when “she
hadn’t even gone to a funeral!” To this social group, to cut one’s hair without the
legitimate reason of a funeral flew in the face of social convention and seemed to
mock the traditional custom itself. Within the context of a traditionally-based
moral framework, cutting one’s hair is a morally weighted act showing respect for
kinship ties. Cutting one’s hair for the sake of fashion could be read as shockingly
“modern” and not socially appropriate from the vantage of this moral framework.
For these women, the typical social framework that would provide the meaning
behind “What is it that is going on?” no longer seemed adequate. However, the
young women in Mālia’s church youth group came up with a means of re-keying
this ostensibly amoral action over the course of an evening rehearsal.
As the group rested between practicing new choir pieces and “action songs,”
or choreographed movements to recorded modern Christian songs, the young
women of the church group alternately discussed the latest Filipino movies and
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asked Mālia questions about her recent trip. Muted whispers about her new
haircut flitted along the edges of the conversation until one young woman burst
out with an exclamation that Mālia now looked just like Ysay, the main character
of the series Ysabella (described above). Others in the group agreed that Mālia
must have been copying this style, and the story quickly gained additional
credibility given that Mālia was one of the biggest fans of Filipino soap operas on
‘Eua and was frequently found hanging around at the DVD rental shop in
‘Ohonua. The conversation turned from the heroine’s hairstyle to her aspirations
at work and her navigation of the big city of Manila within the series, and,
suddenly, the movements of the Tongan young women between ‘Eua and New
Zealand were re-framed as reflecting a transnational style and a motivated, hardworking demeanor. In this way, the Filipino soap opera allowed for a re-keying of
events that seemed incommensurable with local moral standards at best and
completely immoral at worst. The actual haircut offered the “rim” of the frame in
Goffman’s terms (1974: 82), and “copying Ysabella” becomes laminated in the
interpretations of what has occurred, even over the prior layer of “going against
tradition.” The meaning of the haircut thus signals a turning-away from tradition
and orienting toward modernity and its attendant notions of beauty or style, but
is re-keyed to become more understandable within the local context or “Tongan
teleserye enthusiasts.” Taken within the context of the television series, the
matter of the haircut revealed the ways everyday decisions such as personal
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appearance reflect the multiplicity of moral frameworks that collide and become
intertwined in the social context.
Haircuts are not exempt from the field of semiotic ideology which takes
into account a number of diverse, multimodal practices that work together to
define socially accepted ideas of morality. Thus, the choice to cut one’s hair
outside of the context of a funeral takes on additional cultural meaning, which
could be viewed as amoral and even socially transgressive. By linking her choice
to those of the glamorous actress in the Filipino teleserye, however, Mālia
managed to position her hairdo in a new frame. Instead of an individually
agentive act of subversion, the haircut instead became a means of “copying” or
following the lead of others, and thus part of another kind of social action.
Daring to Dream
As the school year approached its end, Vika (who also appeared in Chapter
5) and I discussed her plans for the future over the lunch period. As we shared
some leftover baked hopa (a type of plantain) and tinned fish, Vika described her
dreams of moving to New Zealand, where one of her aunts resided, and finishing
her schooling in business. She then hoped to open a beauty salon in New Zealand,
she said, so that she might “get a good future” (an English phrase commonly used
by students to describe hopes for economic success) and provide for her aging
parents and her siblings who chose to stay in Tonga. Vika was a gregarious, lively
young woman who was sometimes labeled a fokisi, or immoral and promiscuous
young woman (see Chapter 4), as an effect of her public flirtations with young
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men, her hairstyle and clothing choices when not wearing her school uniform,
and her enthusiastic interactions with resident non-Tongans (including me, the
Peace Corps Volunteers, and the Japanese volunteer aid workers) in order to
practice her English. Vika also happened to be a devoted fan of Filipino movies,
and our conversations in English often revolved around the plots of various soap
operas or drawing out parallels between her own romances and those shown
onscreen. The young woman often claimed not to care about comments made
regarding her actions, but the social condemnation she received did not go
entirely unconsidered by her. As we discussed her dreams of operating a hair
salon in New Zealand, Vika used her in-depth knowledge of Filipino movies to rekey her own experiences and future goals to fit within a moral framework
encompassing notions of tradition and modernity in Tonga. A business owner
needed to be tough, yet friendly, just like the main character of Ysabella, Vika
argued, and so her warm and outgoing personality would make her a hit with
potential clients. She also drew upon the plotlines of both Ysabella and Walang
Kapalit, another popular series, to support her ideas that, although she would be
far from her mother and father among the temptations and perils of a big city,
like the heroines in these series, her loyalty to family and dedication to working
hard would be sure to lead to happiness.
The character of Ysabella provided another means for reconciling Vika’s
dreams with Tongan moral framing. In Tonga, many women now work outside
the home in private sector or civil service, although men still tend to occupy the
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majority of leadership roles and higher-status positions. Work in the retail sector
has historically been viewed with some ambivalence, however, as it conflicts with
traditional views that families should be available to provide for all one’s needs
through reciprocal exchange. Furthermore, to charge another person money for
something they have “asked” for and to refuse someone credit if they do not have
enough to pay is viewed as showing a lack of generosity on the part of the
proprietor, and therefore potentially shameful or embarrassing (mā). While these
beliefs were more strongly held in the past, when fewer people depended on the
cash economy for daily necessities such as food and other household goods,
owning a business still attributes some sense precarious social standing (see
Besnier 2004, 2011 for analyses of proprietors of flea market booths and pawn
shops, two other related marginalizing occupations). A young woman aspiring to
own a business overseas might expect some encouragement from her family for
choosing an occupation that might provide for its members, but could also put
herself at risk for social abjection. Couched in terms of the plucky Filipino
heroine’s own struggles to avenge her mother’s death and achieve material
success, however, the desire for salon ownership as well as Vika’s own
marginalized personal traits fall more into line with existing moral frameworks.
Romance and Heartbreak
Sia was the youngest daughter of a large family and, at twenty-one years
old, had spent the last few years since completing high school moving between
the houses of her older sisters, both on ‘Eua and on the main island of Tongatapu.
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While living with her older sisters, she helped care for her young nieces and
nephews and completed daily household chores. A few months after I had met
her, Sia moved permanently to live with her oldest sister and her family in
Tongatapu so that she could begin taking courses at the University of the South
Pacific Extension Centre. On one of my visits to the capital, I caught up with Sia
at her nephew’s school anniversary celebration, which featured an elaborate feast
for the school administrators, Bible readings and prayers for the school’s
continued success, and traditional dance performances by each class. As we took
a break from the stuffy main hall underneath the large shade trees at the front of
the school, Sia told me about her most recent romance involving a young man
named Feleti that she had met while serving kava at a local fundraiser. Feleti and
Sia arranged to meet and talk in person as often as the two could, but he also
regularly provided her with phone cards so that they could text message and even
talk on the phone when they were unable to see each other (see Chapter 5). His
family was fairly well-off, and he had already been to Australia on holiday once
over the course of the few months they had been in a relationship; Sia excitedly
told me about the large bag of candy he had given her after arriving back in Tonga.
While her family considered Sia to be still too young for marriage, and in spite of
her own intentions to finish a college certificate that would allow her to obtain a
secure job and provide for her elderly father, the young woman recounted how
the couple had promised each other that their love was ‘ofa mo‘oni (true love,
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often taken as a sign of seriousness of intentions to marry) and had already
discussed the possibility of getting married in a few years.
At that point in the conversation, however, Sia’s voice became more
troubled as she revealed that the story was not an altogether happy one. The
young man’s parents had recently offered him the opportunity to go back to
Australia, which was an understandably enticing prospect for any young person
since it meant seeing new sights, meeting new people, and even carried the
possibility of earning some money in a temporary job. The trip came with a price,
though, as Sia explained. Feleti’s parents wanted him to stay with relatives so that
he could meet the daughter of a neighboring Tongan family, in hopes that the two
young people would eventually marry. The two families saw this as advantageous
for everyone, as it would offer Feleti the opportunity to move overseas to pursue
education or a higher-paying job while extending his family’s networks in
Australia, and the Australian girl and her family would build ties to a relatively
high-status family in Tonga, thereby “re-validating” themselves in the diasporic
Tongan community.10 Given the strong encouragement from his parents and the
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10 Adults on ‘Eua vociferously denied that anyone arranged marriages,
maintaining they only gave “helpful suggestions,” as they described the pointed
advice given by parents and elder siblings to young people who appeared to be on
the verge of marrying a particular romantic partner. Some adults conceded that
families on the main island (thereby distancing the action in space and social
connections from ‘Eua) might try to arrange marriages in order to maintain or
increase their higher status, either in terms of actual traditional rank, parents’
occupation, educational background, or connections to communities overseas.
Additionally, some families did attempt to persuade their young adult children to
consider particular individuals as possible mates, and in keeping with social
conventions for obedience to elders, the youth generally did as they were told
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prospect of longer-term migration to a place that seemed bursting with
possibilities for a better future, Feleti felt he had no choice but to leave Tonga and
take his chances with the Australian girl (as it Sia told me later, he had actually
met her on the first trip and seemed to think the match would probably be a good
one). Sia explained that she did not know what to do except to support him in his
preparations and bid him farewell. In fact, she said, the young man’s decision to
leave for Australia only increased her affection for him, since it showed his true
“good character” (anga lelei) in his commitment to obeying his parents and
choosing a path that would ultimately benefit his entire family. The couple had a
tearful parting, and Sia dutifully turned her attention back to her studies.
Sia was one of the few young women I knew who admitted feeling troubled
by the end of a romantic relationship, and it was clear as she told me her story
that the relationship had produced significant emotional turmoil as it unfolded.
As we talked that day and in subsequent conversations where she recalled her
relationship with Feleti, Sia often made reference to the choices the characters in
the Filipino films were also forced to confront. Comparing her own and Feleti’s
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
(especially young women). Over the course of my research, I heard many stories
that were similar to Feleti’s, and there is some indication that adults condone
church mission trips or other chaperoned holidays overseas as one means of
finding appropriate marriage partners for their children (Helen Lee, personal
communication). A marriage between a Tongan from an overseas community and
a Tongan from their native islands was viewed as mutually beneficial, providing
the opportunity for traditional valuables like fine mats or local foods (yams, taro)
as well as new possibilities for cash income. Tongans living in the diaspora might
also consider marrying a person from Tonga as a way of showing their continued
commitment to maintaining traditional cultural values and living in the Tongan
way (see also Lee 2003).
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experiences to the scenarios depicted in Gulong ng Palad, Walang Kapalit, and
other Filipino favorites, the dilemma of settling upon one romantic partner or
another and the future implied within that determination became more easily
comprehensible. The social and emotional experience of the end of a relationship
by a partner becoming geographically separated and romantically united with
someone else was re-keyed as part of a larger narrative about dutiful sons and
daughters and their obligations within a world blending traditional kinship
responsibilities and modern opportunities for travel and work. It was clear that
Sia relied on the Filipino movies in part for her ideas of how a romantic
relationship should be carried out and balanced with other social ties, such as
with her family, but it was equally clear that the series informed her notions of
navigating choices for the future as well.
The Tongan youth of Sia’s generation have grown up in a world where
social networks constantly shift as a result of continued migration between Tonga
and diasporic communities for varying lengths of time. While this steady stream
of departures and arrivals among kin, friends, and others is part of their lived
reality, it also represents a relatively new development in Tongan life, emerging
only within the last twenty to thirty years (Lee 2003; Small 1997). Particularly for
youth around Sia’s age, the “imagined possibilities” (Appadurai 1996) circular
migration offers for new chances at acquiring education (a salient concern for
Tongans), securing profitable jobs, or simply expanding their horizons through
travel are much more feasible—and even an expected part of life—than they had
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been for prior generations. At the same time, Sia’s example shows the limits of
Appadurai’s theory of “imagined possibilities,” for while travel may be an exciting
potential, it also carries less positive and thrilling ramifications, such as
separation from close kin and the vagaries of living in a large, multicultural
community, can seem a bit daunting to these youth. As described above, a variety
of institutional and social channels remind youth of the ever-present danger of
“losing” their traditional culture and values and turning their backs on familial
ties, messages that are further bolstered by warning stories of immigrants who
never returned and began new lives without the safe and loving connections to
their families and home villages. Within this context, the Filipino soap operas
become a touchstone for youth like Sia through which they re-key their
experience into a moral framework that reflects the interweaving of traditional
values and modern engagements.
“And They All Lived Happily Ever After”
Visual media such as television and film have always been closely linked in
Tonga with other processes of modernity such as economic practices and
communication technologies. From the history of visual media in Tonga
described above, one can conclude that the “newness” of media derives from the
interpretation of the audience as well as the dates of its arrival (cf. Ginsburg
2008). Television and cinema have been available in Tonga for a long time now,
but the arrival of DVD players and the increasing rate at which new movies and
television shows have become available renders this media a “new” source of
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information—and concern. In this chapter, I have argued that youth understand
the Filipino soap operas as more than entertainment, viewing them as useful
depictions of others’ lives with important “moral messages” for viewers to absorb.
In a world where they are constantly inundated with new ideas, experiences, and
objects (including the movies themselves), the Filipino soap operas offer youth
characters with whom they can identify, viewing the heroines’ and heroes’
struggles to fulfill family obligations and make good choices as very similar to
their own upbringing, which has begun to appear “poor” and “traditional” as the
lens for comparison expands to include places like New Zealand or the United
States. One of the themes running throughout this dissertation is the way in
which ‘Euan youth are confronted with multiple choices and new opportunities
for education, work, and even day-to-day activities such as getting dressed or
interacting with peers, and the Filipino soap operas offer a means to interpret
actions on both the local/traditional and global/modern scales, while
simultaneously showing just how tangled these two scales might become. Taking
Goffman’s idea of re-keying as a means for social actors’ re-interpretation of
events that builds off of old understandings, I have shown the ways in which
‘Euan youth use Filipino soap operas to mediate their understandings of daily
events and to help make sense of their position between local and global,
traditional and modern. ‘Euan youth enact new understandings of local events
and cultivate the management of affective ties in new ways by linking their
actions to the social worlds of the Filipino films. The films do not simply portray
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moral frameworks onscreen, but become implicated in the development of new
moral meanings within the lives of Tongan youth.
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CHAPTER 7.
LIVING A MORAL MODERNITY, LOCALLY AND GLOBALLY

In August of 2008, I conducted a focus group at a faikava, or gathering of
men to drink kava, in the village of Houma. This group interview had been
organized by the President of the ‘Eua Youth Congress (EYC), Manu, who had
been helping me to arrange meetings with the religiously-unaffiliated youth
groups in each town. The meeting in this village seemed particularly exemplary of
the experience of youth on ‘Eua: our efforts to schedule the meeting with the
youth group had been delayed by the travels of the village youth group’s president,
first to Tongatapu, and then to New Zealand for several weeks to work in the fruit
orchards.1 The youth group’s vice president had been willing to meet, but once
again, actually getting the group’s members together had proven difficult because,
in the words of the EYC President, “the vice president is a lady, and people don’t
really listen to her.” Despite a nod towards gender equality and inclusion in the
youth group, young men were seen as the primary, most active, and authoritative
members. When we finally settled on a meeting date, it was decided (by the EYC
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 The government of New Zealand allows Tongans and other Polynesians to
acquire temporary work visas during harvest seasons to work as fruit pickers,
packers, and inspectors. During the time of my field work, many young men, as
well as several young and middle-aged women, worked anywhere from one to six
months in New Zealand in order to earn money to help support their families,
pay school fees for younger children, and contribute to their families’ annual
church offerings. Because of the high volume of applications from Tonga, it was
often difficult to determine how long the approval process would take, and so it
was not uncommon for people to somewhat unexpectedly find out they had
received a visa and leave for New Zealand on very short notice.
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president and the Houma residents he had spoken to) that it would be easier to
conduct the group interview during a faikava rather than a youth group meeting,
although this would necessarily prevent any young women from attending—
faikava in Tonga are male-only social spaces with the exception of one (or
sometimes two) unmarried young women acting as the tou‘a, or server. On this
night, I would act as both the interviewer and the tou‘a, a somewhat socially
awkward, but effective, means of leading the discussion.
The village of Houma is one of the smallest and most remote on ‘Eua,
sitting further north and east than any of the other towns. As we drove along the
muddy road into town at dusk, Manu noted that nearly everyone from this town
that could migrate overseas had done so; in fact, the town seemed much quieter
than most. The night’s gathering took place in the hall of the Free Wesleyan
Church, with our group separated from the noise of a giant widescreen television
by a rickety chalkboard showing the remnants of the music from choir practice.
As we talked, I interacted with young men and older mentors of the youth groups
with names given to them at birth that were evocative of their global connections:
Musika (a Tonganization of “music”), Mexico, and Nofomuli (which means
“living overseas”). Despite these indexical reminders of the village residents’
global ties, however, much of the conversation centered on the importance of
maintaining traditional ties of kinship and preserving “the Tongan way” in the
face of rapid change. Participants emphasized how their village was seen as one
of the bastions of Tongan tradition, and highlighted the fe‘ofo‘ofani, or mutual
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love and support, the residents showed to one another. The conversation’s focus
on Tongan tradition made the following comment about how things had changed
on ‘Eua even more surprising. As we discussed differences between the past and
contemporary times, one older man reported:
One little change that I see between the youth today and yesterday.
In the past, the youth weren’t able to do anything themselves. They
were…they couldn’t even spoon-feed themselves like a baby. They
wouldn’t do anything, but if the older people set something up, they
[the youth] would do something. The, the youth today, they’re able
to think up the things to do. To help the country. For example, in
the past. They would sit quietly, whoever would tell them what to do,
they would do it. Today, they’re already capable themselves, they,
they think about what they should do. Themselves. To support the
country. Support the family. Support the church. They help. Ah, the,
the change, that I see today. And the, the biggest change, that one
can see there, there, there, the, the progress in education
today…The changes to me, today, the youth have risen up in their
work. They push along everything, farming and education, religion,
things like that, family. That’s the thing about youth.
Ko e fo‘i liliu ai, ‘oku sio au pe to‘u tupu ‘ahoni moe ‘aneafi. Ko e
‘aneafi, ‘ikai ke malava oe to‘u tupu o fai ha me‘a ‘i ai kenautolu pe.
Na‘a nau…na‘e ikai ke fafanga sēpuni pepe ‘anautolu. Na‘e ‘ikai ke
nau fai ha me‘a, kau fokotu‘u me‘a, ‘a mātua ke nau tok’ fai ha me‘a.
Koe, koe to‘o tupu he ahoni, nau lava o nau fakakaukau e me‘a ke
fai. Tokoni ki he fonua. Me‘a pehe ‘aneafi ‘ia. Na‘a nofo pe nautolu
fakalongo, ko hai me‘a tala atu kenau fai, ke nau fai. Ko e ahoni,
‘osi malava he to‘u tupu ke nautolu pe nau, ke nau fakakaukau o
malava ke fai. ‘Ia kenautolu pe. Tokoni ki he fonua. Tokoni ki he
fāmili. Tokoni ki he siasi. Tapa (???mei ke???) nautolu. Ah, ko, ko e
liliu, sio e ‘ahoni. Pea ko, ko e liliu ma‘olunga, oku sio ke ki ‘ai, ‘ai,
‘ai e ko e, fakalakalaka e ako he ‘ahoni…Ko e liliu e ki au ‘ia ‘ahoni,
tu‘u hake e to’u tupu ‘i ngaue. Ke teke me‘a kotoa pe, langa fonua
moe ako, lotu, me‘a ko ia, fāmili. Me‘a to‘u tupu ai. (Faikava
Houma 01:10:36)
Hours later, as I wrote up my fieldnotes from this faikava in the middle of the
night after listening to hours of conversation and rounds of harmonious singing, I
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noted this elderly man’s observation about the changes taking place among youth
in Tonga. Even in my sleepy state after serving countless cups of the socially
lubricating beverage, the nonchalance of the man’s comment stood out to me. I
was surprised, given that so many youth had described the importance of
obedience to elders in their interviews with me, and many adults had voiced their
concern regarding the possibility that this part of Tongan tradition might erode
in the face of encroaching modernity. If anything, this man seemed proud and
delighted about the change. He approved of the ways in which youth in his village,
and in Tonga in general, were taking responsibility for the maintenance and
continued progress of the nation. According to this man, youth were now
thinking for themselves and actively, agentively taking charge of projects for the
benefit of the village and the country overall. In my fieldwork, I was often told
that traditionally, Tongan children and youth—which encompasses nearly all
unmarried, childless men and women—were supposed to be quietly obedient to
their elders, waiting for the next command. Yet it appears that, given the right
circumstances that provide advantages to the social group overall, youth were
permitted to act autonomously. This change in thinking indicates a shift in moral
frameworks as well, altering beliefs about what kinds of social action are
appropriate for youth to do. I argue that this change in moral frameworks
regarding the agency of youth is related to the ways in which Tongans see
themselves connected to larger-scale processes of global modernity, as this
research has attempted to show.

	
  

293
Youth as Purveyors of Modernity
Throughout Tonga, but especially in smaller, more rural areas like ‘Eua,
the category of “youth” has become a powerful index of global modernity in two
different ways. First, they are linked to the temporal future and projected
modernity of the nation, since they will grow over time into the adults who will
lead the country and act as cultural and moral authorities (see Cole and Durham
2007). Secondly, youth as a specific age grouping has gained new visibility and
status as transnational aid organizations provide increasing amounts of financial
support to fund projects aimed at developing skills and opportunities for youth.
This effectively creates a situation where youth become a major channel through
which the country itself experiences global modernity on a broader scale, through
social, political, and economic connections with other countries and
transnational organizations.
In the past decade, these aid organizations have supplied the Tonga
National Youth Congress and its branches with significant resources for a
multitude of projects that work to combat the perceived underemployment of
youth, to give youth training on a variety of different social issues and skill sets,
and to assist in the carrying out of development projects meant to benefit the
country overall. In addition to the financial resources and training provided by
transnational organizations like the World Health Organization, UNESCO, the
Salvation Army, and others, foreign governments that provide assistance to
Tonga for community-based projects have begun to require the participation of
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“underrepresented groups” like youth or women in order to receive funding.
During the time of my fieldwork, this could be seen in the competition for New
Zealand Aid’s Small Grants program. A number of men’s cooperative farming and
fishing groups applied for these grants each year to help with the costs of supplies.
Several groups asked me to check their applications for English grammar and
spelling, since the proposal had to be in formal English. When NZAID announced
that applications supporting youth, women, or other underrepresented groups
were encouraged, many of these men’s groups hurriedly altered their applications
to include information on how they promoted skill building and employment
opportunities for youth (mostly young men).
The gender politics of participation in programs for skills development
and other extra-locally funded projects is a highly complex issue, and rates of
participation vary depending on the topic and the nature of the program.
Selection for participation in youth programs often hinged on social networks as
well as assumptions (based in mainstream gender ideologies) about who might
be best suited for and most interested in particular programs. Because young
men most often occupied leadership roles in youth groups, it appeared that there
was a slight gender bias towards men in skill-building workshops, and towards
young women in knowledge-building or awareness raising activities. At the same
time, it should be noted that, in general, women seem to be overrepresented in
many spheres of professional employment as well as in higher education.
Mainstream ideologies of gender place emphasis on active, outdoor pursuits for

	
  

295
young men, encouraging them to focus on farming or to look towards sports as a
source of future employment, often to the detriment of academics (see Besnier, in
press). For this reason, in some ways young men appear to be edged out of
opportunities for participation in some aspects of global modernity, even as they
enthusiastically join programs supported by transnational aid or begin to
increase consumption of media and material goods.
In a place like ‘Eua where the numbers of workers in professional, waged
employment is relatively low (albeit growing), and many families rely on
remittances for the cash necessary for everyday “modern” expenses like utility
bills, school fees, and store-bought food to supplement garden produce, the
financial resources brought into the local economy through programs for youth
represents a significant boost. For youth themselves, the training they receive
through these various aid programs can provide a much-appreciated break from
their day-to-day routines of household chores, as well as supplying them with a
small per diem or “bus fare,” as it is locally known. But as I have argued
throughout this dissertation, the financial resources gained from these
transnational organizations are not the only reason that such programs targeted
at youth garner so much public attention in Tonga. The connections created
between local social actors and transnational organizations through youth
projects are significant because of the knowledge they produce and circulate. This
production of knowledge, in turn, becomes one of the key sources of tension and
ambivalence as youth negotiate competing moral frameworks that guide
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decisions about appropriate social action. Along with the growth of capitalism
and increased consumption of globally fetishized material objects that are
typically cited as markers of modernity, the circulation of knowledge and the
accompanying processes of moral engagement also signify an important but often
underemphasized aspect of global modernity.
The Ambivalence of Modernity
As discussed in previous chapters, youth on ‘Eua experience both excitement
and ambivalence about the many changes affecting their lives today and the
opportunities provided to them through ever-increasing global connections. As
youth join in the growing numbers of circular migrants, and as the ability to
communicate with other places grows through new technologies such as mobile
phones and the internet, the unavoidability of clashes between conflicting
understandings of morality and socially appropriate action also grows. Youth
must make decisions about their levels of engagement with the trappings of
modernity and what this means for them, such as whether or not to use new
media, and what the proper use of these channels are. Through these processes,
they negotiate new understandings of social relationships and appropriate action
in the context of global modernity. While struggling to bear the responsibilities of
family ties and to respect these kinship obligations, youth also face a future where
extra-local systems of knowledge and structures of power might have a powerful
effect on their status and social position. In these ways, the flows of people,
products, and ideas that characterize global modernity affect the lives of youth on
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‘Eua, not just in economic terms, but with regards to the ways they negotiate
moral frameworks and the building of social relationships.
This study of morality among youth engaged with processes of global
modernity has also attempted to highlight the ways in which moral frameworks
emerge in everyday practice. I have argued throughout that morality is
constituted as multimodal or “polysemiotic,” situated in a range of practices
including language use and modes of communicating, social action, ways of
dressing, and in multiple other forms. This research moves away from locating
morality solely in institutions (such as religion, government, or education) or
explicit forms of instruction, but as a constant process dependent on social
context and intersubjective agreement for the development of shared moral
understandings. Moreover, this representation of youth on ‘Eua shows the ways
in which moral frameworks are constantly formed and re-negotiated in daily life.
While social actors can sometimes experience a moment of “ethical breakdown”
where they are dramatically confronted with the ways their understanding of
moral action cannot be reconciled with ongoing events, in most cases, moral
frameworks are subtly readjusted and dynamically realigned through the creation
of moral stances in social interaction. As ideas about “tradition” and “modernity”
develop in tandem with one another in discourse, youth on ‘Eua attempt to work
out the ways moral frameworks align with these locally-produced categories. As a
result, youth may subsequently occupy multiple moral positions as they navigate
social relationships among family, friends, and romantic partners.
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Projecting Out to the Global
While the youth with whom I worked on ‘Eua occupied a unique position
in time and space mediated by a specific cultural context, the analysis of their
experiences points to several aspects that lend insight into questions of morality
and modernity around the world. As discussed in previous chapters, Tongan
youth are seen as particularly vulnerable to the enticements of modernity as well
as to a moral flexibility because of the particular liminal position they occupy, not
yet ensconced in social roles with accompanying responsibilities that require the
constant maintenance of their moral positioning. Instead, youth (and, to a
greater extent, young children) are viewed as vale, or not yet fully knowledgeable
or completely skilled in the practices necessary to exhibit full social competence
(Morton 1996: 72). Unlike babies or young children, youth have acquired some of
the skills and ideas that would make them poto, or fully adept, but they are still
thought to be subject to the pitfalls of untamed willfulness of character and lack
of full knowledge. This in-between position, able to negotiate some, but not all, of
the requirements of social life, means that youth may often, but not always,
behave in ways that are culturally appropriate and thus viewed as moral in
Tongan society. The liminality of youth affords an interesting vantage point on
the cultural rendering of moral frameworks and the ways in which local
experiences of global modernity produce multiple moralities within a cultural
group. While possibilities for action may be curtailed in part by parents or
disciplinary measures from other corners (such as religious or educational
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institutions), the category of youth represents a space in which social actors are
afforded some flexibility in the name of “figuring out” the boundaries of morality.
As changes associated with global modernity continue to occur, the category of
youth becomes laden with even greater significance. Under these circumstances,
the negotiation of morality also moves towards outlining the ways in which
modernity itself will be defined and experienced in the future. In this dissertation,
I have shown how youths’ explorations of romantic relationships, the circulation
of information, and new media reveal the ways in which modernity reshapes the
contours of socially achieved moral frameworks.
This work also shows the connections between the macro-scale forces of
global modernity and changes in micro-scale processes of interaction in a specific
local context. As in many other countries around the globe, Tonga has moved
rapidly towards increasingly neoliberal forms of governance in the last few
decades, with important ramifications for day-to-day life among youth in Tonga.
The shift towards privatization and the accompanying move towards an
“anything is possible” rhetoric of individualized possibility has forged new
connections between this nation “on the edge of the global” (Besnier 2011) and
the rest of the world. The steady drive towards neoliberalization endorsed by the
government has also paved the way for significant shifts in cultural values and
practices, including the “Westernization” and “erosion of tradition” bemoaned by
those same governmental and social leaders. Changes in relations of capital and
sociopolitical linkages have directly affected the day-to-day life of youth on ‘Eua.
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The privatization of the communications industry led to an opening up of the
country to competition, paving the way for increased mobile phone availability
and use; likewise, the proliferation of commercial business has allowed for new
products (like Filipino and Korean films) and innovative enterprises (like DVD
rental shops) to spread throughout the country. Tonga’s attempts to take a place
on the global stage and increase its connections to other nations has led to the
widening of many channels for financial assistance to the country, including the
programs for youth that address public health concerns like HIV/AIDS and
teenage pregnancy. All of these forays into the neoliberal global sphere have
worked in conjunction to produce the conditions for attention to the “ethical care
of the self” (Foucault 1997) to carefully monitor one’s own actions in relation to
newly developing ideas of socially appropriate values and practices. The
processes of global modernity, including moves towards neoliberalization, have
created new kinds of selves for ‘Euan youth, as they engage with new forms of
media, information, and relationships (cf. Comaroff and Comaroff 2000;
Lukhose 2009).
Future Directions
A number of global and local events that have occurred recently have
undoubtedly affected the lives of Tongans of all ages. These changes are likely to
ripple into understandings of morality and social life for youth as well, providing
fruitful grounds for understanding the ways in which global forces of modernity
affect locally-produced moral frameworks. As I approached the end of my
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fieldwork on ‘Eua and prepared to leave in March of 2009, the first waves of the
international economic crisis began to be felt in the towns of ‘Eua. A handful of
students abruptly stopped attending school or were left in a precarious state of
waiting for scholarships after remittances from relatives overseas failed to appear.
Instead, reports of the difficulty of finding work, especially in the United States,
began to materialize. Similarly, promised shipments of a variety of requested
items, from shoes for high school students to cars and stoves, were delayed as
migrants in diasporic communities were confronted with fewer opportunities for
employment and rising costs of goods and shipping. In this way, global economic
fluctuations caused Tongans at home and overseas to make moral choices about
socially appropriate courses of action in terms of both providing for others and
asking for assistance. Because the lines of exchange between Tonga and the
diasporas typically run along kinship ties, global economic changes can be seen to
partially constitute and support kinship organization, altering what relatives can
expect their family members to provide for them.
In November 2010, parliamentary elections were held in Tonga that were
lauded as the first “truly democratic” elections in the nation, following several
years of political unrest and efforts on behalf of both royalty and commoners for
changes in the means of government. In particular, the elections were seen as a
step in the direction of a constitutional monarchy because of the change to
selecting a Prime Minister by popular vote instead of appointment by the King
and Cabinet. Continuing changes in the political sphere, including special
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committees and legislative action to make governance more transparent and
accountable, are likely to create slow but far-reaching transformations in laws
affecting Tongans’ every day lives.
Compounding these changes are far more recent events. As I wrote the
first draft of this chapter, rumors of King George Taufa’ahau V’s death began to
fly and were quickly corroborated, and a three-month period of national
mourning began. Speculation about how political and social life might change
under the rule of the successor, the late King’s brother, has begun to circulate
widely on the internet in both academic and lay Tongan circles. The new King
and his wife are rumored to be more socially conservative than King George V,
although most people are uncertain how this might affect national policies or
everyday life. For the second time in less than five years, Tongans will begin to
prepare for an elaborate coronation ceremony that galvanizes national and
cultural pride and leads to self-reflexive, public discussion about what it means to
be Tongan. After the political riots in November 2006, Tongans appeared to
engage in a large-scale public consideration of the moral valences of the
alteration of the social and political landscape. In the face of so many recent,
rapid changes in political structure and leadership, larger-scale moral
considerations about the future of the country are also likely to occur. Interesting
questions emerge as to the changing face of citizenship in Tonga and how the
category of youth, already deeply tied to local institutions and global networks,
will become implicated in the future of the nation.
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Finally, the continuation of processes already taking place that link
Tongan youth to global modernity and emergent moral frameworks will provide
many opportunities for future research on linguistic practice and social action.
For instance, the gradually increasing numbers of young people entering formal
waged employment (both in Tonga generally and in more rural areas such as
‘Eua) will undoubtedly change the ways in which exchange relationships operate
and youth fulfill their social responsibilities to kin and others. The expansion of
possibilities in the formal employment sector and resulting additional financial
resources open up new opportunities for consumption of goods and experiences,
but also bring increased moral obligations to support family members in the
traditional kinship structure. Analysis of how youth make decisions about
consumption practices, support networks, and courtship and marriage will allow
me to investigate how moral frameworks and modes of ethical work on the self
shift as youth navigate the decisions entailed in the growing capitalist economy.
Moreover, increasing involvement in the professional employment sector
may have implications for language use and linguistic shift, which could, in turn,
affect gender ideologies. Currently, most jobs require proof of linguistic skills in
both Tongan and English, because most professional work necessitates dealing
with a range of Tongan clients as well as English-speaking tourists, expatriates
within Tonga or clients and connections outside of the country. Because girls are
seen as “naturally” predisposed to the long hours indoors, concentration, and
obedience necessary in order to acquire formal education, women are typically
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constructed as much more fluent in English than men. Less social stigma attaches
to women speaking English in public than men, albeit in the proper contexts and
with the appropriate interlocutors. For these reasons, young women appear to
have a higher likelihood of gaining entry into the workforce, particularly in
higher-paying, higher-status jobs with corporate ties to the global network (e.g.
international banking, money transfers, and communications industries). As the
country continues to shift from subsistence-based agriculture and the production
of women’s wealth like tapa and fine mats to a cash-based economy, the
prevalence of women in the formal work force has the potential to change longstanding ideas about language use. In addition, this could produce a shift in
gender roles—including the ways in which kinship ties, especially the brothersister bond, are enacted. Investigating the dynamic shaping of moral frameworks
by young people in relation to ideologies of gender and language will be critical to
understanding transformations in Tongan culture locally as it engages with
broader-scale forces of global change.
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