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Abstract:  The Pacific nation of the Independent Samoa (formerly Western Samoa)  is not 
known for having a developed film industry.   In 2011, a Samoan languge film called The 
Orator (O le Tulafale) placed the spotlight on Samoa, its people, and the Samoan culture 
when it became the country’s first ever film to be accepted into major international film 
festivals such as the 68

th
 Venice Film Festival.  Samoans the world over have embraced the 

film for its richness, compassion, and authenticity. Yet at times, the film portrays the 
Samoan culture as harsh and cruel.   Samoans are usually quick to criticise negative 
portrayals of their culture but the thousands of comments on the film’s official Facebook 
page show otherwise.  From April 2011 to March 2012, there were only 11 comments 
criticising the film on Facebook, and these criticisms were denounced as ‘un-Samoan’. 
This raised the question as to why Samoans did not react to the unflattering portrayals of 
their culture, but instead react against legitimate criticisms of the film.  By using Foucault’s 
concept of heterotopia and the Samoan narrative structure of fāgogo, a heterotopia space 
and a utopia space are created in which past memories confirming Samoan cultural identity 
and bonds to the culture are evoked and are (re)experienced by Samoans while viewing the 
film.  Thus the film’s ability to encourage this is what Samoans praise rather than the actual 
film.   
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1.   Introduction 

 
The Pacific nation of the Independent State of Samoa (formerly Western 
Samoa) is not known for having a developed and internationally recognised 
film industry, yet in 2011, the country’s Samoan language film, The Orator 
(O le Tulafale), was an entry participant in the 68th Venice Film Festival, 
Sundance Film Festival, and Toronto Film Festival as well as in a number 
of film festivals in Australia, New Zealand, and United States.  Also, the 
film competed for a finalist spot for The American Academy of Motion 
Picture Arts and Sciences ‘Best Foreign Film Award’ for 2012.  Promoted 
as Samoa’s first Samoan lanugage film, The Orator (O le Tulafale) is 
written and directed by Samoan film maker Tusi Tamasese.  With the 
financial support from the New Zealand Film Commission and support 
from a New Zealand production company, the film was shot in Samoa, and 



   

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

    

 

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

consisted of Samoan cast and crew. The film, therefore, placed the spotlight 
on Samoa, Samoans, and the Samoan culture or Fa’a Samoa (literal 
translation: way of Samoa).   The film focuses on a poor taro

1
 farmer and 

dwarf called Saili who lives with his wife Va’aiga (who was banished from 
her own family village), and his teenage step-daughter Litia. This family is 
outcast, has no social standing in the community, and is constantly 
threatened by other villagers and Va’aiga’s family. So Saili must take the 
unlikely step of becoming a chief orator (tulafale) to protect his family and 
land.   
 
Previous feature films of and by Samoans such as the 1979 screen 
adaptation of Albert Wendt’s novel Sons for the Return Home focus on the 
cultural identity of Samoan immigrants.  During the 1980s and 1990s, 
common themes for screen or television production expanded those initially 
explored in Sons for the Return Home as well as in emerging literature by 
Pacific writers such as Wendt, Selina Tusitala Marsh, Alistair Te Ariki 
Campbell, and so on.  Thus a space for Samoans was created for self-
representation and expression, and Fa’a Samoa (Samoan culture) became a 
location of resistance and cultural affirmation.  However this space was 
placed within the context of Samoans as ethnic minorities in countries with 
dominant Palagi

2
 (Western) cultures. The difference with The Orator (O Le 

Tulafale) is that this is a film about Samoans and Fa’a Samoa in Samoa as 
opposed to Samoans and Fa’a Samoa in destination immigration countries.  
 

1.1.   Fa’a Samoa (The Way of Samoa): The Culture of The          
         Orator (O Le Tulafale) 

 
The primary aim of Tamasese was to make a Samoan film.  At the film’s 
press conference during the 68

th
 Venice Film Festival, he stated that “the 

style [of filmmaking] had to come from the land; it had to come from the 
earth.  We had to see life in Samoa in the way that the culture sees it” 
(Tamasese, 2011).  An interpretation of this is that one of the main 
characters is Fa’a Samoa (Samoan culture).  Taule’alo (2005) writes that 
Fa’a Samoa is “an abstract concept that embraces all aspects of social and 
cultural interactions in Samoa” (p 60).  It is the framework in which family 

                                                 
1
 Taro is a root vegetable cultivated for its large starchy spherical underground 

tubers.  It is a staple food in the Pacific.   The tubers are used to make food such 
as bread, while the leaves are used for baking other food items as well as stewed.  
2
 This term literally means ‘White’ meaning Caucasians or Europeans.  Here the 

term will be used to refer to Western cultures.  



   

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

    

 

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

ties and relationships are expressed.   Fa’a Samoa is governed by the fono 
(Council of Matai/chiefs) which makes decisions on the running of a 
village. 
 
Anae (1998) outlines essential values in Fa’a Samoa as mana 
(power/prestige), and tapu (sacred/forbidden).  These influence human 
relationships, and these relationships are often described in oratory.  Mana 
and tapu are adhered to by an understanding of the abstract concept of Va 
Tapuia or the sacred space (p162) for maintaining peace, harmony, and 
balance.  Wendt (1992) defines Va as “the space that relates, that hold 
separate entities and things together… the space that is context, giving 
meaning to things.   The meanings change as the relationships and the 
contexts change.”(p 402).    In this paper, I interpret Va Tapuia as a sacred 
bond that connects as a network the living, ancestors, the environment 
(land, sea, earth, air), village, Samoa, and the values and protocols 
underpinning Fa’a Samoa (Samoan culture).     
 

1.2   Aim  

 
Generally, Samoans have embraced The Orator (O Le Tulafale) as 
evidenced by the thousands of comments on the film’s Facebook page.  
According to the film’s official website (theoratorfilm.co.nz) the film is 
about “courage, forgiveness, and love”. Yet because of Tamasese’s inside 
perspective, the film boldly reveals the brutal and unjust aspects of Fa’a 
Samoa (Samoan culture) through events of hypocrisy, violence, and 
cowardness. Based on experiences as a journalist covering Pacific Affairs in 
New Zealand and throughout the Pacific region, I have seen Samoans react 
strongly against any unflattering portrayals of Fa’a Samoa and of them.  
Tamasese, it appears, also expected some backlash when he said  

 
Samoans would love to see themselves on screen, 
just to hear their dialogue, just to hear their voices 
and see their environment... We are not all perfect 
and those flaws might bring up criticism (2011) 

 
However, the Facebook discussion threads show an absence of complaints 
of the film’s ‘no holds barred’ portrayal of Samoans, particularly since this 
is what is shown to the world.  Instead there are comments denouncing any 
criticism of the film; the criticisms focused on the film’s technical elements.  
This was surprising and it raises the question: why are Samoans reacting 



   

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

    

 

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

this way? To discuss this, the Samoan narrative structure of fāgogo, and 
Foucault’s concept of utopia and heterotopia will be used to analyse the 
reactions of Samoan viewers. This is one of the first papers to analyse The 
Orator (O Le Tulafale), and it is hypothesised the film criticises Fa’a 
Samoa through concepts similar to the Samoan theatrical concept of fale 
aitu (house of spirits or possession) commonly seen in Samoan comedy. 
Hereniko explains that Samoan comedians are able to criticise, for example 
chiefs, because they are believed to be possessed.  It is not the comedian but 
the possessing spirit delivering the criticism (1994).  This principle can be 
applied to the film as it removes the responsibility for showing unflattering 
portrayals from the director and the film itself. This creates both a 
heterotopia space and utopia space in which past memories confirming 
Samoan cultural identity and cultural bonds are evoked and are 
(re)experienced by Samoans while viewing the film. Thus the film’s ability 
to conjure past memories and experiences are what Samoans praise rather 
than the actual film itself.   
 

2.   Methodology 

 
2.1 Samoan Storytelling Framework of Fāgogo   

 
Samoa like any other Pacific culture is an oral culture of which the main 
element is the repetition and teaching of traditions and stories through oral 
story telling techniques.  Fāgogo literally means stories of the night.  It is a 
form of Samoan story telling which “can be best described as a performing 
art, almost a type of theatre, where people, events and stories are brought to 
life through the skills, voice and actions of a narrator” (Mallon, S. 2002, 
163).  Stories are handed down by word-of-mouth over generations, and 
they describe family origins, identity, and status or place within their family 
(aiga), village, or districts.   The aim is to teach the listener about habits, 
attitudes and behaviour which are acceptable and unacceptable in Samoan 
communities.   Kolone-Collins explains that fāgogo (Samoan storytelling) is 
a ritual of spiritual, emotional, physical, mental and cultural nurturance, 
because through listening, a person is brought to a state of knowing and 
belonging (2000).    
 
The narrative technique used in fāgogo is su’ifefiloi.  This is a hand 
weaving technique in which various strands are woven together to form a 
complete product. Samoan writer Jacinta Galea’i explains that as a narrative 



   

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

    

 

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

technique, “su’ifefiloi is a combination of the words, su’i, meaning to sew 
or to weave and fefiloi, a descriptive word that means mixed” (2005).   
Silipa (2008) states that the ‘threading [of a] story can be likened to 
…lalaga (fine mat weaving), which signifies continuity and change” (pg 6).   
Kolone-Collins notes that a significant function of su’ifefiloi within fāgogo 
is to unravel western emphasis on plot, setting, character, and point-of-view 
including grammar and writing conventions (2000).  
 
The film The Orator (O Le Tulafale) consists of the story strands of 
Va’aiga, Saili, Litia, and Va’aiga’s brother, Poto.  Using the Samoan 
narrative structure of fāgogo, the film places the viewer at a point of the 
character’s disequilibrium (Todorov, 1977).    As an example, in the film’s 
beginning, Saili is introduced clearing away snails from two white graves 
and harvesting his taro plants, while the voices of several men in the 
distance shout threats of violence against Saili if they see him.   As the 
movie is placed within the context of Fa’a Samoa (Samoan culture), these 
images are immediately understood.  The graves represent Saili’s breach of 
Fa’a Samoa and a violation of Va Tapuia (sacred bond).  The graves are 
those of his dead parents. His father was a matai (chief) but Saili has not 
honoured the mana (prestige) of his father. This is evidenced by other taro 
farmers using his family’s land.  Saili is not a titled chief and so his land is 
open for public use.    In Fa’a Samoa,   Saili’s diminutive stature mirrors 
his place in the village.   He has broken the bond to his parents, and to his 
land, and thus, the space he occupies in the village is small and lowly.  This 
indicates that the real story of the characters lies not in what is made visible 
or spoken, but in what is not shown or left unspoken. Silence therefore is a 
major dialogue partner in the film.  
 
Silence communicates what cannot be said verbally.  Tuafuti (2010) 
explains that “silence is an active and a living component of Pasifika 
[Pacific] culture” (p 4).   In Samoan culture, the “basic component of 
cultural and communicative competence is to know, when, where, and how 
to speak or be silent” (Tuafuti, 2010, p 4).  Saili is described as man with 
few words, yet, besides words, silence became his weapon to restore Va 
Tapuia to his family so that they can experience the peace, balance, and 
harmony within Fa’a Samoa.   At the climax of the film, Saili as an orator 
travels with his daughter to Poto’s village to reclaim Va’aiga’s body. Earlier 
in the plot, Poto committed a serious breach in Fa’a Samoa by entering 
Saili’s house to steal the dead body of his sister, Va’aiga.  This occurred 
while Saili was digging her grave in front of their house, and while Litia sat 



   

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

    

 

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

beside her mother in mourning.  The only sound is the rain, and Litia 
yelling at her uncle, but the kidnapping is conducted in silence.  Va’aiga’s 
body becomes the location of the breach of Fa’a Samoa.    Her body is 
dislocated and forcibly disconnected from her family and her own resting 
place.   The violation of Va Tapuia is symbolised by her kidnapping. 
Another aspect of this violation is that her brother is himself a matai (chief), 
and he should have known better. 
 
In the oratory exchange between Saili and Poto, silence dominates.  In the 
context of Fa’a Samoa (Samoan culture), particularly when matai (chiefs) 
meet, essential is that they “comprehend the whole framework that 
constitutes its (silences) meaning” (Tuafuti, 2010, p 4).   The ways in which 
silence works in Saili’s and Poto’s oratory exchange are: to intervene, 
attract attention, or to yield.   Saili arrives to Poto’s village in silence.  His 
step-daughter sits beside him in silence.  They are there to intervene in 
Va’aiga’s funeral to restore the breach of Fa’a Samoa.     The narrative of 
Saili’s silence then changes to where he attracts attention to force Poto to 
confront him.    During the oratory exchange, Poto’s silences are signs of 
his yielding to Saili.  Saili’s silences between his words reveal the 
weaknesses, smallness, and lies in Poto’s words (regardless of his skill in 
words), and in his character. Thus for Saili, “silence [is] a 
mechanism…[which] make[s] anything possible” (Tuafuti, 2010, p4).  This 
is what chiefs understand as being large in stature. It is a state of mind, not a 
physical state. In discussing silence in the Japanese culture, Jones (2011) 
explains the connection of silence with truthfulness.  She writes that 
“truthfulness is related to the idea of a person’s inner (private) and outer 
(public) realms” (p 18).  The physical body is the outer realm and this is the 
source of derision and misjudgment of Saili who is a dwarf.  Jones (2011) 
continues by stating that “silence is associated with the inner realm, which 
the Japanese equate with truthfulness” (p 18).   It is Saili’s scarcity of words 
and his abundance of silence that he is able to perform a feat which seemed 
impossible for him as a dwarf, i.e. the reclaiming of Va’aiga’s body, and the 
ability to reveal the truth of Poto’s lack of mana (honour/prestige).   
Throughout the movie, silence is omnipresent particularly between Saili and 
Va’agia.   In their private or ‘inner’ moments “silence is an indicator of the 
degree of intimacy” (Jones, 2011. p20).   These two characters are mentally, 
emotionally, and spiritually intimate.  There is very little indication of 
physical intimacy, but such matters are difficult to discuss openly in Fa’a 
Samoa (Samoan culture).  For the Samoan viewer, the silences between and 
of these characters communicate truth, love, and harmony.  



   

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

    

 

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

Characteristic to the Samoan storytelling narrative of fāgogo is the 
awakening of the agaga. This is the ‘spirit’ that comes alive during the 
story telling.  Kolone –Collins explains that the agaga could be reaction to 
the way the story is told, agaga could be the spirit of the story itself, or 
agaga could be that the narrator is possessed by a spirit which tells the story 
using the narrator as a medium (2008).  This last explanation is similar to 
fale aitu commonly used in Samoan comic performances.  Tamasese is the 
narrator, and through his story of Saili, Samoans experience their own form 
of agaga by seeking deep into their imaginations for meanings derived from 
the film.  Based on comments on the Orator (O Le Tulafale) Facebook 
page, this equates to memories of growing up in Samoa, or of people in 
Samoa. Another form of evidence is Samoans seeing the film as aiga 
(family group both immediate and extended) thereby triggering episodes of 
their own fāgogo, stories which are passed down from one generation to the 
next, to teach family, historical and cultural relationships.  
 
 

2.2    Heterotopia and Fale Aitu (The House of Spirits) 

  
In 1984, the French journal Architecture-Mouvement-Continuite published 
Michel Foucault’s 1967 radio lecture Des Espaces Autres (Of Other Spaces) 
in which he divides quotidian space into real, utopia, and heterotopia 
spaces. According to Foucault, utopias “present society itself in a perfected 
form, or else society turned upside down” while heterotopia spaces are 
“places that exist…something like counter-sites” found in all cultures. 
These sites can be “simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted. 
Places of this kind are outside of all places” but yet they can have a material 
reality.    
 
Criticism of Foucault’s definition of heterotopia spaces emphasise his focus 
on physical spaces, and as such “the conception is not tied to a space that 
promotes any promise, any hope or any primary form of resistance or 
liberation…heterotopias are fundamentally disturbing places” (Johnson 
2006, p84).  However, Foucault explained that heterotopias are sites which 
are every space. It is between and around the real and utopia spaces.  
Heterotopias are sites which are external, sites which “draws us out of 
ourselves”. Such a comment implies that “there is no pure form of 
heterotopia” (Johnson 2006 p84).   It is on this basis that Foucault’s concept 
can be of interest.      



   

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

    

 

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

The film The Orator (O Le Tulafale) is in itself a heterotopia space as it 
challenges utopian (imaginative) ideals of Fa’a Samoa (Samoan culture) 
and of Fa’a Matai (Samoan chief system).  Tamasese said his image of 
Samoan matai (chiefs) was that they were large and noble in physical 
stature, quick witted, and skilled in using words (2011).   This was an aspect 
he wanted to challenge by deliberately casting a dwarf in the main role. By 
manipulating the point–of-view in the movie through camera angles, the 
viewer sees the world through Saili’s eyes as well as through the eyes of his 
bully tormentors.  This leads to identification with the bullies and the 
victim.  This identification becomes both a utopia and heterotopia site. The 
characters are the reflections of the viewer: one upholding utopian ideal of 
power, the other subverting and resisting that ideal.  Also, the viewer is both 
‘here’ and ‘there’ i.e physically watching the film while at the same time 
being reflected in the film through their identification of the characters. 
However, the viewer knows that the reflective identification is unreal as the 
characters are fictional.  Samoan viewers vacillate between between the 
utopia and heterotopia spaces juxtaposed against each other depending on 
the point-of-view of the lens.  This creates a space of imagining for the 
Samoan viewer in which to evoke memories and connections. Coupled with 
the Samoan narrative structure of fāgogo, Samoans learn to understand the 
beauty of Fa’a Samoa by experiencing its ugliness.  
 
An aspect of fāgogo is that the agaga (the spirit of and the spirit in 
storytelling) can be (but not always) awakened by the narrator being 
possessed.  The spirit then tells the story (Kolone-Collins, 2000).  This is 
similar to the comic practice of fale aitu (literal translation: house of 
spirits).  Hereniko explains that the modern day Samoan comedian is 
similar to the clowns which Samoan matai (chiefs) had to entertained 
people at events in 19

th
 century Samoa. Clowns reminded the chiefs of their 

subjects (1994).  Samoa is a hierarchal chiefly society based on respect and 
it is not custom to criticise the leaders or chiefs.  However,  
 

clowning was an avenue through which society inspected 
itself and commented on its rules and regulations and the 
way in which the imposition of structure and hierarchy 
constrained and stifled creativity and individual 
expressions (Hereniko, 1994, p1)  

 
Thus clowning was society’s pressure valve. In the film, the village’s rugby 
coach is the comic element as a respite from the heavy plot and slow pace.  



   

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

    

 

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

Clowning was also a means in which the leaders could be openly criticised, 
but in a way which still maintained respect and the Va tapuia (sacred bond) 
between chiefs and commoners. This is because of the ‘belief’ that the 
comedians/clowns were the mediums for spirits (Hereniko, 1994).  Modern 
comedies such as Laughing with Samoans staring Etuati Eti, and Tofiga 
Fepulea’i from New Zealand, or Samoans talk about their knives by the 
Naked Samoan Comedy Group, again from New Zealand, portray this 
belief or concept through transvestism.   Sketches involving the opposite 
sex required these actors to wear women’s wigs (usually nothing more), and 
adopt the mannerisms of women. The audience can still see that the 
comedians are still men, but the ‘belief’ of possession permits the 
affectation of women without creating offence and within the boundaries of 
Fa’a Samoa.   
 
The purpose of fāgogo (Samoan storytelling narrative) is to keep the space 
and bond between the person telling the story and the person hearing the 
story.  As mentioned earlier in the paper, the story teller could be possessed 
by an agaga or spirit and so the story teller is simply the medium.  
Tamasese is the story teller.  And at times he has depicted unflattering and 
harsh portrayals of Fa’a Samoa (Samoan culture).   In interviews, Tamasese 
has said that his exploration of Fa’a Samoa was based on his experiences 
(Tamasese 2011). Through the semiotics of film, he is able to 
simultaneously communicate his experiences and escape Samoan criticism.  
But I argue that Tamasese takes this one step further and evokes the agaga 
or faleaitu through the lens.   The camera becomes the narrative entity. 
According to principles of fāgogo, the camera leads viewers to learn the 
lessons embodied in the characters.  This forces Samoans to see the faults of 
Fa’a Samoa, so that they can mentally correct those faults through their 
own stories. On the film’s official Facebook page, comments by Samoans 
who have seen the film spoke of the creation of a new Samoan culture, that 
Tamasese’s courage to show the realities of Samoa indicates the courage of 
Samoans, and that the strength of the film’s message gives Samoans 
strength in their identity.   
 
Through fāgogo and the concept of heterotopia, Samoans experience a new 
sense of cultural identity and experience through learning as evidenced by 
comments posted on The Orator (O Le Tulafale) Facebook page.  At the 
end of story-telling, the viewer experiences loto malie or a satisfied soul 
(Kolone-Collins, 2000). Facebook comments communicate joy and 
happiness after viewing the film.  The second is leo malie or harmony 



   

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

    

 

 

   

   

 

   

   

 

   

       
 

(Kolone-Collins, 2000).   This is achieved if the listener is attentive to the 
story’s message.  Many Samoans, through Facebook, admitted to knowing 
little about their culture and how the film was a perfect learning tool.  
Others exhorted Samoans to watch the film to learn about the intricacies of 
Fa’a Samoa.  The third effect is Tapu’e lagona ma le mafaufau or in other 
words the rewarding of an enriched imagined and spiritual world (Kolone-
Collins, 2000).  This equates to a full understanding of the noble attributes 
of Fa’a Samoa and its relationship with Va Tapuia.  And lastly, a large 
category of Facebook comments were of Samoans declaring pride in being 
Samoan, of their culture, and of Samoa.  T’amalie or confidence is the final 
result of Fāgogo. This is where the listener reaches a point of ‘knowing’. 
 

2.3   Results 

Through analysing the film through the concepts of heterotopia and the 
Samoan narrative framework of fāgogo, the main findings are that the 
camera acts as a narrative entity through which Samoans can experience 
both negative and positive aspects of Fa’a Samoa.   This creates a space 
where past memories and bonds are evoked, and relived, and where stories 
(re)told. To do this, the film creates opportunities for learning and of 
awareness.  The film’s ability to achieve all of this is what Samoans praise. 

    

3.   Conclusion 

 
The Samoan language film The Orator (O Le Tulafale) exposed the Samoan 
culture, both good and bad, to the world.  Samoans praised this film as an 
authentic depiction of their culture.  Their reaction was puzzling given that 
in my experience Samoans have been quick to denounce unflattering 
portrayals.  By using Foucault’s concept of heterotopia, and the Samoan 
narrative of fāgogo as an analytical framework, the result was that the film 
evoked past memories and fomented viewer generated fāgogo.  This is what 
Samoans positively react to rather than to the film. There are few feature 
films about Samoans in Samoa; most visual production focuses on the 
Samoan diaspora.  This prompts questions regarding the experience of 
identity and representation between Samoans on the islands of Samoa and 
Samoans living overseas.  In essence, The Orator (O Le Tulafale) is a film 
with a culturally and moralistic message to the Samoan people about how 
they live and practise Fa’a Samoa.     
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