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Abstract

Around the world, favourable social and political circumstances have encouraged the development
of academically non-traditional ways of researching. This article explores the recent proliferation
of research approaches from Pacific and Pasifika communities which, in some Australian and
New Zealand contexts, are attracting increased interest from policymakers and researchers. We
present a socio-historical account of how the Pacific research paradigm emerged and some key
contemporary Pacific research approaches within this paradigm. We then critique aspects of the
paradigm’s development by discussing opportunities and challenges. Our main argument is for
researcher reflexivity and dialogue, important for the development and sustainability of research
inspired by Pacific ways of knowing and being. We believe this will lead to research in which
Pacific communities will recognise themselves and their aspirations for the future.
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Introduction

In recent decades, the encouragement of meth-
odological and philosophical pluralism has
promoted research approaches that are respon-
sive to previously marginalised voices. For
those working from and with Pacific Island or
Pasifika communities, this has led to a profu-
sion of research approaches and methodologies
such that researchers can now choose between
using Pacific-Indigenous research approaches,
non-Indigenous research approaches, Pacific-
inspired approaches or a blend of various
approaches. In New Zealand and Australia,
Pasifika are people or descendants of people
originally from islands in the Pacific Ocean
(McGavin, 2014; Mila-Schaaf, 2010; Samu,
2010; Suaalii-Sauni, 2008). This article uses the
term “Pacific” to refer to Pacific Islander peo-
ples residing in and outside the Pacific Islands,
including Pasifika peoples. While the availabil-
ity of choice is advantageous for researchers,
the rapid proliferation of research approaches
has prompted concerns about their theoretical
underpinnings, critical grounding, and value
for research and social transformation (Burnett,
2012; Sanga & Reynolds, 2017; Tunufa’i,
2016). There is also a concern that emerging
and non-Pacific researchers may find the ever-
increasing array of methodologies, concepts
and discourses confusing or inaccessible (Efi,
2005; Sanga & Reynolds, 2017). Addressing
these concerns is significant for the sustain-
ability and impact of this burgeoning research
paradigm.

To respond to these concerns, this article
continues the dialogue advocated by Sanga and
Reynolds (2017) about how the Pacific research
paradigm is developing. Co-authored by an
Australian-based researcher and an Aotearoa
New Zealand-based Pacific researcher, the arti-
cle begins by outlining how the contemporary
Pacific research paradigm emerged, particularly
within the social sciences. The next section
presents an overview of contemporary Pacific

research approaches, highlighting the rich array

found in academic literature. The subsequent
discussion examines some of the opportuni-
ties that are presented through venturing into
inquiry with new and renewed tools of inquiry.
The discussion also presents some challenges
that need to be addressed in order to move
the Pacific theoretical project forward while
managing potential issues such as paradigm
dominance and the like (see Denzin, 2017). We
argue here that Pacific theory-building can be
strengthened through reflexivity and balanced
critical dialogue. The discussion concludes with
some implications for future research, support-

ing calls for further dialogue.

The emergence of a Pacific research
paradigm

A paradigm is a way of seeing the world and
organising knowledge, and the term as it is used
in this article derives from the work of Kuhn
(1970). Kuhn (1970) was a natural science
history lecturer who, after spending a year
with social scientists and noticing the intense
disagreements they had “about the nature of
legitimate problems and methods” (p. viii),
began to explore the idea that these were caused
by competing paradigms. He defined a “para-
digm” as “the entire constellation of beliefs,
values, techniques and so on shared by members
of a given community” (Kuhn, 1970, p. 175).
It can be understood as a lens which orders
how researchers see the world while also lim-
iting what they see. Kuhn argued that when
a paradigm no longer accounts for the way
information is being perceived, a “paradigm
shift” occurs, and the community of researchers
must adjust and reorient their perceptive lenses.
What is considered a legitimate problem or a
topic worth researching becomes redefined, and
along with that, new or revised approaches to
inquiry evolve.

Kuhn’s notion of paradigmatic shift accu-
rately captures how the Pacific research
paradigm emerged. Indigenous people have
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always had ways of creating knowledge and
understanding their realities, but these ways
have struggled to gain recognition in the acad-
emy. Several decades ago, only a handful of
pioneering scholars were promoting the value of
Indigenous and Pacificknowledges in higher edu-
cation (McFall-McCaffery, 2010). For instance,
G. Smith developed Kaupapa Maori in 1997,
challenging the dominant deficit theories that
harmed rather than helped Maori communities
in New Zealand (G. Smith, Hoskins, & Jones,
2012). Other scholars created Indigenous places
of higher learning, such as Futa Helu’s founding
of the ‘Atenisi Institute in Tonga in 1963 (Helu,
1999), and Aiono Fanaafi Le Tagaloa’s estab-
lishment in 1997 of Le Iunivesite o le Amosa
o Savavau, Samoa’s only Indigenous tertiary
education institute. These and other Pacific
visionary scholars—including Teresia Teaiwa
(2001), David Gegeo (2001; Gegeo & Watson-
Gegeo, 2001), Konai Helu Thaman (1992,
1993, 1994, 2003), Manulani Meyer (1998,
2001, 2003) and Tuiatua Tupua Tamasese
Efi (2003, 2005, 2007), among others—advo-
cated for Indigenous knowledges against a
backdrop of broader discourses concerning
postcolonialism and self-determination. Their
efforts garnered mixed reactions from local
populations (Coxon, 2010) and an initially
muted reception in wider academia, but these
pioneering figures and their work embodied the
collective and colonially rejected desires and
oral knowledges of Pacific communities.

The United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous People, which affirmed
the rights of Indigenous people to their own
culture, traditions and language (art. 31),
bolstered the work of Indigenous knowledge
advocates. Because Maori and Pacific scholars
had persisted with their projects, their passions
and struggles spilled over into transnational
and diasporic communities where movements
for more culturally relevant and culturally
appropriate research had gained momentum.
Pasifika populations had steadily grown in
New Zealand, Australia and the United States

of America, and their challenges were becom-
ing acute. These challenges included increases
in Pasifika youth delinquency (Borrero, Yeh,
Tito, & Luavasa, 2010; Yeh, Borrero, Tito,
& Petaia, 2014) and incarceration (Shepherd
& Ilalio, 2016), disproportionate represen-
tation of Pasifika with serious health issues
(Hawley & McGarvey, 2015), and concerns
about the academic achievements of Pasifika
students (Coxon, Anae, Mara, Wendt-Samu,
& Finau, 2002; Ferguson, Gorinski, Samu, &
Mara, 2008). In New Zealand, more authorities
and academic institutions installed guidelines
for Pasifika-related services, engagement
and research (i.e., Airini et al., 2010; Anae,
Coxon, Mara, Wendt-Samu, & Finau, 2001;
Health Research Council of New Zealand,
2014; University of Otago, 2011), and the
numbers of Pasifika students enrolled in post-
graduate research gradually increased (Tertiary
Education Commission, 2017; Theodore et
al., 2018). In these circumstances, Pacific-
and Pasifika-specific approaches to academic
inquiry emerged, some building on the work
of the scholars mentioned above, and others
completely new in conceptualisation.

The contemporary Pacific research
paradigm

Pacific research approaches are currently
flourishing, as evidenced by the availability of
published and unpublished studies. Published
work using Pacific research approaches can be
found mainly in the fields of education (e.g.,
Anae, 2010; Matapo & Leaupepe, 2016), men-
tal health and health (e.g., Kupa, 2009; Seiuli,
2010; Tamasese, Peteru, Waldegrave, & Bush,
2005) and social work (e.g., Mila-Schaaf, 2006;
Ravulo, 2016). There has also been a signifi-
cant increase in unpublished work using Pacific
research approaches, such as for master’s and
doctoral level theses (e.g., Latu, 2009; Te Ava,
2011). Burnett (2012) highlighted the impor-
tance of these postgraduate outputs “because
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they represent the Pacific education theories
that will later flow back into Pacific communi-
ties” (p. 482) and because of the potential for
transformative change in the researcher’s think-
ing about education and research. Furthermore,
most of the postgraduate scholars producing
this work are the progeny of more established
academics (Burnett, 2012), which enhances
the legitimacy, continued utilisation and devel-
opment of the Pacific research paradigm in
mainstream academia.

To demonstrate the breadth of current work,
key Pacific and Pasifika research approaches
(encompassing metaphors, models, frame-
works, methods and methodologies) are
summarised in Table 1. The table organises
key contemporary approaches alphabetically
with original authors listed first. The table is
illustrative rather than exhaustive. Data were
sourced from a range of key academic data-
bases (JSTOR, Web of Science, ProQuest,
Scopus, Trove and nzresearch.org.nz) by using
combinations of the search terms “Pacific”,
“Pasifika”, “research”, “approach”, “model”,
“method”, “framework” and “methodology™.
We excluded research approaches that are
Maori or Hawaiian, peoples originally Pacific
in heritage but usually named in the litera-
ture as Indigenous. The results turned up more
Polynesian Pacific research approaches than
Melanesian and Micronesian. A full explana-
tion of each research approach is outside the
scope of this article, so the reader is encouraged
to access the primary sources listed in the table.
Table 1 is intended to provide an entry point
for emerging and non-Pacific researchers into
this rapidly expanding area, as well as serve as
a reference point for the ensuing discussion.

Table 1 samples the broad range of available
Pacific and Pasifika research approaches. The
Pacific groups of Fiji, Tonga and Samoa are
represented by multiple research approaches,
as are many smaller Pacific communities. The
research approaches collated in Table 1 are
exclusively qualitative, and although we are
not aware of examples of purely quantitative

Pacific or Pasifika research approaches, mixed-
methods research is evident (Mila-Schaaf, 2010;
Si‘ilata, 2014). Nomenclature draws heavily
from Pacific Island languages and the meta-
phors are also distinctly Pacific. For example,
the Samoan fale features in Fa’afaletui, Fonofale
and Uputaua, and various canoes feature in
Vaka, Kupa and Va’a tele. In addition, sev-
eral research approaches in Table 1 reference
common Pacific values, including a holistic or
spiritual worldview that appears to validate non-
sensory, religious and supernatural phenomena
(Gegeo & Watson-Gegeo, 2001; Meyer, 1998;
Wood, 2006). These commonalities highlight
that Pacific and Pasifika communities share
semiotic and representational perspectives
rooted in Pacific realities.

Table 1 further suggests areas for explora-
tion. Certain research approaches appear to be
context-specific, such as Teu le va, primarily
for educational research, and Fonua, for health
research, yet both emphasise the importance of
relationships for collaboration. The extent to
which these could be used outside their original
contexts is not clear from the literature. The use
of metaphors is also significant because research
is likened to a variety of cultural activities:
weaving in Fa’afaletui, quilting in Tivaevae,
and garland-making in Kakala and Ula. The
strength of these metaphors relies on their cul-
tural contexts (Johansson Fua, Sanga, Walker,
& Ralph, 2011; Ruru, Sanga, Walker, & Ralph,
2013; Sanga, 2013), which researchers may not
fully appreciate (McFall-McCaffery, 2017). A
further area for exploration is the idea of “rela-
tional space” expressed in Tongan and Samoan
as “va”.Is va a pan-Pacific concept? How does
va apply to the range of relationships between
peoples in different Pacific and non-Pacific set-
tings? Again, Pacific cultural knowledge and
experience is crucial to exploring these ideas
(Amituanai-Toloa, 2009).

Hence, some recent critiques about the devel-
opment of the Pacific research paradigm point to
theoretical concerns, highlighting the local ver-
sus the general application of research (Naepi,

MAT JOURNAL VOLUME 8, ISSUE 2, 2019

191



E. TUALAULELEI & J. MCFALL-MCCAFFERY

192

(L31qeureisnspoeduwr) euejewt
pue (uonen[eAd/ydeqpady) drew ‘(3uasaid)
eAN| ‘(oAaeom) 3 ‘(19y3eg) 1103 ‘(ueld) nay

(010

‘6007) en, uossueyo[
“(£007) PrESunmIynE],
pue ‘ojoinedeye],
‘nuey ‘eng uossueyof

(Sunyew :sdrysuone[ar [B100S SUIFPI[MOUNIE [OIBISI JUQWASBUBTN $(0007) MenUEN

-puelIes) efeyey mnj, pue Surured] ‘Suryoeal 1oy Aydosoqiyg e3uo] 1d9loxg ‘uoneonpy (€661 ‘T661) UBWERYL ereyey|
(a1q®1 93 umop m
I9U3aNJ 33s) ENUBA JO SADRALIIP (Ajeniuiids M
pue £31001d10a1 ‘suondaar ‘ssauanbrun [o1B3sa1 w
(3w ‘SSOUQAISIY 0D “‘A[rurey ay3 309dsax Arunwuwod a
nny) [eads) nieAn[[,  ‘SSAUAAISN[IUI JO SAN[BA AQ PapINS YdIeasay 1] ‘uoneonpy (T107T) 1IsIIsTeN njeanyy, o
woay3 usamiaq sdiysuonepar M
9y pUE SIUAWUOIIAUD PUE SINTUNTWWOD o)
pue  ‘S[ENpIAIpUT JO Y3[EdY PUE SUID][[2M JISIOH] e3uo], YIEH (6007) e, ENUOq H
JUSWUOIIAUD <
pue 1X91Uu0d ‘9wl Se [[9M SE ‘YI[edy JO neyo M
(s1sod) SUOISUWIP J9YI0 pue [eIudW ‘Tenytids ‘aniN ‘1l -
nod pue uonepunoy  ‘Tedrsdyd oys ‘Ajrwrey ‘oinynd Sunesodioour ‘e3uo] ‘spue[s| (6007) nlu;
JOOI Y3m 9re] [3[eay Jo Suipueisiopun dUSIO  Y00)) ‘eoweg yIresyq uueWLpUF-NIOMJ J[ejouoq =
(1107) =

Suidnoigar pue Surdnoisd ysnoiys

2Uu03§ pue ‘Ueqeys
“AqreddN {(S007)
ysng pue 9AeISoprem
‘NI19J ‘9sasewe

(Suraeom) mj 19439301 93pa[mouy SUIABIM {SNSUISUOD ey {(L661) 2arISopre
‘(osnoy ueowes) Ie,| (3noI1y3 uoneard IZpa[mouy [eunwwo)) eOweg “Yareay [BIUSN pue ‘nId19J ‘osasewre miafeje e
s1doouo)y/1oyderdy SBapI A9 usO SpILy soyIny sweN

seyoroldde yolessal oljloed Aejoduweiuod A8y L 319vL



193

THE PACIFIC RESEARCH PARADIGM

(panuiguoo)

(Surreys

[B100S) TIBUT ‘(JUSWUOIIAUD) BNUSJ ¢(SJOI[9q
JAnrenatnds) eSnuolrfel/ednyendes ¢(sariuey)

(soued egdrey ‘(purw) neynejew ‘(Apoq edrsdyd) edejery
198311no) oedoeg ejedue) 91 0 0Un 33 JO FUI[[9M [BIO], nePYo], [3I[eoH [BIUSIN (6007) edny] BYEA 9]
saoeds [euoneor  SUONDAUUOD [ed130[eaUd3 puek [edrydeidoad
‘fapoadooy y3noiys son [enedsornos Juumiimn e3UO]  (dIBIsal [BIDUIN) (007) 1L.eY BA IYNEJ,
wisIueLIeIess
SI9IO SUIAIIS pue A10adoar A1nuapt 9A1I9[0D 1aerebroa
{(Jmoq eABY) BOUR], ¢(Sa1103s pateys) BOUER[E] Y3NOIYI 2J1AIG 1y JIoM [B1D0G (8T07) onaey U BOUR [,
(170T) 103214 *(6007)
(SUOIIBSIOAUOD)  SILI0IS FUNISIIUOD PUE ISIDAIP JO JUSWFLFUI 19doo pue 1300831
eoue[e], fUONEBSIIAUOD YSNOIYl SUIYOIBISIY e3uo . uoneonpy YT10T ‘9007) B2J0OTRA eoue[e ],
SUOTIB[3I [BIDOS
sasiseydwa ‘SNOTUOWLIBY PUEB PA1IdUUO0IIdIUI [21B3SaI [BIIUIN)
‘WLIOJ UT [BILIOWWAS 218 9deds pue own ‘A3o1odoryiuy
(oords) ea ‘(oum) e, 2I9YyMm IZpajmouy pue Aijear Jo £10ay], e3uo |, a1y (0T07) eUIyRIN BA BL
Sunyis £(sa0]) sonoead Surasuno))
ejo[e ‘(3uryl) eajn [euone[ar pue [euosiadioiul ue se Suljeo eoureg “YI[eoH [eIUdN (0T07) TNI9s BJOE-BIN
(1omod
10 90UISSI [BININD $1doouod pue spIom AN BIOUIS RITTRIH [I[eay [BIUdIN
/renatads dYIdEJ PaIBYS UO PIaseq UOIIUIAIIUI UBISOUA[OJ pue SuqPM
/[BIIS90UR) BUBIA pue yoeoidde Suraqom snouaGipuy ‘e8uo . ‘digszopea] (L107) B[UN  BUBOJN BUEJN
Juowadesud
suoneIoqe[[od dnuayine pue sdiysuonear Amunwwod pue
(s3001) naek [e1ogouaq A[[eninwi pue JAISN[OUl juswdopaasp (810T ‘£107) sopdoag nae g
{(ssedwoo) esedey] Surdenoous sayoeordde paseq-syrduang 111 ‘eSuo], Ao110g dyIoRJ 10J ATISTUTIA] pue esedey|
s1doouory/1oyderdpy SBapI A9 uslO SpILy sIoyIny swreN

MAT JOURNAL VOLUME 8, ISSUE 2, 2019



E. TUALAULELEI & J. MCFALL-MCCAFFERY

194

(SsuonesIoAuod
paioes) eneindn)

s19y30 pue Suraq[om [edrsAyd

‘(esnoy Sunsow ‘(Ly[eUonIElaI) BA ‘A[IUNE) ‘SWOISNI/2ININD A30[10yd4sq
ueoweg) o[ewi[else] ‘Arenatads Surpnyour saInieay 43y 71 eOuIeg ‘YIesH (T107) 1niss eneindn
(IM3[Nd> UBOUIES) BOWESE B JO San[eA pUe (pooypryDd
(puepred) 7 sopdounid a3 uo paseq yoeoirdde yoreasoy eowreg  AJIey) uoneonpy (1107) tuneg B[N
e3Uo ], ‘spue[s]
00D “LIeMEH
93PI[MOUY PUE SMIIAP[IOM  ‘DNIN] ‘SpUEB[S]
‘sonjea ‘sagengue] ‘saInind dYdeJ ul uowo[og (T007) uosuag pue Ayunyzoddo
1], paiooa A1doop uoneonps dyeJ 10J UOISIA ‘eowreg ‘rlrg uonedNpy ‘Dedunin ayne] ‘oud JO 9317,
$1X91 JO
s3urueow a3 anburo aandadsiad
JAJIIUSPT 03 WOPSIH\ UBOWES B WIOJJ SISA[BUE 3SINOISIP [BIIILID) BOWES uoneonpy (9107) oean[er)  Ise[oue B BJO]
(6107) s°8poH
-BNEJA PUB BN J-191N]
(1107) sarae@-aiqny
s/odendue] pue eAy 91 {(8107)
pue 93pajmouy o3eJ pue BAY 3] {(110T)
(3yb yromydsred [OIBISAI Ul snouadrpuy BAY 9], £q padofaaap
Spue[s[ J00D))  uoIsiA pateys pue ‘sdiysuonelar ‘A3001dax ‘yaresyq pue (6661) S98poH
TBATBAL) JO QBAJBALT  ‘309dSal1 ‘UONBIOQE[[0D QInind JO AJ[BHIUI))  SPUE[S] YOO ‘uonednpy -enejq Aq paxidsup JBAJBAIL
SI9Y01q 9Zpajmouy| arm 33e3us ‘9Fpajmou]
JO SpUDY JUIIJJIP pueIsIapuUn A3pajmouy
sdiysuonepar J1B[NWNIOE QIBUIPIOOD AIBIOQR[[0D
[edo1doy ‘s1opjoyaye1s a3e3us 01 SadMILI ] eoureg uonedxnpy (9107 ‘0107) 2rUY BAJ[ NIT
s1doouo)/1oyderay seapr Aoy uIslQ SpP1g sioyny JureN

MAIT JOURNAL VOLUME 8, ISSUE 2, 2019



195

THE PACIFIC RESEARCH PARADIGM

SABMOJI] puB SoNJeA ‘S1Ie ‘S[[IS ‘SaZpajmou]
¢$9110181Y UBI[L,] SNOUaFIpu] FUIYIILISII

pue] uayMm pasn sj0d0301d pue s3ssad0I] g uoneonpyg (8007) eqeg-0qoqeN BOUBA
A803epad 11943 03 SuLiq
$194oea) dYoe ] saydeoidde pue agpajmouy
souen) ‘sonjeA snouadIpuy Jo dUBIYIUZI§ anIN uonesnpyg (#007) 1STPN eYBA
(soued SISSE[D pPUB S[OOYIS WNIPIW-YsI[3uy
eas-doap pofny Ul $S900NS  SISUIBI| BYYISE] [BINI[NdIq
-9[qnop) 3} BBA /[en3ul[iq 10§ $I1Z21e1IS PISE-OUIPIAY rowieg uonesnpy ($107) BIE[LIS O[PL EEA
(31qe3 sty3 ut os[e) BA 9] 03], s1o30 pue (67 udy
pue BA Iynej ‘eA e JO UOISUSWIp A3 B SI ‘8T07) €O[O ] -Teueninuuy
BA fsaoeds [e100s uryiim suonde [nyasodind $(9107) spjou4ay £(8007)
pUE SUOIUIIUI UO SISNI0J {SIUIWUOIIAUI memeH njegeny {(6661) IPUI M
pue s1xa1u0d ‘9[doad usamiaq suondoUUOd  ‘OniN ‘BSuO ] Aq pataadiaur daouod
(sooeds [euonIR[AI) BA [e1o0s pue [enitids oy sasiseyduwyg ‘eowreg ‘(1] uoneonpyg dYIdRJ Snouddipuy BA
s1doouo)y/1oyderay SeapI A9)] wslQ SpIL] sIoyIiny swreN

MAT JOURNAL VOLUME 8, ISSUE 2, 2019



196

E. TUALAULELEI & J. MCFALL-MCCAFFERY

2015). Sanga and Reynolds (2017) argued for
the importance of locating current develop-
ments within their particular socio-historic
context, especially through explicit acknowl-
edgement of genealogical relationships between
research methodologies. Respectful and careful
critique of Pacific research approaches is nec-
essary for their development, and the authors
caution of “model-making as a self-justifying
activity” (Sanga & Reynolds, 2017, p. 201). A
more pointed critique is presented by Tunufa’i
(2016), who claims that Talanoa does not
have status as a research methodology, in part,
because it lacks a clear philosophical rationale
(contrasting with Tecun, Hafoka, ‘Ulu‘ave,
& ‘Ulu‘ave-Hafoka, 2018). Furthermore, in a
survey of New Zealand postgraduate research
in Pacific education conducted between 1944
and 2008, Burnett (2012) found that very little
emancipatory and deconstructivist research had
been completed, leading to questions about
whether the social transformative potential of
Pacific postgraduate studies had been realised.
These critiques suggest that Pacific research
approaches need firm theoretical foundations
to align with their stated purposes and goals.

Other critiques are directed at Pacific research
practices. Several of the approaches in Table 1
are comprehensive in outlining principles, but
not practices and methods. The most widely
used research approach, Talanoa, is a case
in point. Farrelly and Nabobo-Baba (2014)
expressed concern that Talanoa was being
replaced by informal interviews or chatting
outside Indigenous cultural contexts. Similarly,
Fa’avae, Jones and Manu’atu (2016) questioned
whether Talanoa was a mere data collection
tool, noting very different philosophical, local
and cultural systems behind various forms
of Talanoa, and they described difficulties in
reporting Talanoa in research. This indicates
the need for clearer practical guidelines as well
as theoretical refinement.

One assumption underlying these critiques
is that researchers using Pacific research

approaches have an overview of the field

and can locate their work within it. Another
assumption is that Pacific research approaches
are explicit about the necessary theoretical
and conceptual connections that are central to
their use and interpretation. These assumptions
make a case for greater clarity and coherence
in the field to increase accessibility to novice
and non-Pacific researchers, to facilitate the
theorisation of Pacific research approaches and
to help researchers make informed selections to
suit their research purposes and values. To con-
tribute to coherence in the field, the next section
discusses some key opportunities and challenges
presented by theory-building in Pacific and
Pasifika research.

Opportunities and challenges

To be clear, we reiterate that Pacific knowledge-
seeking and knowledge creation are not limited
to the academy. Indeed, Indigenous Pacific
knowledge is being used and created every
day in villages across the Pacific, in churches,
governing institutions and wherever Pacific peo-
ples interact (Gegeo & Watson-Gegeo, 2001).
This article, however, is concerned with the
ways in which these Pacific knowledges are
being explored, developed and shared further
through writing or publication. These written
records are how new researchers across time
and place are making and will make sense of
the Pacific research paradigm. If a cross-Pacific
umbrella research paradigm has emerged from
the multitude of approaches and methodologies
(Sanga, 2004; Sanga & Reynolds, 2017), how
are Pasifika scholars shaping this paradigm?
To date, Pacific scholars have forged a path
of unique opportunities that come with explor-
ing new and renewed approaches to inquiry.
Pacific researchers have been able to move out
of the epistemological borderlands (Harding,
1996) and apply novel (to the academy) ways
of investigating and problem-solving to con-
temporary challenges (Reynolds, 2016). The
opportunities to explore and practise culture

MAIT JOURNAL VOLUME 8, ISSUE 2, 2019



THE PACIFIC RESEARCH PARADIGM

and language in new contexts has, in turn, led
to more conversations about Pacific philosoph-
ical thought in research. Naming concepts and
ideas has encouraged translanguaging, bringing
attention to the richness and depth of Pacific
languages while at the same time challenging
the primacy of English terminology and con-
cepts. Working across languages and cultures
forces clarity of expression in articulating our
approaches, so that they make sense to our-
selves, our communities and others.

Perhaps a key opportunity relates to the
humanisation of research; Pacific research
approaches promote inquiry that is more
authentic, respectful and meaningful to Pacific
communities. Some Pacific researchers have
introduced or reintroduced an element to
knowledge creation that makes some people
feel uncomfortable (Watson-Gegeo, 2004)—
that which the modern scientific world long
ago rejected as being “unscientific”: knowl-
edge based on a reality beyond what can be
experienced through our objective bodies and
our conscious subjectivities. Thus, research
may now be conducted in ways that reclaim
and acknowledge the full spectrum of human
experience as perceived by Pacific peoples but
which has been treated for so long as simply
folk knowledge (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990).
This includes what Paulo Freire (2000) called
“love”, and acts of love, he wrote, affirm peo-
ple’s humanity (p. 50). In some Pacific cultures,
these acts of love occur in the relational space,
in the va, and it is a constant reminder that
we are all connected to each other and to our
ecosystems (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2008). Our
future existence depends upon those relation-
ships being harmonious.

A challenge to maintaining harmony in
research involves overcoming predefined cate-
gorisations and binaries. The acts of creating,
naming and categorising research approaches
that push past inherited boundaries represent
a formidable social power (Bourdieu, 1985).
While researchers should boldly “trouble tidy
binaries” (Lather, 2006, p. 36) received from

previous generations of researchers, we also
need to problematise newly created constructs
or old ones that no longer apply in the same
ways. Burnett (2012) provided the example
that knowledge and knowledge-making in
Pacific research approaches are often framed
as “Pacific and West, colonized and colonizer,
inside and outside” (p. 488). Yet globalisation,
technology and an increase in social conscien-
tiousness has encouraged shifting, overlapping
and hybrid identities, languages and cultures.
To research contemporary contexts is to wel-
come multiple perspectives of knowledge and
to acknowledge that no one approach, even
within the Pacific research paradigm, has the
monopoly on truth and knowledge.

This leads to a related challenge regard-
ing discourse and critique. Pacific research
approaches should be scrutinised to facilitate
development, and thus, several commentators
have pointed to the need for respectful and
constructive critique (e.g., Burnett, 2012; Sanga
& Reynolds, 2017). However, challenging
received knowledge in Pacific cultures can clash
with notions of respect, relationality, humble-
ness and deference. The social and political
hierarchies of Pacific communities, complicated
by the ongoing effects of the colonial era and
new hierarchies of the neoliberal era, can make
researchers reticent in their critiques. This may
result in the encroachment of a type of intellec-
tual neocolonialism whereby stronger research
voices drown out less numerous (but no less
authentic) voices. This, in turn, might effectively
silence already marginalised Pacific individuals
and groups, particularly if the power of Pacific
research approaches is wielded by institutions
or governments to justify decisions not agreed
to by Pacific peoples. Furthermore, increas-
ingly sophisticated and complex terminology
and rhetoric risks relegating Pacific research
approaches to the domain of the academic elite
(Burnett, 2007) and removing them further and
further from the communities they should serve,
from where the newer generations of Pacific

researchers will emerge.
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A further challenge relates to the appro-
priation of aspects of culture and language.
Table 1 includes metaphors of Samoan houses,
canoe voyages, making garlands and quilting,
which as already mentioned, may or may not
be useful frames of reference for researchers
who have no or limited lived experience of them
(McFall-McCaffery, 2017). Relatedly, there
is the question of the limitations of linguistic
representation and the extent to which English,
which has emerged as the default cross-Pacific
language, can be used to represent all Pacific
knowledge. As L. T. Smith (2012) asserted,
“There are realities which can only be found,
as self-evident concepts, in the indigenous lan-
guage; they can never be captured by another
language” (p. 159), but there is no single Pacific
language that can express all the nuances of
our various cultures. What are the implications
then of linguistic and cultural competence for
Pacific research approaches? What are the impli-
cations of relying on English, and not Pacific
languages, as the lingua franca for disseminat-
ing research? Critical reflection on these points
may enhance researcher reflexivity and reduce
“clutter” (Efi, 2005).

A final challenge is that in articulating
contemporary Pacific research approaches,
researchers might reach back into an idealised
past that some argue never really existed (e.g.,
Fitzsimons & Smith, 2000; Keesing, 1989;
Kristeva, 1993). Pacific cultures, like all cul-
tures, are fluid, ambiguous and ever evolving.
Knowledge politics are part of our heritage. In
many Pacific societies, a select number of people
in a family group were entrusted with genealog-
ical histories or knowledge that was intimately
related to power. Hau’ofa (1994) exemplified
this in his description of an era when the aris-
tocratic class controlled knowledge. He wrote,
“Keeping the ordinary folk in the dark and
calling them ignorant made it easier to con-
trol and subordinate them” (Hau’ofa, 1994,
p. 149). This manifests in contemporary Pacific
and Pasifika communities where “ordinary

folk” may respect the voices of authority and

refrain from criticising their ideas and actions
(Coxon, 2010; Twyford, 1988). Thus, as Pacific
researchers, we need to recognise the underlying
power structures of our own communities and
institutions and the impact they have on the
pursuit of knowledge.

Future implications

Sanga and Reynolds (2017) argued for “inten-
tional naming, describing, defining, relating
and separating theoretical constructs as acts
of development. . . . Rather than being named
in the shadows of other traditions, a Pacific
research paradigm is equal to all others or noth-
ing atall” (p.202). This is a bold and significant
agenda. The development of a Pacific research
paradigm encourages researchers to deepen
their knowledge about the field (Table 1 may
help with key references). Through reading
and interactions with fellow researchers and
community members, researchers will gain
a greater understanding of how our work is
located socio-historically and in relation to
other research approaches, what distinguishes a
Pacific research approach and what we have in
common with other Indigenous, interpretivist,
critical or emancipatory research approaches.

As researchers, we should also stay mindful
about the purpose of research and its utility to
society. Research impact is best gauged by our
communities, yet there are potentially negative
implications of serial one-off approaches where
a new approach is created for each new context
or research problem. For longevity, research
approaches should be generally replicable in dif-
ferent contexts by other researchers. We should
also remember that the pursuit of knowledge
is not a Pacific endeavour alone—it is a human
endeavour. Therefore, we should seriously pon-
der the utility of Pacific and Pasifika research
approaches for communities beyond our own.
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Conclusion

This article has sought to contribute to ongo-
ing discussions on the evolution of Pacific
research approaches. We acknowledged the his-
tory and pioneers of the contemporary Pacific
research paradigm, and we socio-historically
positioned the current Pacific research par-
adigm as one strand in the long and often
undocumented history of Pacific knowledge-
making. The expansion of Pacific and Pasifika
research approaches is a positive development.
However, researchers are encouraged to think
of the Pacific research paradigm as a cumulative
effort and collective movement. We have posed
more questions than answers in the hope of
raising clarity through dialogue and to promote
the development and sustainability of research
inspired by Pacific ways of knowing and being.
This entails stronger critical perspectives and
reflexivity on our own work.

There is value in approaching social chal-
lenges in uniquely Pacific ways, so we firmly
believe that the Pacific research paradigm has
much to offer both the Pacific and interna-
tional knowledge communities. However, the

privilege that we as researchers have in naming,
voicing, languaging, critiquing and idealising
Pacific cultures in our research approaches
comes with responsibilities. Emerging and non-
Pacific researchers deserve clarity in the field.
Moreover, researchers must stay grounded so
that the language of Pacific research empow-
ers and engages all in our communities. In our
view, this will lead to research in which Pacific
communities will recognise themselves and their
aspirations for the future.

Ia manuia.
Glossary
fale house
Kaupapa Maori  Maori-based topic/event/
enterprise run by Maori
for Maori
ia manuia be well and prosper

tivaevae or Cook Islands patchwork

tivaivai quilt
uputaua sacred conversations
va relational space
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