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Pacific Research: Rethinking the Talanoa ‘Methodology’
Laumua Tunufa’i

Thinking methodologically involves describing and analysing the
methods used, evaluating their value, detailing the dilemmas their
usage causes and exploring the relationship between the methods that
we use and how we use them, and the production and presentation of
our data—our ‘findings’. Thinking method-logically is theorizing about
how we find things out; it is about the relationship between the process
and the product of research (Letherby, 2003: 5).

Abstract

Talanoa has created both an increasing interest among postgraduate
students and some Pacific academics alike, as well as a conundrum
among others especially over the question of whether talanoa is a
research methodology, a research method, or both. This article is an
added contribution towards addressing this question, and it begins with
a brief discussion of the meanings of the talanoa concept. Having
examined first the practice of deconstructing some words in order to
reveal latent or perhaps new meanings, this article discusses how such
practice could be disempowering and therefore counterproductive
especially within the context of the decolonisation project. Similarly,
talanoa’s pan-Pacific approach is also inconsistent with
decolonisation’s emphasis on relevancy. An analysis of the claim to
methodology status also shows that talanoa lacks the philosophical
rationale as well as the processual clarity that is unambiguously
outlined in other ‘Pacific’ approaches such as Kakala and Vanua.
Nevertheless, talanoa remains a useful research tool that is similar to,
If not a translation of, other methods such as focus group discussions
and individual interviews.

Keywords:  Talanoa;  methodology;  methods;  pan-Pacific;
decolonisation; deconstruction.

Introduction
The burgeoning interest in ‘Talanoa Methodology’(Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-

Aiolupotea, 2014: 332; Vaioleti, 2006) or simply Talanoa is ubiquitous and seems
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trendy among postgraduate students, academics and researchers who are of
Pacific and non-Pacific backgrounds alike, but mainly Pacific. Talanoa evolved
alongside a plethora of other similar research approaches such as Kakala,
Fa’afaletui, Fonofale, Tivaevae, ‘Ula, Fonua, Kaupapa Maori, and Vanua to name
a few, within the domain of the relatively new academic discipline of ‘Pacific
Studies’ (McFall-McCaffery, 2010: 1). Much of the so called rediscovered and
constructed approaches to knowledge production within this field are
underpinned by very important indigenous epistemological systems which, to a
great extent, have been the actual lived and progressive experiences of ‘Pacific
peoples’ since time immemorial. As an outcome of the global decolonising
movements’ agenda for change and reclaiming of cultural identity, which is
evident in areas such as information science research (Genovese, 2016), historical
analyses (Davidson, 2008), state formation, and so on, Pacific Studies’ resurgence
Is symptomatic of some success, and is to be commended.

However, as a reaction towards the colonising, dismantling and
disempowering impact of Euro-centrically hegemonic and foreign philosophical
approaches to knowledge construction, the manner and swiftness in the
production of some of the above research frameworks within Pacific Studies have
also caused some concerns. These concerns are perhaps connected more to the
nature of their claims to the research methodologies and paradigms status rather
than to their potentiality and authenticity as indigenous epistemological and
ontological systems or processes. That is, while this influx of Pacific theorising
could be welcomed as a victory for the decolonising agenda, signs are showing
that there is already an implicit methodological clutter or an academic conundrum
within this increasing web-like array of methods, methodologies, approaches,
models and paradigms. Notwithstanding the advantages of the availability of
multiple perspectives though, a similar concern relates to evolving arguments
within and among Pacific scholarly circles that inadvertently orient towards
making ‘superiority-status’ claims. One such claim posits that “only three
[models], “Kaupapa Maori, the Kakala Framework, and Unaisi’s Vanua
Research Framework have been specifically focussed and developed as
comprehensive Indigenous research methods specific to a cultural context within
the Pacific region” (Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2012: 2). While the exclusion of
Talanoa from the above list could not be fully justified on the basis of Farrelly
and Nabobo-Baba’s contention that ‘valid talanoa’ could only be achieved “with
prolonged periods of participant-observation” (p. 5), it is nonetheless concerning
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that some confusion already exists in terms of the application of Talanoa in theses
and dissertation research by Pacific and non-Pacific postgraduate students. Thus
questions related to the ‘methodology or method’ debate, as well as other
substantive enquiries need more clarification for the sake of students and their
academic supervisors alike, especially if they are non-Pacific ethnically, and non-
Pacific residentially.

Given the above background, I believe Talanoa ‘methodology’ has reached
an impasse and the time is rife that more conversations (Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-
Aiolupotea, 2014) and contributions towards a safe but honest critical analysis of
this ‘methodology’, as well as other Pacific research approaches, are encouraged
at all levels of academic and research discussions. The current article aims to
achieve this by starting with a critique of the Talanoa ‘methodology’, while a
rethinking of other Pacific models and approaches to research will follow in
another article. This article will focus on exploring some of the concerns related
to Timote Vaioleti’s (2006) theorising of talanoa as a research ‘methodology’. It
begins with a discussion of the meaning of talanoa. The other points that will be
discussed include issues with deconstructing words, Talanoa as a pan-Pacific
concept, talanoa as a research methodology’, and talanoa in relation to other
approaches to research.

Talanoa: Etymology and meaning

Talanoa embodies a means of oral communication for Tokelauan, Fijian, Tongan
and Samoan people. In the languages of these ‘peoples’, talanoa means ‘to talk’,
‘discuss’, ‘converse’, ‘tell stories’, and so on (Miller, 1966; Office of Tokelau
Affairs, 1986; Thompson & Thompson, 2000). Similarly, contemporary
literature defines talanoa to mean “to have a conversation, to relate something,
or...to 'talk story”” (Ministry of Social Development, 2005: 5). Halapua (2003)
favours the terms ‘dialogue’, ‘open dialogue’ and ‘dialogic interaction’ to explain
talanoa; an attempt which essentially applies academic cosmetic enhancements to
the talanoa concept. Another valuable contribution is Farrelly and Nabobo-
Baba’s (2012: 3) reminder that the contexts of talanoa could be ‘formal and
instrumental (veivosaki)’ or simply ‘informal and serendipitous’. In both of these
contexts, the key requirement for talanoa to occur is that there should be at least
two participants present. This is because talanoa could also be used to refer to
the mumblings of a person who appears to be talking to himself, an act that is
indicative of losing the control of one’s mental faculties. Samoan people refer to
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this as ‘talanoa to’atasi’ (conversing alone) or ‘talanoa a ia ‘ia ia’ (conversing
with one self), which is not the same as ‘thinking out loud’.

Generally, the word talanoa is a verb but in the Tokelauan and Samoan
languages, it has one noun form, talanoaga, which refers to a formal gathering to
discuss specific familial or community matters. Ironically, while the verb form
reflects a casual and less purposeful talk, the noun form is indicative of a formal
and focussed connotation. Furthermore, the verb form is inclusive of all types of
meetings whereas the noun form is usually used when referring to a serious
meeting of the family, specifically the extended family. However, in Samoan
culture participants of formal meetings may use the term talanoa to refer to their
own conversations as well.

Given the above understanding, it is important to know that at times,
especially within the context of Samoan culture, the term talanoa or its noun form
may not be the most appropriate term to refer to the gatherings and deliberations
of titled and elderly people, or even people with important social standing. The
more appropriate term for such deliberations is fa’afaletui (Tunufa'i, 2013: 129-
130).

Timote Vaioleti (2006), an academic of Tongan ancestry, argues that the
term talanoa is a composite of two distinct words; tala and noa. According to
Vaioleti, tala means tale, relate, story, tell or declare. Noa, on the other hand,
means ‘“common, old, of no value, without thought, without exertion”,
nothingness and empty (Vaioleti, 2006: 23). Literally therefore, talanoa means
‘talking about nothing in particular’ or having an unfocussed and aimless
conversation.

It has also been suggested that in other places such as the Solomon Islands,
Hawaii and the Cook Islands talanoa has similar nuances (Prescott, 2008: 133).
This claim needs further verification especially in the cases of Hawai’i, Cook
Islands, and the Solomon Islands, the latter being a place where Tok Pisin (Pidgin
language) is the dominant language (creole) among other mostly Melanesian
languages and dialects. It is therefore useful at this point to provide a brief
summary of the development of talanoa.

Historically, the efforts of conceptualising Talanoa as a formal or academic
means of enquiry have happened within different contexts and for different
purposes. Initially, the development economist Sitiveni Halapua (2007) proposed
it within the contexts of economic development but mainly for political and
mediation purposes. Halapua’s objective was for non-Pacific Islanders to

230



New Zealand Sociology Volume 31 Issue 7 2016

‘understand the philosophy behind Talanoa’ so Halapua needed to ‘articulate’ it
better. Evidently, Halapua’s focus was to explain to the non-Pacific participants
the rationale behind holding the meetings in which the sharing of ideas and views
by all participants was to be non-threatening and non-restrictive. Timote Vaioleti,
on the other hand, picked up the conceptualisation of Talanoa with the key
objective of providing an “appropriate approach to researching Pacific
educational and social issues in Aotearoa” (Vaioleti, 2006: 21). This noble
concern obviously emanated from the ongoing efforts to address the mostly
negative and deficit-focussed depictions of Pacific peoples’ academic, health,
economic and social performances in New Zealand. The contexts in which
Vaioleti anticipated the use of this approach were undoubtedly education and
social research.

Perhaps therefore, there is a misunderstanding in here of Halapua’s (2003)
reporting of his involvement and usage of the ‘talanoa process’ in the Cook
Islands during that country’s 1996 economic bankruptcy, in the reconciliation
processes in Fiji after the political coup in 2000, and subsequently during political
ethnic reconciliation meetings in the Solomon Islands. In Halapua’s Tongan
mind, his method of facilitation was the ‘talanoa process’ [sic]. Apart from the
Fijian case however, participants in the other two talanoa sessions Halapua
mentioned could well have viewed or understood the meetings as any other
politically-sanctioned reconciliatory meeting where participants were expected to
share their honest views about a way forward.

Deconstructions and adoptions

The practice of unpacking or deconstructing a word in order to expose root words
and nuances that sometimes lie dormant in the background is not a novel
etymological exercise or one that is peculiar to Tongan, Samoan or even other
Polynesian languages. In fact, we are all too familiar with constructed terms that
end with ‘ology’, such as biology, criminology and theology, the latter having
derived from two Greek words ‘theos’ (god) and ‘logos’ (word) — study of god.
However, while deconstructing the term talanoa may be acceptable from a
Tongan perspective in order to arrive at the conclusion that “talanoa literally
means talking about nothing in particular” (Vaioleti, 2006: 23), applying this
practice to other Pacific languages could be linguistically, culturally and ethically
problematic for at least two reasons. Firstly, from a Samoan perspective, talanoa
is a complete and legitimate term that does not require deconstruction to arrive at
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its meaning of talking, conversing, discussing, and so on (Tuitolova’a, 2010,
personal communication). Relatedly, once engaged in the exercise of word
deconstruction, one questions why we then stop at just tala and noa. To maintain
consistency and therefore not be guilty of being selective, the exercise should
continue on to include an exploration of the possible meanings of: ta — la—no —
a. By so doing, we will find, for example, that ‘ta’ alone has about at least ten
different meanings (Churchward, 1959: 436-437).

Secondly, deconstructing words runs the risk of creating new meanings that
may sometimes be different from the original meanings of such terms. This
practice obviously goes against the objectives of the decolonisation project, which
Is often used to justify the promulgation of indigenous epistemological systems
and research methodologies/approaches. Take the following quote as an example:

In other words, after some debate it was decided that there was no
reason why we, as Samoan or Pacific researchers, could not extend the
meanings of words such as fa’afaletui or talanoa to meet specific or
new research purposes, provided of course that we are careful not to
inscribe in them new meanings without first making clear what their
original or usual meanings were or are (Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-
Aiolupotea, 2014: 334).

This statement raises a number of ethical concerns. Firstly, the claim that “there
was no reason why we...could not extend the meanings of words such as
fa’afaletui or talanoa”, elevates the researcher to a position of authority, which in
this context, it is the authority to “extend the meanings...to meet specific or new
research purposes.” This again works against the objectives of decolonisation to
empower communities to have complete ownership of their knowledge, rather
than the researchers “extending meanings...to meet specific or new research
purposes.” Secondly, there is a contradiction between the idea of ‘extending
meanings’ and being “careful not to inscribe in them (fa’afaletui and talanoa) new
meanings.” Extending meanings is ascribing new meaningS. Thus even if
original meanings are acknowledged, ascribing new meanings to terms in order
to meet research needs can be a falsifying and disempowering exercise. Many
Samoan orators — tulafale — err in this area and therefore promulgate — ‘extend’ —
‘new meanings’ — that distort truth. For example, one of the sayings that has an
unfortunate origin but is now very commonly used in Samoan formal speech is,
“Ua e teu ua mateu, ua e fai fo’i ua mafai” — of which the new meaning is, you
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have reciprocated (our gifts) and you have very amply done so. The problems in
here are multiple. Firstly, the original saying has been altered, perhaps due to the
lure of Samoan oratory’s creativity and the need for a new proverb, especially
given the fact that the new version literally sounds really nice and formal in
Samoan. Nevertheless, the new version does not abolish the original version and
the rudeness and vulgarity of the event which gave rise to the original version.
According to the story, the young man Aliamanaia returned home from hunting
one afternoon and found his sister Gasoloa’iao’olelagi sleeping naked in their
family house. Aliamanaia then took off his garland — ‘ula — and threw it on his
sister to cover up her nakedness. This woke Gasoloa’iao’olelagi up. She turned
to see who covered her and saw her brother. She then said to her brother, “A ua
teu, teu ia mateu. A ua fai, fai ia mafai” — If you want to cover me up, then cover
me up properly. If you want to do it (have sex), then do it properly. Aliamanaia
then encroached on the sacred boundary between a Samoan brother and sister —
the feagaiga (covenant) relationship, and sired the boy ‘La’auli’. This true
meaning of the saying is distorted by the way the original version has been altered,
and people in the know often cringe uncomfortably whenever the new version is
uttered. The point of the matter then is that any error that is repeated often may
eventually become the new truth. With the decolonising project therefore, which
IS meant to revive and preserve indigenous knowledge and not distort their
meanings, the question remains if it is worth sacrificing original meanings of
indigenous concepts for the sake of ‘meeting research needs and interests’.

Pan-Pacific approach

Talanoa is now being widely claimed as a ‘Pacific’ research methodology. This
pan-Pacific approach is concerning for the following reasons. Firstly, considering
that only a limited number of Pacific island nations have the term ‘talanoa’ in
their languages, it is inconceivable that Talanoa is proposed as a ‘Pacific research
approach’l. This is because given the driving force behind the decolonising
agenda, which is to highlight the ‘foreign-ness’ and ‘disempowering’ (Vaioleti,
2006: 23) nature of ‘Western-constructed’ and ‘traditional research’ approaches,
itis ironic that Talanoa, which of course is a foreign concept to most Pacific island
languages, should even be considered a Pacific research approach for those
peoples. Similarly, decolonisation’s emphasis on the relevancy of indigenous and

1 This is perhaps the flipside of Prescott’s (2008: 133) argument that it is “wrong for any one
Pacific island nation to claim talanoa as uniquely their own.”
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culturally-constructed epistemologies in terms of how ‘“New Zealand Pacific
peoples see their worlds” (p. 21), potentially puts Talanoa up as an irrelevant
concept to their daily experiences. In a real sense, Vaioleti’s argument that,
“Research methodologies that were designed to identify issues in a dominant
culture and provide solutions are not necessarily suitable in searching for
solutions for Pacific peoples, whose knowledge and ways of being have unique
epistemologies, as well as lived realities here in Aotearoa” (p. 22), should also be
equally applied in the case of talanoa. That is, the concept of talanoa is
predominantly Tongan, Fijian, Tokelauan and Samoan; it does not resonate with
epistemological processes of most Melanesian and Micronesian cultures.
Talanoa’s jump from being a “Tongan concept” to become a Pacific methodology
is colonising in itself. Thus to be consistent with ‘decolonising research’ (Suaalii-
Sauni & Fulu-Aiolupotea, 2014: 332) the dominance of Samoan and Tongan
concepts in education and social research in New Zealand and the Pacific should
not be imposed generically on all ‘Pacific’ communities. Other ‘Pacific’
communities must not “strictly adhere to research methods that are foreign to
them” (Vaioleti, 2006: 23). This also applies, again, to New Zealand-born and
raised Pacific peoples whose ‘realities here in Aotearoa’ are ‘Kiwi’. For most,
their abilities to speak their respective ‘ethnic language’ is mostly non-existent
(Figiel, 2016: 9-10).

Relatedly, it is well-established and accepted that the terms Pacific, Pacific
communities or Pacific cultures “are not a homogeneous group” (Anae, Coxon,
Mara, Wendt-Samu, & Finau, 2001: 6). These terms are only used for statistical
purposes and convenience (Mayeda & Okamoto, 2008) and perhaps for ‘service
allocation’, rather than for any meaningful definition of these diverse cultural
groupings either in Oceania or other places such as New Zealand, USA and
Australia where these peoples reside in considerably big numbers. Given also
that 62.3 percent of New Zealand’s Pacific-descent population are New Zealand-
born (Statistics New Zealand, 2016: 16), and whose experiences are more likely
to be ‘Kiwi’ rather than ‘Pacific’, it is imperative that Talanoa’s claim of
suitability and relevancy, especially in terms of finding solutions for Pacific
‘peoples’, be critically reconsidered. There is no guarantee that Talanoa,
compared to other research methodologies, will provide ‘social or economic
improvement’ (Vaioleti, 2006: 22) for Pacific peoples. These improvements will
only come about for all minority and vulnerable communities when a complete
overhaul of the political, economic and educational structures are effectively
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realised. In this context therefore, promoting talanoa as a pan-Pacific research
approach is counter-intuitive to the impetus and demands of the decolonisation
project.

Talanoa Research Methodology

The terms Talanoa, talanoa methodology, and talanoa approach are currently
being used in the literature with some degree of comfort (Fletcher, Parkhill,
Fa'afoi, Taleni, & O'Regan, 2009; Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-Aiolupotea, 2014,
Vaioleti, 2006). Bolder still are contentions that the “Talanoa process is a good
example of both a method and a methodology” (McFall-McCaffery, 2010: 3), but
Is it? A quick scan of postgraduate theses and dissertations that claim Talanoa as
their methodological foundation reveals that the authors are in fact conducting
focussed group discussions or individual interviews for data collection. This
apparent confusion, between method and methodology, makes talanoa appear
more as a translation of terms such as conversation, interview and discussion,
rather than as a philosophy of research with a clear cut process.

Undoubtedly, Vaioleti (2006) is confident that talanoa is a methodology.
Accordingly, talanoa is a research approach that “belongs to the
phenomenological research family” (p. 25), and “is ecological, oral and
interactive” (p. 34). Associating Talanoa with phenomenology may not be
intentional but it obviously presents Talanoa as a methodology. After all,
phenomenology produces a ‘coherent methodology’ (Hekman, 1980: 342).

However, methodology and method are related but not synonymous and
the practice of using them interchangeably is unfortunate (McGregor & Murnane,
2010: 419). While method refers to the tools and instruments or the ‘technical
procedures’ a researcher utilises to gather the necessary data to answer the
research question, methodology is the philosophy behind the entire research
project (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006: 18-21). ‘“Methodology is the bridge
between the ways in which we understand the world to be, and the ways in which
we think it legitimate to investigate the world” (Emmel, 2016). In the field of
social sciences for example, a research approach can become a methodology if it
can “define the subject matter of the social sciences...explain how that subject
matter is constituted, that is, how the "facts" of social science become facts,
provide the social scientist with precisely defined conceptual tools and
procedures, and define the limits of social scientific activity” (Hekman, 1980:
341). Research methodology refers to the “logic behind the methods we use in
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the context of our research study and explain why we are using a particular
method or technique” (Kothari, 2004: 8). From this discussion, Talanoa in its
current form and usage within research is no more than a research method or
research tool. It lacks the philosophical rationale and the logical research process
that other indigenous approaches such as Kakala has. In fact, Professor
Konaiholeva Thaman explained at a recent public lecture?, that she constructed
and promoted the Kakala research framework to explain and make sense, to her
students at the University of the South Pacific, the different stages of the
traditional research process. Consequently, her initial three steps of ‘toli, tui and
luva’ (gather, weave and presentation) resonate with the data collection, data
analysis and dissemination phases of traditional research. Talanoa, on the other
hand, brings nothing new into doing research that has not been provided by other
methods such as “ethnography, in-depth interviewing, oral history,
autobiography, focus group interviewing, case study, discourse analysis, and
content analysis” (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006: 19). Talanoa can be elevated to
the methodology status if it is capable of incorporating the above, which | believe
are achievable.

Talanoa versus other research approaches

How does talanoa differ from the “inductive qualitative grounded theory
approach”? According to Vaioleti (2006) Talanoa “allows more mo'oni (pure,
real, authentic) information to be available for Pacific research than data derived
from other research methods” (p. 21). This is not a minor claim and it is
concerning for at least two reasons. Firstly, the immediate implication here is
that other research methods, which perhaps include other Pacific approaches, are
inadequate. Farrelly and Nabobo-Baba (2012) do not seem to share this view and
have vehemently stated that only “Kaupapa Maori, the Kakala Framework, and
Unaisi’s Vanua Research Framework have been specifically focussed and
developed as comprehensive Indigenous research methods specific to a cultural
context, within the Pacific region, and ‘data derived from other research methods’
are irrelevant” (p. 2). At a time when more and more researchers of non-Pacific
origin, and perhaps other ‘Pacific’ scholars who are not fluent in their own
languages but are recognising the importance of local or indigenous systems of
knowledge when conducting research, and are also using culture-friendly

2 This special lecture was organised by the Vakatele Pacific Research Network and was held at
the South Campus of the Auckland University of Technology on the 30" of November, 2016.
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methodologies, it is pertinent that such shifts are acknowledged and respected.
For example, within the field of historical research, Davidson (2008: 9-10) argues
that “The historian studying multicultural situations must learn to use new forms
of evidence, to involve himself in the other men’s ways, and to avoid interpreting
men’s actions in terms of the patterns of his own culture.” This, in my view,
resonates well with the claims of Talanoa.

Vaioleti argues that Talanoa also differs from other research approaches
because “participants in a Talanoa group will provide a challenge or legitimation
to one another's stories and shared information” (Vaioleti, 2006: 25). However,
this is also the aim of focus group discussions which can also be used alongside
other methods such as narrative criminology. Indeed, in one-on-one interviews,
interviewers ask interviewees how the latter arrive at various conclusions to
clarify the nature and bases of their claims to ‘truth’.

Regarding the claim that Talanoa will ensure better results, ‘authentic’ data,
“trustworthiness and quality of the research, removes the distance between
researcher and participant, and provides research participants with a human face
they can relate to” (Vaioleti, 2006: 25-26), the implication that other research
approaches are incapable of achieving such outcomes is obvious. While the
notion of removing the distance is vague, that of providing a ‘human face’ is
undoubtedly one of the key strengths of face-to-face interviews and focussed
group discussion methods. The point of departure however, may be found more
in the ethnic and cultural qualification and sensitivities of the researcher rather
than in the method — talanoa — itself. Ultimately, what talanoa claims to do
differently, could also be achieved by employing other similar methods, of which
talanoa could be a nice translation.

Conclusion

The popularity of Talanoa among postgraduate students has created a conundrum
for such students as well as their supervisors in terms of referring to Talanoa as
both a methodology and method at the same time (McFall-McCaffery, 2010: 3).
While talanoa carries the same or similar meaning in a few Pacific cultures, it is
a foreign or borrowed concept for most Pacific nations as well as the majority of
New Zealand-born ‘Pacific’ peoples. Relatedly, while deconstructing the term
talanoa to bring about hidden or new nuances is ideal within the Tongan context,
it is counterproductive in some other cultural contexts. Consequently, it is
confusing how talking about nothing leads to ‘more authentic and trustworthy
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data’. Moreover, Talanoa’s claim to methodology status cannot be authenticated
due to lack of philosophical rationale and clear process as it is seen with the
Kakala approach. Therefore, Talanoa is best regarded and used within research
as a research tool or method rather than as a research methodology.
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