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Abstract

 
This thesis looks at the home-building and community construction strategies that 
Tokelauans use during the process of re-settlement in Townsville. It also explores how, 
in the process of home building, they gain a sense of place and sense of belonging, 
while simultaneously, maintaining transnational connections with family living 
elsewhere in Australia and abroad. Historically, the Tokelau people are part of a wider 
pan Pacific Island migration phenomenon that began during the mid twentieth century. 
The main receiving countries for many of these Pacific Islander emigrants are America, 
New Zealand and Australia. During the 1980s, Tokelauans started to migrate from New 
Zealand to different parts of Australia. While some have settled in Perth, Sydney and 
Brisbane, others have ventured further north to Townsville. Their northward migration 
to Queensland began in the mid 1990s, with many other Tokelauans following in a 
second migratory wave during the early 2000s. Currently, there are approximately three 
hundred Tokelauans living in Townsville. During the act of migrating, home becomes a 
shifting sphere, and for most migrants moving to another country results in feelings of 
homelessness and placelessness as their status changes from being insiders in their 
place of origin to being outsiders in a new country. In order to make a place for 
themselves and become an accepted part of the wider Townsville community, 
Tokelauans employ several strategies. One of these strategies is to seek the spiritual 
guidance and practical support that churches offer to all migrants. Church halls have 
become important meeting places for Tokelauans to build community sociality. A 
second re-settlement strategy involves voluntary dance performances given by 
Tokelauans at many Townsville community functions throughout the year. The most 
significant social function is the annual Townsville Cultural Fest. This festival is a 
multicultural event, and along with many other cultural groups, the Tokelauans have 
actively supported and consistently participated in the festival activities since their 
arrival in Townsville. The Cultural Fest is an essential part of the Queensland State 
Government’s strong commitment to the promotion of its multicultural and social 
inclusion programs. As such, the Townsville Cultural Fest plays a significant role in 
bridging the gap between migrants and the local people. Townsville people have come 
to know Tokelauan people through their colourful dance displays at the festival each 
year, but know little of the social problems that some Tokelauans experience on a daily 
basis. As a further home making strategy, Tokelauan migrants draw on their 
transnational links with the homeland islands of Tokelau, and Tokelauan communities 
in New Zealand and Australia. The establishment of transnational pathways through the 
web of connections, and the fluidity of community boundaries across the diaspora are 
most discernable at community religious and social events, and in the frequency of 
visits by Townsville Tokelauans to other communities within Australia, New Zealand 
and the Tokelau Islands. Even though they migrate to other countries, Tokelauans still 
regard the island homelands as the centre of their universe. Return pilgrimages to the 
islands are desired by the older generation, and the trip is a rite of passage for the 
younger generation as it is where the ‘real’ Tokelauan culture’ is practiced. During 
return visits, Tokelauans are able to relive old memories, make new ones and re-
invigorate aspects of their culture in their diasporic communities. The nature of some 
transnational activities will continue to change over time, but as this study shows, these 
activities have effectively transformed Tokelauan settlements into transnational 
communities without borders through the ongoing inclusion of Tokelauan migrants into 
the politics of the homeland islands. A sense of who they are now, as Townsville 
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Tokelau people, is directly related to the frequent and sustained long-distance 
communication and travel to other Tokelau communities. In effect, participation in 
transnational activities, plus local influences on the daily lives of Tokelauans has 
created a multiplicity of Tokelauan identities and communities.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction   

 
 

 

God created the earth for people to go to and fro, not to stay in one place. 

(An excerpt taken from an interview with a woman from West India by Karen Olwig 1997:17). 

 

 

My wrist watch registered eleven o’clock by the overhead cabin light when we saw the 

faint outline of New Zealand’s shore line and the twinkling of lights of its coastal towns 

and beachside communities around Wellington from the plane’s small window. As we 

drew closer to the coast, the bright lights outlined the beautiful bay of Wellington. At 

last, my husband and I were arriving in New Zealand where I planned to conduct some 

research on the migration and return migration of the Tokelauan people who have made 

the North Queensland city of Townsville their home. I was in my first year of my PhD 

research with the Tokelauan people when Hina1 invited my husband and I to join her in 

New Zealand in December 2008 while she, her son and his girlfriend visited family 

during the Christmas holidays, and hold her father’s tombstone unveiling ceremony. 

Originally, my husband and I planned to spend three days with Hina and her extended 

family. With their consent, I wanted to observe and participate in the tombstone 

unveiling ceremony and the family social gathering that was to follow. Afterwards, we 

intended to travel to towns and places where other Tokelauan immigrants had settled in 

the North Island, and finally, to Auckland where I would carry out archival research at 

both state and university libraries. 

 

The following day we collected our rental car and headed to the Lower Hutt District of 

Naenae located roughly twenty kilometers north of Wellington. The unveiling ceremony 

was scheduled to begin at 10.00am. At the sign which read Lower Hutt District, we 

turned off the freeway and drove some distance through outlying suburbs. After two 

wrong turns, we eventually arrived at our destination in Naenae. Following Hina’s 

directions, we arrived at the Tokelau Community Hall with little time to spare. As we 

pulled up in the yard, Hina and some of her family members came out to greet us. I 

                                                 
1 All personal names mentioned in this thesis are pseudonyms.  
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noticed that Hina looked completely at home surrounded by members of her family (see 

Figure 1). She had come home to family and friends and to a place where she had grown 

up; not to her birth place, the Tokelau Islands, but to New Zealand where she had 

emigrated to in her fourteenth year. Hina is now an Australian citizen who identifies 

with and belongs to multiple communities across the diaspora.  

 

 
Figure 1: Hina and family with Father Tokua. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

I felt relieved that my husband and I had made it in time for the Tokelauan ceremony. 

Hina gave us a big hug and welcomed us to New Zealand. However, as I looked around 

at the sea of Tokelauan faces greeting us, I felt a stranger in their midst; a papālagi 

(foreigner) with her husband who had both arrived quite abruptly (although forewarned) 

into their midst. My husband and I had travelled to a distant shore far from the familiar 

sights and sounds of our home town, Townsville, to be with Hina and her extended 

family, and for the first time in my life, I understood a little of how emigrants feel when 

they leave their familiar way of life. 

 

The above narrative captures the basic essence of this thesis which concerns migration, 

re-settlement, place, belonging and transnational networking. Ethnographically, the 

thesis specifically focuses on Tokelauan immigrants and explores how they strive to 

make a place for themselves in one chosen place of settlement, Townsville. Drawing on 
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data compiled from fieldwork, in particular, participant observation, a structured survey 

and interviews, the thesis investigates how the Tokelau people of Townsville 

incorporate aspects of their culture and agency to construct a place for themselves in 

Australia, and how they find a sense of belonging in the city and community in which 

they have settled. 

 

Many migrants find re-settlement problematic as during the process of settling into a 

new place they often find that they no longer belong to the dominant cultural group in 

the new country. Instead, they are seen as outsiders and minorities in the new nation 

state (Castles & Davidson 2000). Upon their arrival on Australian shores, migrants leave 

their former way of life and their extended family and friends. In most cases, migrants 

also have to learn a new language and lifestyle; two areas fundamental for their social 

integration into the country. Re-negotiating one’s sense of identity, sense of belonging 

and place are a critical part of the re-settlement and home-building process, particularly 

if migrants, like the Tokelauans, hope to genuinely become part of the social fabric of 

the new local community and nation state. 

 

In order to understand how Tokelauan migrants make a home for themselves, I will 

investigate throughout the thesis some of the strategies that they use to achieve a sense 

of belonging and place in Townsville, such as, the assistance provided by government 

migrant re-settlement programs, and the local Protestant and Catholic Churches; and the 

maintenance of their transnational ties to Tokelauans communities in Australia, New 

Zealand and the Tokelau Islands. 

Departures and Arrivals 

 

The Tokelau migration is part of a wider pan Pacific Island migration phenomenon that 

began during the mid twentieth century with New Zealand as the main receiving 

country. Tokelauan migration from New Zealand to Australia began most significantly 

during the 1980s and the majority of these early immigrants settled in Sydney, 

Melbourne and Perth. The first migrant settlers arrived in Townsville during the 1990s. 

Following these initial migrations, most Tokelauans currently living in Townsville came 

through a chain migration and social networking system from the well established New 

Zealand and Australian Tokelauan communities. However, some Tokelauan people that 
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I met during my fieldwork arrived directly from the Tokelau Islands. Tokelauans   

ventured to Townsville lured by tales of North Queensland’s warm climate, the 

abundance of favorite Tokelauan foods that are grown here and the plentiful fishing 

areas. Because of the increasing number of Tokelauan people moving into the region, it 

is hard to gage an exact number currently residing in the area. Roughly, there are 

approximately three hundred people who make up the two Tokelauan communities 

living permanently in the Townsville region.  

 

As most Townsville Tokelauans spent time in New Zealand or in other Australian cities, 

before arriving in Townsville, most of them are well versed in the ways of Western 

society. At first, though, some of the older Tokelauans from the Catholic community 

who migrated with their adult children found it harder to adjust to a different life style to 

that found in the homogenous communities of the Tokelau Islands. However, with the 

unconditional support of their families, they are slowly adjusting to life in Queensland. 

As elders, their presence in Townsville ensures the maintenance of the Tokelauan 

culture. Additionally, they play an important role in retaining Tokelauan unity, and the 

enforcement of a moral and spiritual upbringing of Tokelauan children. The loss of 

cultural knowledge and cultural identity are major concerns of Tokelauan people in 

Townsville as the children grow up exposed to modern city living. 

 

Although Townsville is a substantial city, Tokelauans often find it difficult to secure 

paid work. Because of the changes to the Australian and New Zealand Social Security 

Arrangements, unemployment poses a further dilemma for those who arrived in 

Townsville after February, 2001. From that date onwards, New Zealand immigrants 

were excluded from procuring Australian unemployment benefits. As a result, these 

migrants must rely on the generosity of family members for financial support while they 

look for work and accommodation. Newcomers also often face difficulties in finding 

rental housing in Townsville, and, because of this, established families are obligated to 

look after them until they find suitable housing. Those families who do not succeed in 

gaining employment and accommodation are eventually forced to return to New 

Zealand. Tokelauans who do gain work usually find seasonal jobs that, however, place 

financial strains on families when they are layed off over the eight week Christmas 

period.  
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For Tokelauans who arrive with the intention of settling permanently in Townsville, 

church institutions play a very important role in assisting them during the re-settlement 

phase. Townsville Tokelauan migrants belong to different religious organisations, 

including Roman Catholic, Protestant and Jehovah Witness.2 Apart from helping 

migrants in the more mundane matters associated with re-settlement these churches 

provide meeting places for Tokelauan parishioners where they can receive religious 

instruction and spiritual nurturing. Church organizations, as mentioned above, are also 

seen as safe environments that provide newcomers, and the more established migrants, a 

sense of security, comfort, familiarity and a deep sense of belonging. As part of church 

initiatives to assist migrants in Townsville, (a point that is discussed fully in Chapter 

three), the use of church halls (if available) are offered by these religious organisations 

to all migrants groups, including Tokelauans. These halls effectively become gathering 

places where Tokelauans meet and engage in a whole range of social activities. Being 

able to use these halls as meeting places for local and transnational social events, not 

only adds to the homely feeling of being part of a faith community, but is instrumental 

in initiating the home-building and place making-process. 

 

Social events are a crucial part of the re-settlement process for Tokelauan immigrants. 

Putting on social activities provide all Tokelauans, regardless of their religious 

preferences, opportunities to come together as one large community. The single most 

important factor to the Tokelauan people is family, and in Townsville, the majority of 

all Tokelauans share close familial connections to one another. Social events at church 

halls allow Tokelauans to speak their native language, enjoy Tokelauan food and 

perform their cultural dances for their own enjoyment. Since their arrival in Townsville 

Tokelauans have performed their cultural dances throughout the year at voluntary social 

events such as at local charities, old peoples’ homes, schools, university functions, and 

at the annual five day Townsville Culture Fest.  

 

Maintaining transnational connections to family is crucial to the re-settlement process. I 

will explore some of these connections and their relationship to place-making through 

ethnographic accounts of two transnational functions in more detail in the following 

chapters.  
                                                 
2 The majority of the research focused on the Roman Catholic Tokelauans. At the time this research was 
undertaken there was only one family who belonged to the Townsville Jehovah Witness Church. 
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Being in the field 

 

To understand the notion of place-making, belonging and transnational ties in the re-

settlement process, I was invited by people from the two Tokelau communities to be a 

part of their social and religious activities. These gatherings became focal points of my 

field research. I found that they were invaluable places where I could observe, 

participate in, and explore migrant agency in securing a feeling of belonging and 

acquiring social inclusion in their new environment.  

 

During my fieldwork, my husband, Geoff was always asked by the Tokelau people to 

join in their activities. In a culture where the man is still considered the head of the 

household, the presence or lack of presence of my husband was always noted. They 

would always ask after him and would want to know why he did not come to the socials 

that I attended. So, I would bring him along to weddings and to the annual Townsville 

cultural fests. He also accompanied me on my field research trips to other Tokelau 

communities in Sydney and New Zealand. I found that his presence was extremely 

valuable as, at times, the Tokelauans felt more comfortable in my presence with him 

beside me.  

 

Apart from the field trips to Sydney and New Zealand, the majority of my fieldwork 

was undertaken in my home town of Townsville. Going away for long periods to 

conduct fieldwork in a place far from my family was not an option for me due to family 

commitments. Therefore, after much consideration, I decided to narrow my main focus 

to finding a research project in Townsville that centered on migration issues. John 

Morton (1999:245) argues in his article ‘Anthropology at Home in Australia’ that in 

recent times there has been a ‘proliferation’ of research carried out ‘at home’ in 

Australia rather than the traditional method of going ‘into the field’ somewhere abroad. 

The trend towards studying at home rose with the recognition of Australia being a rich 

field for anthropological inquiry, particularly in the study of migration which had been 

mostly ignored by researchers (Bottomley 1992), and because of time and financial 

limitations placed on research students. According to Acciaioli, Robinson and 

Tonkinson (1999:72): 
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…current financial constraints on postgraduate support, the trend 
towards research ‘at home’, including multi-sited ethnography with a 
‘home’ component will doubtless intensify. This trend should lead to 
staff appointments and curriculum changes that provide more relevant 
teaching and expert supervision in these areas. Common interests and 
complementary methodologies in the study of Australian society and 
culture should bring anthropology, sociology and cultural studies 
closer together. (Acciaioli et al 1999.72) 

 

The above statement is pertinent to my own research. Apart from my personal 

commitments, I was restricted financially, and therefore, was unable to travel to the 

Tokelau Islands during my fieldwork. But, going to the islands was not crucial to the 

overall research data, as my study focused on migrant re-settlement in Townsville. The 

fieldwork in Townsville, Sydney and New Zealand, was, nevertheless, challenging, as 

the Tokelau people, language and culture were unfamiliar to me.  

 

I chose migration and re-settlement as a focus of study as I have always had a strong 

interest in migration history, especially the migrants who came to Australia after World 

War II. During the course of writing my Anthropology honours thesis, which covered 

aspects of migration and festive dance performance of a cultural group from West 

Sumatra, I developed a keen interest in similar fields in Australia. Towards the end of 

my honours project, my supervisor brought my attention to the Tokelau migrants living 

in Townsville. The Tokelauans were known to her through her own research on Pacific 

festivals. Growing up in Townsville during the 1960s and 70s, and being a fifth 

generation Townsvillian, I was aware of the Greek, Italian and Chinese migrant 

communities, as I saw them occasionally at public functions and at the primary and 

secondary school I attended. At age fifteen I attended a double Greek wedding with my 

family in Townsville. This event gave me an opportunity to experience some cultural 

aspects of their community.  

 

During the latter part of the 1960s and 1970s in Townsville most migrant groups were 

relatively invisible to the mainstream community. Later on, as an adult, I occasionally 

saw people from diverse cultures at places like the Cotters Markets and grocery stores, 

but I never knew who they were or where they came from. It was not until I began 

volunteering at the Townsville Multicultural Support Group that I realised just how 

many migrants from different cultural backgrounds have made and are still making their 

home in Townsville.  
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I started my volunteer work in March 2006. After contacting the Townsville 

Multicultural Support Group (TMSG) and informing them of my research, I began 

working every Friday from 8.30am until 12.30pm in the Townsville Multicultural 

Support Group office. My volunteer work at TMSG continued over the next two years 

until August 2008. I also volunteered at social events held by TMSG during this time.  

During my first week, I was introduced to two Tokelauan women who worked at the 

centre on a part time basis in the migrant re-settlement program. One of these women 

was employed at TMSG in the migrant and refugee re-settlement program. When I 

informed her of my intending research project she assured me that she would approach 

the committee about my project, and would help me gain access to the Tokelau 

community. It was not until I began attending the Townsville Cultural Fest, dance 

practices and church prayer meetings that I came to understand the dynamics of their 

community formation.  

 

During the early part of my fieldwork at TMSG, I met many migrants of diverse 

backgrounds. One man, a Fijian and a TMSG employee, informed me that the 

Tokelauans were very reserved, and that I may have trouble getting information from 

them about their migration experiences. He warned me that it would take time to gain 

their trust. At first, this advice was quite disheartening, because, during the course of 

talking to some of the Tokelau people at TMSG, I had indeed experienced their reserve 

first hand. Yet, while I found that there were some Tokelauans who did not want to take 

part in my research, most were only too willing to assist me. It became clear to me early 

into the research, that I would need a Tokelauan mentor to help me gain access to the 

community, and more importantly, to interpret the language and cultural meanings. 

 

Fortunately, my mentor came in the form of a lovely Tokelauan woman, Hina, a mother 

of seven children, who was willing to help me throughout the long months of my 

research. I wish to add here that all the real Tokelauan names of the research 

participants have been changed to pseudonyms. With her support, I was able to 

immerse myself into many Tokelauan social and religious activities. The majority of 

my research is based on detailed participant observation field work and the 

interpretation of social events in conjunction with historical ethnography. I also used 

the snowball technique in conjunction with formal interviews and a survey 

questionnaire. However, I found that both the interviews and the survey did not meet 



9 

with a great deal of success, mainly due to the difficulty in locating willing participants 

for the interview, and a reluctance of most Tokelauans to fill in the survey forms.  

 

My first meeting with a group of Tokelauan people took place on Friday 11th August 

2006. With much trepidation, I met with the Tokelau community members at 7 pm in a 

small room at the Thuringowa Council building. The members of this Tokelau group 

had been established in Townsville for four years, and were part of the second wave of 

Tokelauan migrants who arrived after 2000. After a long interview session, during 

which I put forward my research proposal and answered many of their questions, I was 

granted permission to pursue an anthropological study focusing on their migration and 

re-settlement patterns and aspects of cultural change and continuity.  

 

After my initial meeting with the Tokelauans, I contacted the principal organiser of the 

Townsville Cultural Fest, Dr Favardin Dalari and also the Townsville City Council’s 

Cultural Director at that time. Both these people provided me with contact details of a 

Tokelauan man from another, but well-established Tokelauan family. Faumui was well 

known to both of these people because of his family’s long standing support of the 

Cultural Fest, and generosity in sharing aspects of Tokelauan culture, like basket 

weaving and performing dances for the public. After much difficulty in contacting 

Faumui, I finally met him in the following December some four months after my initial 

contact with him. Earlier in the month I had been invited to Faumui’s eldest daughter’s 

wedding by one of the Tokelauan women I had met at TMSG. Although I met Faumui 

at the wedding and introduced myself to him it would not be until April 21st 2007 

before I had a chance to interview him. This first interview occurred after I was invited 

by Faumui’s brother to attend a family meeting at a local City Council hall in Heatley. 

This hall is a popular meeting place where this family gathers together. For the 

purposes of my research, this hall became an important place in which to observe and 

participate in some their social functions. 

 

In seeking to understand the migration process and some of the strategies that 

Tokelauan migrants use during the re-settlement process, my key research questions 

that I pursued in this thesis are: 

 

 What are the motivating factors for Tokelau migration?  
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 What is the relationship between the Christian church (Roman Catholic, 

Protestant and Jehovah Witness) and Tokelau migrants?  

 What role does participating in public and private social events play in 

establishing a sense of place and belonging in Townsville?  

 Are transnational connections maintained across the diaspora?  

 Are return migration and remittances practiced by Tokelau migrants?  

 How does migration affect a person’s identity, and how is that identity re-

configured during the course of re-settling. 

 

In August 2006, I began to gather information about the Townsville Cultural Fest. 

During my first meeting with the Tokelauans, they had told me about how important the 

festival was to them, and of their dedication to support the five-day festival each year 

through their dance performances and the sale of goods at their cultural stall. I 

approached several people connected with the general running of the festival, and they 

were happy to supply me with information about it.  

 

On the 18th August, 2006, my husband and I went to our first Townsville Cultural Fest 

to watch two Tokelauan groups perform. At the festival I approached one of the 

Tokelauan elders who I had previously interviewed and asked him if I was permitted to 

video their performances on the two nights of the festival. I found him very 

approachable, and not only did he grant me permission to video and take pictures, but, 

he also told me that it would be a good idea to interview of older folk even though most 

of them do not speak English. They would, he told me, have quite different experiences 

about migration and re-settlement. I soon realised that I would require a portable digital 

dictaphone. Fortunately, I already owned a portable video camera, which proved to be 

invaluable for filming the Tokelauan dance performances. As part of a reciprocal 

exchange, I gave out numerous dvd copies of the 2006, 2007, 2008 and 2009 festival 

performances to some Tokelauans living in Townsville. Researching Tokelauan festival 

participation in this thesis also brought to light the value of festivals, as a state 

construct, in helping migrants become socially included into mainstream Australian 

society.  
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As part of my ethnographical research, I attended numerous Tokelauan social events. 

These included church services, weddings, wakes, birthdays, fund-raising socials, 

cricket matches, dance practices and voluntary community dance presentations. These 

presentations were performed at places, such as the Townsville Cultural Fest, old 

people homes, the James Cook University and church sponsored events held at different 

venues. Attendance and participation in such Tokelau community events gave me some 

insight into Tokelauan culture and the social changes they have experienced over time. 

Like Va’a (2001:45) in his study of Samoan immigrants to Australia, I found that 

participant observation was crucial to my overall study. According to Vaá (2001:45): 
 

Participation and observation place the experience in context through the 
subtle interplay of the senses, in seeing the performance of ritual…or 
hearing the speech of the orator, or smelling, tasting and eating the 
Samoan food, or feeling the delicate texture of the gifts. Equally 
important is giving attention to the observed symbolic action of the social 
participants, the significance of their body language as signs of inner 
feelings and dispositions and their interactions with others as constituting 
social action in the Weberian sense. In other words, participant 
observation allows for a more effective reading of the social text in its 
dualism as both process and product.  

 

I found that participating in the Tokelauan community was a highly rewarding 

experience. By offering my assistance, whether it was giving someone a lift to a 

function, sewing dance costumes or helping with the cooking and serving, I felt that I 

was slowly beginning to be less of an outsider in the Tokelauan community. The 

language barrier became less significant as the majority of the Tokelauans that I spent 

my days with could all speak English, and there was always someone ready to interpret 

for me when the Tokelauan language was spoken. Although the feeling of being part of 

the group developed slowly over the eighteen months of research, I felt that once the 

initial shyness dissipated (on both sides) it was their generosity of spirit, friendliness 

and willingness to accept me into their lives that allowed me to feel a part of the 

Tokelau community both during and after my fieldwork.  

 

One of the most memorable parts of my research occurred before the 2007 Townsville 

Cultural Fest. Three weeks before the festival, a group of Tokelau women (from the 

three religious organizations) got together to sew new dance costumes. Although my 

sewing skills are extremely limited, I offered my services and my sewing machine to 

help sew the forty dance costumes. Over a period of two weeks, I drove to a Tokelauan 
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woman’s house, who at that time, lived in a suburb near me, to make costumes. During 

the weeks leading up to the festival, I met other Tokelau women, who would also come 

to this woman’s place to sew costumes. The day before the festival I also helped the 

women find and gather ferns that were to be used as part of the costume. After picking 

up two Tokelauan women, (one was my mentor) in my car, I drove them to various 

parks and gardens where we collected copious amounts of ferns to take back to the 

dressmaker’s place. There, other Tokelau women, who had assembled at the woman’s 

place to work on the intricate leis, head and body adornments, would string them 

together with twine. Some of the ferns would be tied around the waist to hang over the 

front of the costume. The time I spent with the Tokelauan women, although they spoke 

mostly in the Tokelauan language, was a very pleasurable experience, and it allowed 

me to see how much preparation goes into the making of the costumes each year for the 

Cultural Fest.  

 

During my fieldwork, I was fortunate enough to be invited by the members of the 

Tokelau Catholic community to two separate social events held outside the Townsville 

region. The first event was in July 2008 in Sydney. Accompanied by my husband, I 

went with a Townsville Tokelauan dance group and some family members on a 

religious pilgrimage to the twenty-third World Youth Day celebrations, a Catholic 

youth festival attended by Pope Benedict XVI. The other event involved journeying to 

New Zealand to visit my informant who had returned to the New Zealand to spend the 

Christmas holiday with close family in the community of Naenae as I have mentioned 

above in the introduction. These two events proved crucial for understanding the web of 

connections to family abroad, and how Tokelauans in Townsville continue to engage 

with other Tokelauans in Australia and across the diaspora.  

 

My research with Tokelau people in Townsville reveals that family and religion are 

paramount whether they live somewhere abroad or somewhere in Australia. Tokelauans 

actively maintain close links with other family members and close friends who live in 

other Tokelau communities and other towns and cities globally. My study on aspects of 

emigration and immigration has made me keenly aware of the fact that Tokelauans, like 

other people who have migrated to Australia, do not emigrate with the intention of 

severing ties with their homeland. Rather, they regard the places where previous 

Tokelauan communities have sprung up as an extension of their own community in 
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Townsville. As such, Tokelauans do not belong only to the place where they live and 

work. There are no borders separating each local community, only distance. Instead of 

being isolated in just one area of settlement, Tokelauans are linked by a series of 

intangible threads; a web of connections and pathways criss-crossing land and sea to 

communities in the Tokelau Islands, New Zealand and Australia.  

 

As I progressed through my fieldwork, I began to gain a fuller appreciation of the fact 

that return trips to the homeland is a fundamental part of the migration process. 

Accordingly, research on migration in today’s society where air travel is popular and 

relatively cheap will involve a certain amount of movement to and fro, and, in and out 

of different places; and actively involves following research participants who are, from 

time to time, going somewhere to visit family.  

 

My travels to the some of the places where the Tokelauans went to during my fieldwork 

were important in understanding their migration and transnational state. In undertaking 

research on a migrant group of people, such as the Tokelauans, researchers must adapt 

to a different way of gathering information. George Marcus (1995:98) postulates ‘for 

ethnographers interested in contemporary local changes in culture and society, single-

sited research can no longer be easily located in a world system perspective.’ Thus, the 

research site encompasses multiple locations where further observations and 

participation in the social activities of the research group are carried out (Marcus 1995).  

 

In a similar vein, James Clifford (1997:8) remarks: 

 

To see fieldwork as a travel practice highlights embodied activities 
pursued in historically and politically defined places. This worldly 
emphasis contributes to an opening of current possibilities, an 
extension and complication of ethnographic paths. For as the travelers 
and research sites of anthropology change in response to geopolitical 
shifts, so must the discipline. 

 

Without the ‘lived experience’ of journeying to and observing and participating in 

social events in multiple places, I could not have fully appreciated the strong continuing 

connections that Tokelauans have to relatives living elsewhere. As James Clifford so 

aptly points out, contemporary fieldworkers must take into account that their research 

participants do not necessarily stay put in one place. Where once the anthropologist 
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travelled to a bounded, small community in an often remote part of the world, the 

modern researcher, on the other hand, must be prepared to follow the people they are 

researching wherever they travel (in my case, Sydney and New Zealand). The place of 

the fieldwork site, as constructed by the researcher is, thus, expanded to include other 

places that become equally important to the overall knowledge of the migration process. 

The anthropologist, hence, becomes the follower, and place becomes a shifting 

borderless entity. 

Previous Research 

 

In this section, I acknowledge some of the major studies undertaken on the people and 

their culture from the Tokelau Islands and their migration to New Zealand. Although 

there is no known research conducted on the Tokelau people who have settled in 

Townsville, the following major research on Tokelau culture and migration informs 

some areas of this thesis.  

 

Two major ethnographic works important to this thesis were undertaken by Gordon 

Macgregor (1937) and Judith Huntsman and Anthony Hooper (1996). Researched at a 

time before the beginning of major Tokelau emigrations to New Zealand and Australia, 

the majority of Macgregor’s data was gathered during a short two month visit to the 

three atoll islands supplemented with some unpublished notes on Tokelauan culture 

formerly completed by Dr Andrew Thomson of Canada. Macgregor’s historical 

research was obtained through a village elder, Timoteo, who witnessed the first arrival 

of Christian missionaries in 1859. Through this informant, Macgregor was able to 

record some of the ancient Tokelau culture practiced before the arrival of Europeans. 

Although limited to the Tokelau Islands, Macgregor’s ethnology is an invaluable source 

of knowledge about the early history, social organization, religion, mythology, dance 

and songs and ancient customs of the Tokelau Island people. 

 

Both Anthony Hooper and Judith Huntsman initially carried out fieldwork during the 

1960s and 1970s. Hooper published work in 1968 and 1969 and Huntsman in 1969 and 

1971. These researchers wrote on varied topics of Tokelauan Island life before 

eventually collaborating on joint projects (Hooper and Huntsman 1973, Huntsman and 

Hooper 1975 and 1976). Following on from Macgregor’s earlier work, Huntsman and 
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Hooper’s (1996) detailed ethnography some fifty-nine years later offers an in-depth 

research on Tokelauan life in the three island atolls. Gathered from years of intense 

research, this rich ethnography documents the history, folklore, village life, social life 

and customs of a more contemporary way of life in the atoll islands.  

 

During the 1990s other ethnographic studies were carried out on the people of the 

Tokelau Islands. While some research focused predominately on aspects of cultural 

heritage (Allan Thomas 1996; Allan Thomas, Tuia and Huntsman (1990), other studies 

centered on Tokelau migration and Tokelauan history and cultural and social change 

and continuity (Anthony Hooper 1982, 2006; Huntsman 2004); and re-settlement and 

health in New Zealand (Wessen, Hooper, Huntsman, Prior and Salmond 1992). 

 

Two PhD theses were completed on aspects of Tokelau migration to New Zealand. The 

first was completed by Boardman in 1974 and Valerie Green in 1998. Boardman’s 

research focused migration and social changes experienced by Tokelau migrants in 

New Zealand while Green’s study centered on the voluntary migration, re-settlement 

and social organization of Tokelau urban communities in New Zealand’s North Island.  

 

Further research on Tokelau Island society was conducted during the 1990s and early 

2000s. Ingerd Hoëm (1995) and Hoëm and Roalkvam (2003) undertook detailed 

ethnographic and linguistic research on the Tokelau Islanders. Hoëm’s research 

includes the documentation of Tokelauan social structure, customs and culture, 

language and narrative (Hoëm 1995; 2003). In 2007, in two separate bodies of research, 

Peter Macquarrie (2007), and also Judith Huntsman and Kelihiano Kalolo (2007) 

completed the most recent work on Tokelauan Island history, culture and society.  

 

Apart from Huntsman and Hooper’s 1996 ethnography, Valerie Green’s study is 

pertinent to some areas of my own research. Her study looks at the continuities and 

changes that have occurred to Tokelauan culture since their first migrations in the 

1960s. Her research is divided into two study areas both of which focuses on the 

tupulaga or the younger generation within the New Zealand population. One study is 

community-based with an emphasis on the social interactions of generation cohorts of 

tupulaga and tupuna elders; the other study investigates what Green calls ‘the detached’ 

younger generation, children of immigrants who prefer to split away from the 
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established migrant communities and are often scattered throughout New Zealand. 

These detached Tokelauans became geographically scattered over the countryside and 

remain independent of Tokelauan communities.  

 

Whether some of these detached individuals made their way to Australia is uncertain as 

there are no known studies undertaken on Tokelauans in Australia. While my research 

does not focus on detached Tokelauans, incorporated into the thesis are questions about 

the relationship between Tokelauans who migrated to Townsville and other Tokelauans 

living in communities elsewhere. It is quite probable that some of these ‘detached’ 

Tokelauans that Green researched now reside in Townsville. 

Townsville 

 

As a contemporary migration destination, Townsville is a large North Queensland 

coastal city situated some 1,368 kilometers north (driving distance) of the State Capital, 

Brisbane. Known as the unofficial capital of North Queensland, Townsville’s 

preliminary estimated resident population as at 30 June 2010 was 185,768 persons.3 

Townsville was originally inhabited by the Wulgurukaba, Bindal, Girrugubba, 

Warakamai and Nawagi Indigenous groups. The Wulgurukaba and Bindal claim to be 

the traditional owners of the Townsville area. As the largest city outside Brisbane, 

Townsville is the North Queensland administrative centre for State and Federal 

Government agencies. The most notable of these agencies are Centrelink and the 

Australian Taxation Office.  

 

Townsville has a diverse range of industries. Traditionally Townsville is well known as 

an industrial port. Minerals such as zinc and copper come from Mount Isa and 

Cloncurry. The city has manufacturing and processing plants and refines zinc, copper 

and nickel. Beef and wool also are brought in from the western regions, and sugar and 

timber come from the coastal areas of North Queensland. Tourism is also growing in 

this region as Townsville is situated within a close proximity to Magnetic Island, the 

Great Barrier Reef and local historical diving attractions. 

                                                 
3 Townsville City Council, Population and Dwelling Profile. Office of Economic and Statistical Research.  
http://www.oesr.qld.au/products/profiles/pop-housing-profiles-Iga/pop-housing-profile-townsville.pdf 
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Music and cultural festivals are held throughout the Townsville calendar year and these 

are attended by national and international performers. The cultural festivals include the 

Greek Festival, the Filipino Festival, the Italian Festival and the five-day Townsville 

Culture Fest. The participation and cultural performance at the annual Culture Fest by 

the Tokelau people living in Townsville will be explored in depth in Chapter Six. 

Apart from the range of artistic and cultural events that bring people from diverse 

cultures together in a spirit of sharing, Townsville has numerous organizations that 

offer a broad range of services and information to assist in the successful re-settlement 

of immigrants and refugees into the Townsville region. Some of these organizations 

include: Diversicare, Multicultural Mental Health services and language classes 

conducted at the Barrier Reef Institute of Tafe.4 

The Intercultural Centre 

 

The Townsville Intercultural Centre which provides a wide range of services, settlement 

programs and support for migrant and refugee women. Some of these services include: 

the International Women’s Group, Job track and Ethnic Community Care. These 

services encompass all aspects of care ranging from personal care, transportation to and 

from medical care, to home maintenance. Social events as well as arts and craft group 

and social outings are part of the many services provided.5  

                                                 
4 See Diversicare for a full description of services. http:/www/diversicare.com.au/wp-
content/uploads/Tokelauan.pdf 
5 See The Townsville Intercultural Centre Ltd for a full list of support services. 
http://townsvilleic.com.au/ 



18 

The Townsville Multicultural Support Group 

 

The Townsville Multicultural Support Group (TMSG) is funded by Federal, State and 

Local Government. TMSG is contracted to the Department of Immigration and 

Citizenship to ensure the successful settlement of refugees in the Townsville region. 

This Group is also heavily involved in the re-settlement of migrants in Townsville. The 

Group offers a wide range of support services as well as training and educational 

programs. Some of these services include: finding suitable accommodation, providing 

access to educational services, language, leadership, healthy eating and craft 

workshops. 6 

The Townsville Intercultural Centre and TMSG act as support agents to all immigrants 

and refugees settling in Townsville. During my time as a volunteer at TMSG, I helped 

out at special Christmas social functions, hosted by the staff at TMSG. Most of those 

who attend these socials each year are from the diverse migrant population in 

Townsville. Everyone is asked to bring a plate of food to share, so, subsequently, there 

is always a large array of delicious cultural foods to enjoy. TMSG also supports 

migrants in celebrating the annual Harmony Day event where migrant groups, along 

with the wider Townsville community, celebrate multicultural diversity and social 

inclusion. I have outlined just some of the many services that both these organizations 

offer to newcomers. These services will be explored further in Chapter Two in relation 

to the Tokelau families who have made their home in Townsville.  

Making a new home  

 

Place, place-making and belonging are important considerations in any discussion of 

migration, re-settlement and transnational practices. Researchers inquiring into the 

human experiences of migration often use words that describe the process of migration 

such as: departure and arrival, place and placelessness, uprooting and regroundings; 

displacement and em-placement, location, dislocation and re-location; belonging, dis-

belonging, rupture, break, split, moving out, moving on and inclusion and exclusion 

(Ahmed et al 2003, Feld & Basso 1996). These words evoke impressions of motion and 

movement, a flow of people coming and going, breaking away from a past life to follow 

                                                 
6 The Townsville Multicultural Support Group. http:/www.tmsg.org.au/ 
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new pathways to new global locations. Yet, in the midst of moving and settling, how do 

people make sense of the dynamics of place, being in place and place-making? How do 

people find a sense of belonging to a new and often strange place?  

 

To answer these questions, I highlight throughout the thesis the different strategies 

Tokelauans use to make a new home in Townsville. Of concern to this thesis then, is an 

understanding the notion of place, a sense of place, belonging and transnational 

participation after migration. I investigate these concepts throughout the thesis to show 

how Tokelauans experience the re-settlement process. In order to research the thesis 

questions, I have adopted a phenomenological approach that focuses on ‘sense of place’ 

(e.g. Casey 1996, 1997; Feld and Basso 1996). This concept fits with my focus on the 

micro study of human migration; that is, migrants’ experiences and agency in the 

migration and home making process. I also frame my analysis through the theoretical 

literature on belonging (e.g. Castles and Davidson 2000; Lustig and Koester 2000) and 

transnationalism (eg Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton 1992). 

 

One of the key approaches in the study of the relationship between place and people is 

the emphasis on human responses to the environment and cultural geography. 

Heidegger (1973) views human beings in general terms of their ‘being-in-the world.’ 

Heidegger’s theory of dwelling or what he calls a ‘topos’ pursues an extensive 

investigation of the positioning of place and geographical space in the engagement of 

humans with the world and in the world. Dwelling is created and re-created by the 

‘carving out of places’ specifically designed to re-shape the ‘physical world’ to suit 

individual people (Smith, Light and Roberts 1998:4).  

 

From a phenomenological and psychoanalytic framework, Bachelard (1969:8) writes 

about the exploration of places (topoanalysis) and a love of place (topophilia). In this 

perspective ‘the life of the mind is given form in the places and spaces in which human 

beings dwell and those places themselves shape and influence human memories, 

feelings and thoughts’ (Bachelard 1969:8). Interested in the relationship between the 

self, memory and the mind, Bachelard (1969:4) sees that an individual’s home is his/her 

special ‘corner of the world;’ the ‘first universe’ or ‘cosmos.’ In this sense, place 

implies stability (de Certeau 1984:117). A memory forms from living in a place, and 

emotionally connects people to those places (de Certeau 1984:108).  
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Similarly, Casey (1997: ix) argues that place is embodied knowledge that is grounded 

within the primordial human being. He writes: 

 

Whatever is true for space and time, this much is true for place; we 
are immersed in it and could not do without it. To be at all-to exist in 
any way-is to be somewhere, and to be somewhere is to be in some 
kind of place. Place is as requisite as the air we breathe, the ground on 
which we stand, the bodies we have. We are surrounded by places. 
We walk over and through them. We live in places, relate to others in 
them, die in them. Nothing we do is unplaced. (Casey 1997:ix) 

 

Here Casey situates the human being directly with place and place-making. He 

recognises that the human body is responsible for creating ‘conflict between earth and 

world.’ The human body is brought into places by the self. ‘My body brings me into 

place…’(Casey 1993:131). Place and beings, then, are intertwined. One entity cannot 

exist without the other. For Casey (1996:9), ‘place is the most fundamental form of 

embodied experience;’ a fusion of ‘self, space, and time.’     

 

The exploration of cultural practices that create meaningful sensed places is also crucial 

in the understanding place and place-making. In this research a sense of place is 

understood as: 

 

…the relation of sensation to emplacement; the experiential and 
expressive ways places are known, imagined, yearned for, held, 
remembered, voiced, lived, contested and struggled over; and the 
multiple ways place are metonymically and metaphorically tied to 
identities. People fashion places, so, too, do they fashion themselves. 
(Feld and Basso 1996:11) 
 

An awareness of the physical environment occurs through a self-conscious experience 

of place and ‘bodily sensation’ and sensual experience (Basso 1996:134). From this 

point of view, a ‘sense of place involves a personal orientation toward place, in which 

one’s understandings of place and one’s feeling about place become fused in the 

context of environmental meaning’ (Hummon 1992:262). Humans have a sense of 

being in a place and experience many different places (Casey 1996:17). People ‘are not 

only in places but of them’ (Casey 1996:19). They are embodied within the social and 

cultural environment (Cohen 2000:8). Sensing a place comes from the embodied 

experience of being in and perceiving that place (Casey 1996:18). Local knowledge 
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emerges with one’s lived experience of an individual’s locality, and to perceive places 

is to know them; to be constitutive of them (Casey 1996:19). As Feld (1996:91) 

succinctly puts it, ‘as place is sensed, senses are placed; as places make sense, senses 

make place’ (Feld 1996:18). Sensing a place, then, is part of what Casey terms, ‘local 

knowledge’, the experiential knowledge of living in a particular place (Casey 1997:ix).  

 

People experience place by moving or walking through particular localities. It is a way 

of making place significant by experiencing the intimacy of the environment (de 

Certeau 1984). De Certeau (1984:117) refers to space in this context as a practiced 

space, in which people become familiar with a particular locale. For de Certeau 

(1984:117), the relationship between humans and the environment is also recognized as 

‘inscribed spaces.’ In other words, people integrate themselves into the places where 

they reside, and in the process of living their everyday lives there, they build emotional 

attachment to them (Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003:13). In this context, the interest 

lies in understanding the embodied experience of place and the use of spaces that 

transform them into places of meaning and memory creation (Low and Lawrence-

Zúñiga 2003:227).  

 

Creating a sense of place also infers place-making and attachment to an environmental 

locality. Being intimate with the land and identifying with places is mutually 

constitutive of a sense of place. People’s deep connection to the environment opens up 

ways humans perceive the places in which they live, and the environment offers many 

possibilities into the exploration of ‘the notion of sense of place’ (Howard 1998:149). 

Humans gain emotional feelings and attachments to the land that they traverse through 

daily, and their experiences and the memories made there. Effectively, they gain a 

feeling of connectedness with the land, a sense of place and home (Gray 2003:225).  

 

Place-making and a sense of place emerges from viewing place as a pause in movement 

(Tuan 1979). The pause relates to the relationship between people, place and 

community. The ‘pause in movement makes it possible for the locality to become a 

centre of felt value’ (Tuan (1979:138). A sense of place and place-making is tied up 

with emotional bonding, experiences and mnemonic images of a particular place (Tuan 

1979). This approach emphasizes the human emotional response and experience about 

being in the environment (Hummon 1992; Heidegger 1973; Tuan 1979). From the 
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perspective of community attachment and local sentiment, Hummon (1992:262) defines 

a sense of place as:  

 
…people’s subjective perceptions of their environments and their 
more or less conscious feelings about those environments…Sense of 
place is inevitably dual in nature, involving both an interpretive 
perspective on the environment and an emotional reaction to the 
environment. (Hummon 1992:262)  

 

People interpret their communal place according to their own subjective experiences. In 

short, place, means different things to different people (Hummon 1992). For some, 

identifying with a group creates a strong sense of belonging. ‘It is a means of finding 

one’s harmonious place in a spiritual entity larger than oneself’ (de Vos and 

Wagatsuma 2006:144). People’s different emotional expressions of a sense of place and 

a sense of community highlight the complexity that exists within modern communities 

(Hummon 1992). While some develop strong emotional ties to their community or 

place, others, especially people who move from one town to another, express more 

ambivalent feelings about the meaning of place (Hummon 1992:274). Building a 

strong, emotional attachment to one’s place can occur in various ways; through ‘a self-

conscious affiliation and the appropriation of public community identities as well as the 

cursive development of personal meanings in the local landscape’ (Hummon 1992:274).  

 

On the other hand, people who feel disconnected or alienated in a community, and who 

are dis-satisfied with their community place, often experience a ‘sense of being out-of–

place’ or placelessness (Hummon 1992:274). The outcome of Hummon’s research 

suggests that while many have moved to different locations during their life they have 

the capacity to develop a homely feeling to a place without becoming emotionally 

attached to that place (Hummon 1992:275). Mobility allows one the opportunity to 

compare different communities, and may impinge upon the self gaining a ‘local sense 

of place,’ thus preventing a complete social integration (Hummon 1992:276). Here, I 

depart from Hummon, and argue that people are capable of forming emotional 

attachments to multiple places and communities both locally and globally. Migrants, for 

example, are capable of maintaining their nostalgic feelings and memories of their 

homeland, while at the same time, form an attachment to the new country. There are no 

limitations to creating emotional attachments to places that hold meaning to an 
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individual. Each place is embedded with the human lived experience, although 

emotional attachments and senses of place and belonging may vary. 

 

An understanding of place and migration requires an understanding of the role of 

perception of place, particularly when inquiring into ‘the dialectic of body, place and 

motion’ (Casey 1996:23). Casey examines three distinct areas of place: staying in place, 

moving within a place, and moving between places. Place, he states, is...‘eventmental, 

something in process, something unconfinable to a thing….or to a simple location.’ 

‘Place is all over the place, not just here or there, but everywhere’ (Casey 1997:337). 

Bodies are carried into different places through moving, and ‘culture, manifested in a 

particular place inhabited by people over long periods of time, is brought by migrants 

into new places (Casey 1997:337).  

 

Moving from one place to another involves a major ‘readjustment of a migrant’s social 

place’ or what Bourdieu (1977) calls ‘habitus’ (Friedman (2005: 318). Pierre 

Bourdieu’s habitus provides an understanding of social interactions, and it is a 

particularly fruitful way to examine migration and re-settlement. Bourdieu (1977: 82) 

explains ‘habitus’ as ‘a system of lasting, transposable dispositions which, integrating 

past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, 

and actions and makes possible the achievement of infinitely diversified tasks…’. 

Friedman (2005:318) applies the notion of habitus to the migration and re-settlement 

experience.  

 

He states that: 

 
Migrants who move from a rural village into the metropolis, looking 
for work in building construction or in factories have to learn not only 
new skills but also a new work discipline, a new rhythm of life, a new 
sense of time. They may struggle with a new dialect or language. 
Their senses are bombarded with a range of new impressions which 
have to be absorbed and interpreted. 
 

Friedman concludes by saying that migration and place making experiences may vary 

across cultures and countries. However, all migrants face the enormous task of making 

‘a successful transition from one habitus to another as a matter of economic survival’ 

(Friedman 2005: 319). 
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Belonging to place/s 

 

The movement of cultural and ethnic groups from their homelands to multicultural 

nations such as Australia has accelerated in recent years. Immigrants who settle in 

Australia come to a country already rich in cultural diversity. Here, people from 

different cultural backgrounds coexist with the dominant population of the host country 

(Castles and Davidson 2000; Lustig and Koester 2000). Cultural identity, belonging and 

place are interwoven concepts central to both a person’s concept of self and his or her 

relationship with a certain cultural group.  However, the act of moving from place to 

place has the potential to rupture an immigrant’s sense of belonging and cultural 

identity (Castles and Davidson 2000). 

 

Cultural identity is defined as ‘one’s sense of belonging to a particular culture or ethnic 

group’ (Lustig and Koester 2000:3). As Heidegger (1969:11) postulates, ‘[i]dentity is 

belonging together.’ Cultural identity is formed by the cultural influences of a particular 

society, including language, religion, ancestry, social structure, regional locality and 

one’s membership within that cultural group or community. One’s sense of belonging 

and identity, however, is not static. Rather, it is fluid and dynamic and has the potential 

to alter and change, particularly where a person is exposed to other cultural influences 

over long time periods (Lustig and Koester 2000). Belonging is an intrinsic part of 

being human. Re-negotiating one’s sense of identity and belonging to a new nation state 

and community is a critical part of the re-settlement process.  

 

By migrating, many migrants are cut off from their familiar social connections, and as a 

result, they often experience strong feelings of dislocation and alienation in the new 

country. One’s sense of place and belonging is temporarily disrupted; migrants’ status 

rapidly changes from being an insider to an outsider (Castles and Davidson 2000). 

Additionally, some migrants may experience a sense of disconnection from their 

familiar social networks and homeland country. Their sense of belonging to familiar 

places imbued with memories and family ties changes as migrants pursue a longing to 

belong to the new country (Ilcan 2002). As Ilcan (2002:1) points out, as populations 

become more mobile, the ‘ideas and practices associated with belonging are under 

constant challenge.’  
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Gaining a new sense of belonging involves moving from outside exclusion to ‘the 

solidarity with those inside; that is, becoming part of the nation state’ and the local 

community (Castles and Davidson 2000:130). Capturing the feeling of belonging and a 

‘sense of place comes from lived experience, and understanding of the intangible 

essence of place’ (Relph 1976:52). In this context, after their initial settlement phase, 

migrants try to build an atmosphere and involve themselves with people and places by 

taking an active role in community activities (Castles and Davidson 2000). 

 

Babacan (2005:11) points out that taking part or volunteering in community events and 

being part of ‘decision-making process of society’ is an important step towards the 

gaining of social acceptance and inclusion. Acquiring a new sense of belonging and 

attachment to place, though, develops slowly over time, and through the constancy of 

social actions with others in the community. My research on the Tokelauan 

involvement in voluntary community events provides such a case study. 

 

People who move to a new region and ‘attach their own biography’ of their arrival and 

settlement to their new locality, have positive feelings about securing a sense of 

belonging to their new environment (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst 2005:29). Being 

able to attach emotionally to a new environment in this way is crucial to gaining a sense 

of place (Savage et al 2005). Moreover, a feeling of belonging begins to develop during 

the process of home making (Castles and Davidson 2000:130). From their studies on 

immigration and re-settlement, these researchers found that during the re-settlement 

phase, migrants tend ‘to construct a place that they can again call home’…because 

home for them is ‘where one feels a sense of belonging and security, and where one can 

decide on acceptable values and forms of behavior’ (Castles and Davidson 2000:130).  

Home, according to Hage (1997:102), is different from a house. He sees migrant home 

and home-building as an affective construct in which migrants gradually gain a feeling 

of being at home.  

Transmigrants 

 

Place, place-making and belonging as micro processes of migrant re-settlement are a 

vital part of the migration and home building process. As they establish themselves in a 

new place migrants often find that they belong to two or more countries simultaneously. 
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In this next section, I examine some of the literature on migration and transnationalism, 

which, as I highlight in the thesis, has a very specific role in the re-settlement process.  

 

Much of the literature on migration that focuses on international aspects of migration 

examines human movement across national borders (for example Massey et al 2005). 

Migration is linked to globalization or more specifically to ‘a global capitalist system’ 

(Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton 1992:8). From this standpoint, the literature 

examines ‘the economic forces that structure the flows of international migration and to 

place the migrants’ responses to these forces and their strategies of survival, cultural 

practices and identities'…within a world of ‘power and inequality’ (Glick Schiller et al 

1992:8). The literature on the globalization of migration also focuses on the ever 

increasing number of countries that are involved in global human movement (Castles 

and Miller 2003:7).  

 

To understand the global migratory phenomenon, a variety of theoretical approaches 

were developed by theorists from different social science disciplines, including History, 

Economics, Sociology, Law, Demography, Political Science and Anthropology (Brettell 

and Hollifield 2000). These research areas study human migration from different 

viewpoints (Castles and Miller 2003). The most recognised frameworks fall into two 

main categories: neoclassical economic theories (macro approach), and theories that 

consider human agency, social networks and transnational activity (micro level) 

(Brettell and Hollifield 2000:2); see also Portes and De Wind 2007).  

 

Some scholars following the neo-classical economic viewpoint argue that migration is 

caused by international labour requirements and human movement that responds to 

those needs (Harris and Todaro 1970). These economic theories of migration are also 

known as ‘push-pull’ theories (Massey et al 2005:12; see also Borjas 1990; Portes and 

Rumbaut 1996). According to Massey et al (2005:13) migration enables ‘a certain 

equilibrium to be achieved between forces of economic growth and contraction in 

different geographic locations.’ The ‘push’ ‘pull’ terminology is used to describe the 

causes of migration such as how people are impelled to migrate usually due to lack of 

employment and low living standards (push factors) to countries which offer a better 

lifestyle and job prospects (pull factors) (Castles and Miller 2003:22). 
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The world systems and dependency theorists study the relationship between financially 

‘rich’ countries and their incursion into poorer nations of the world (Keely 2000:53). 

They are mainly concerned with the ‘international flows of capital’ (Keely 2000:53). 

For example, in order to satisfy the consumer needs of a capitalist society and the 

continued financial success of manufacturers, companies seek other countries’ raw 

assets. Access to the materials requires a large labour force that comes from both an 

internal and international mix of people. Consequently, ‘material and ideological links 

complete the relationship of dependency’ between the capitalist countries and the 

poorer nation states (Keely 2000:53).  

 

While much research has focused on these economic theories of international migration, 

other research explores the significance of family and community links (Glick Schiller 

et al 1992). The recognition of the social complexities found within the migration 

process forms an integral part of the contemporary approach, the Migration Systems 

Theory (Castles and Miller 2003). This body of Migration Systems Theory endeavors to 

encompass all areas ‘of the migration experience,’ and, in doing so, it attempts to throw 

light on the two basic intertwining characteristics of migration, the macro and micro 

structures (Castles and Miller 2003:26). According to Stephen Castles and Mark Miller 

(2003:27) ‘macro-structures refer to large-scale institutional factors, while micro-

structures embrace the networks, practices and beliefs of the migrants themselves.’ 

Linked to these two structures are ‘intermediate mechanisms or what is known as 

‘meso-structures’ (Castles and Miller 2003:27). The micro approach recognises the 

development of a chain migration process, and the development of ‘informal’ social 

networking and the importance of family and community in the migration process 

(Castles and Miller 2003:29).  

 

Switching the focus from the macro structures of migration to the emergence of new 

global linkages opens up a more holistic and interesting way of understanding and 

thinking about all aspects of the immigration and re-settlement procedure. Global social 

connections between the old homeland became known as ‘transnational theory’ (Castles 

and Miller 2003:29).  Levitt and Jaworsky (2007:129) explain that:  

 

Migrants maintained a variety of ties to their home countries while 
they became incorporated into the countries where they settled. 
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Migration has never been a one-way process of assimilation into a 
melting pot or a multicultural salad bowl but one in which migrants, 
to varying degrees, are simultaneously embedded in the multiple sites 
and layers of the transnational social fields in which they live. 
 

Viewing migration through the lens of transnational theory effectively places the 

spotlight solely on ‘human agency’ (Castles and Miller 2003:29). In this way, the 

emphasis is placed on migrants themselves and how they encompass the process of re-

settling and creating belonging to a new place. These processes include the examination 

of the crucial importance of religion in the daily life of the immigrant, and its use as a 

defence against social marginalisation (Ebaugh and Chafetz 2002). 

 

There is no doubt that migrant practices that form the basis of transnational theory  

were stimulated by changing ‘global demographic dynamics’ of the world’s population 

(Zolberg and Benda 2001:10). These researchers and others contend that immigration 

globally, has the tendency to lead to further acts of immigration particularly in places 

where social networks have developed, especially those based on strong family ties 

(Massey et al 2005). The role that established migrants play in setting up social links 

between the country of origin and the country of destination and in the facilitation of 

the re-settlement of other movers is immense (Wooden et al 1994).  

 

Taken from a wider perspective, migration, Loretta Baldassar (2001:10) explains, ‘is 

not simply about geographical movement but cultural continuity, discontinuity and 

transmutation.’ Migration or ‘migrancy’ as Baldassar prefers to call it, is also very 

much about ‘the social construction of identity’ and, in particular, ‘the constructs of 

‘family’ ‘community’ and ‘nation’ (Baldassar 2001:10). In essence, she postulates that 

‘to theorise migration as transnational interaction is to begin to recognise migration as a 

tremendously complex social equation’ (Baldassar 2001:13). Alejandro Portes 

(1999:464) defined the transnational processes as: 

 

Those that take place on a recurrent basis across national borders and 
that require a regular and significant commitment of time by 
participants. Such activities may be conducted by relatively powerful 
actors, such as representatives of national governments and 
multinational corporations, or may be initiated by more modest 
individuals, such as immigrants and their home country kin and 
relations. These activities are not limited to economic enterprises, but 
include political, cultural and religious initiative as well.    
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Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton (1992) fuelled much discussion on 

transnationalism as a concept which describes the social organisation and social 

networks of ‘transmigrants.’ This terminology is used to ‘identify people whose 

existence is shaped through participation in transnational communities based on 

migration (Glick Schiller 1999:203). For Glick Schiller et al (1992:1) 

‘transnationalism’ is described as ‘a social process in which migrants establish social 

fields that cross geographic, cultural, and political borders.’ Glick Schiller et al (1992) 

define transnationalism as: 

 
…the processes by which immigrants build social fields that link 
together their country of origin and their country of settlement. 
Immigrants who build such social fields are designated 
“transmigrants.”  Transmigrants develop and maintain multiple 
relations – familial, economic, social, organisational, religious, and 
political that span borders. Transmigrants take actions, make 
decisions, and feel concerns, and develop identities within social 
networks that connect them to two or more societies simultaneously. 

 

One of the most outstanding features of transmigrants is remittance practices. In this 

practice, migrants send money back to the homeland to generally assist family members 

financially. The money is also often used to build schools and other local developments 

and to improve basic living standards of family members (Castles and Miller 2003:5). 

The term transmigrants, however, should not be used as a blanket term for all migrants 

(Castles and Miller 2003). According to Castles and Miller, many migrant activities do 

not fall into the transmigrant pattern. Migrants include temporary labour workers, 

soujourners, and permanent migrants who move permanently away and have little or no 

contact with family abroad. To be considered a transmigrant in the true sense of the 

word, migrants must actively participate in transnational activities such as remitting 

(Castles and Miller 2003). I show in the thesis that Townsville Tokelauans are still 

practicing remitting, although these practices are changing with the second generation.   

 

The concept of transnationalism as described above has been used extensively by many 

researchers who have studied Pacific Islander migration (see for example, Connell 

2003; Lee 2003, 2004; Macpherson 2004; Spickard et al 2002; Wessen et al 1992). 

Their studies show that many Pacific Islanders, including the Tokelau people (Wessen 

et al 1992), sustained long term connections with their homeland even before modern 

communication was introduced to the islands. Close familial ties and a keen sense of 
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cultural unity underpin the very foundations of the Pacific Islanders way of life 

(Wessen et al 1992). Their personal identities and sense of belonging are usually 

defined ‘in terms of family, village, religious affiliation and national origin’ 

(Macpherson 1996:129).  

 

Typically, the Polynesian social structure pivots around the family and other kinship 

links, and the drive to take care of family is undertaken as part of a larger community 

network (Abbas 1999). They live as collective group rather than operate as individuals 

whether it is producing food or playing sport (Wessen et al 1992). Within this culture, 

children are brought into a close social environment that ‘emphasises social 

responsibility and a sense of belonging in the community’ (Abbas 1999:5). When 

Polynesians migrate, the strong social ties that are established from birth remain 

steadfast despite the long distances between the islands of origin and their new places of 

settlement.  

 

The theoretical frameworks that I have explored above will inform this research 

throughout the following chapters, in which I attempt to provide a better understanding 

of the complexities of place-making and home building within the shifting 

constructions of place.  

Chapter Outline 

 

In Chapter Two, I provide a brief historical overview of the Tokelau Islands, its people, 

culture and religious beliefs. Within this examination, I also look at the Christian 

conversion of the Tokelau Islands during the mid-eighteen hundreds. The ‘discovery’ of 

the Tokelau Islands in the central South Pacific by Europeans followed by Christian 

missionaries triggered a series of devastating events and human exploitation that would 

have far reaching implications for the islander people in the years to come. The social 

changes that inevitably followed European incursions of the three atoll islands were a 

precursor to the mass migrations from the islands that were to follow in the next 

century. The chapter then explores the contemporary history of Tokelauan migration 

from the islands to New Zealand. In particular, I examine the reasons behind the initial 

emigrations from New Zealand and the migrations that occurred during the latter part of 

the twentieth century.  
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Chapter Three follows the course of Tokelau migrations to Townsville. After a brief 

historical exploration of the Townsville region, the chapter moves on to examine 

political environment that fostered the immigration of Tokelauans to Australia. 

Although there has been a movement of people between New Zealand and Australia 

well before the 1920s, changes to the Australian Government policies in the 1970s saw 

a relaxation of immigration laws that allowed New Zealanders to work and live in 

Australia. Moreover, this era saw the dismantling of the assimilation policies and the 

implementation of multiculturalism. The Australian governments through their 

multicultural policies foster the maintenance of migrant heritage. In this chapter I 

explore the literature on the attributes of Australian multicultural policies, and 

Australia’s stance on ensuring the social inclusion and acceptance of migrants from 

diverse cultures. The second half of the chapter explores the reasons for Tokelau 

migrations to Townsville and the experiences of the Tokelauan immigrants through 

personal narratives. It follows some of the stories of their re-settlement and their 

journey of building a home for themselves in Townsville. 

 

In Chapter Four, I examine the role of the Catholic and Protestant Churches in helping 

Tokelauans in the place making and home building process. Tokelauans like many 

other migrant groups search out religious congregations for some measure of security 

and stability especially during the early stages of re-settlement in a new place. I 

examine the relationship between religion and Tokelauan immigration during the initial 

waves of settlement in New Zealand to compare these findings with the secondary 

immigration to Townsville. In this chapter, I explore how the Catholic and Protestant 

Churches extend their assistance to the Tokelauans by encouraging them to use church 

halls as a safe place for them to hold many of their social functions. These halls have 

become important places for them to hold an array of social events. Moreover, they are 

places where Tokelauans have the opportunity to re-capture a sense of belonging and 

begin the home building process. Their desire to build their own meeting place is also 

discussed in this chapter. 

 

Chapter Five builds on Chapter Four and explores the role of Christianity among the 

Catholic Tokelau migrants in Townsville, and how they have re-defined themselves as 

Townsville Catholics. To achieve a deeper understanding of their strong religious 
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bonds, I provide in-depth ethnographic data collected at the Catholic World Youth 

religious pilgrimage held in Sydney in 2008 in which a Tokelau dance troupe 

performed for the Pope in a global arena. The exploration of the ‘coming of the light’ 

dance provides an insight into an important part of Tokelauan Christian history and 

their commitment to a renewal of their Catholic faith in Townsville.  

 

In Chapter Six, place, belonging, place-making and identity are also explored through 

an examination of the Tokelauan community participation at the Townsville Culture 

Fest. Cultural festivals are celebrated in many towns and cities across Australia today. 

Cultural festivals are promoted by the Federal and State Governments in their pursuit of 

multiculturalism and to endorse social inclusion. This chapter, thus, examines the 

Government’s role in encouraging cultural festivals, and then looks at the festivals from 

the point of view of the Tokelau people and how they have embraced the concept of the 

festival since their arrival in the 1990s. It also highlights some of the difficulties faced 

during re-settlement by the second wave of immigrants who arrived after changes were 

made to the Trans-Tasman Agreement between Australia and New Zealand in 2001.  

 

In Chapter Seven, I examine the maintenance of the close relationship between the 

Townsville Tokelauans and family and friends from other Tokelauan communities in 

the Tokelau Islands, New Zealand and Australia. The Tokelau Islands remain the 

spiritual homelands for Tokelauan migrants, and today, some Tokelauans journey back 

to the islands to experience the real Tokelauan culture and language and to visit with 

extended family. The chapter then traces other aspects of transnationalism such as the 

practice of remittance giving among the Townsville Tokelauan community.  

 

Participation in transnational activities is one of the most important strategies in place 

making as well as an integral way to preserve their cultural heritage. I explore these 

transmigrant ties through two social functions and survey data taken during my 

fieldwork. The first social event was held in New Zealand where I attended a tombstone 

unveiling ceremony which was followed by a social event at a Tokelauan community 

hall in the suburb. The second social was in Townsville where Tokelauans held a 

farewell social for the three visiting Mayors of the Tokelau Islands who visit the 

Australian communities periodically. I show how Tokelauans in Townsville continue to 

be actively involved in the political affairs in the island homelands, and how the 
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Internet, Facebook and You Tube serve to keep Tokelauans connected to family living 

elsewhere.  

 

In Chapter Eight I conclude by exploring the main conceptual framework that I have 

pursued throughout this body of research. The thesis attempts to show that gaining a 

sense of belonging and place-making are integral to immigrant re-settlement. The 

Townsville Tokelauans have achieved this sense of belonging and sense of place 

through a number of ways. First, through their strong commitment to the Christian faith, 

second, the sharing of their cultural dances performed at the Catholic pilgrimage 

festival, the Townsville Culture Fest and at other voluntary social events throughout the 

year; and lastly, through their continued transnational practices in Australia and across 

the diaspora.  
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Chapter 2.  Historical perspectives on Tokelauan migration 

 
 

Introduction 

 

Like many migrants who have made their home in Australia, the Tokelauan people have 

their own unique history and narratives. From the nineteenth century, contact with 

Europeans transformed Tokelauan culture as it was practiced for centuries. These 

dramatic changes that occurred in a relatively short period of time, and the  emigration 

of many of its people that followed during the early twentieth century to other parts of 

the Pacific Rim, is the direct outcome of early Western encounters. As such, their 

immigration to Australia and the social continuities and discontinuities that they have 

experienced cannot be fully appreciated without an understanding of their historical 

background and the migratory paths that they have formed in their quest to find a place 

to re-settle and call home.  

 

This chapter uses a variety of ethnographic sources, early published papers and 

newspaper articles to provide an historical overview on the Tokelau Islands, its people, 

culture and religion. The chapter opens with a demographic and historical survey of the 

Tokelau Islands and its social and political life before and after colonial contact, after 

which the islanders experienced major demographic, political, social and economic 

transformations. The second part of the chapter will explore Tokelauan immigration to 

New Zealand, tracing its history from the late nineteenth century to the latter half of the 

twentieth century.  

Tokelau Islands 

 

The Tokelau Islands are geographically situated within a very remote region of the 

Central South Pacific Ocean (see Figures 3 and 4). Also known as the Tokelau group, 

the islands are made up of three tiny atolls, Atafu, Nukunonu and Fakaofo. A fourth 

island, Olohega or Swains Island, some 180 kilometers south of Fakaofo, is claimed 

historically and culturally by the Tokelauan people. However, Olohega came under the 

control of the United States in the early 1900s, and has been administered as part of 
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American Samoa since 1925 (Macgregor 1937, Huntsman and Hooper 1996). ‘Tokelau’ 

became the official name of the three islands in 1946 (Hooper and Huntsman 1973:370). 

‘Tokelau’ is a Polynesian word that in Tokelau terms means ‘north wind.’7 Each island 

is surrounded completely by its own individual reef lagoon. Samoa, Tokelau’s closest 

neighbour lies some 480 kilometers to the south, while the Ellice Islands (now known as 

the Tuvalu Island group), the Gilbert Islands (now the main part of the Republic of 

Kiribati) and the Phoenix Islands lie to the north (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). These 

island groups form what Gordon Macgregor (1937:2) coined the ‘stepping stones’ 

between Micronesia and North-western Polynesia.  

 

         
Map 3: Google Earth 2012. Tokelau Islands Atafu, Nukunonu and Fakaofo. 37 25.818’ N, 122 05.36’W. 

Available through: http://www.google.com/earth/index.html> viewed 15 March 2013. 

 

 
Map 4: Tokelau Islands, New Zealand and Australia viewed 15 March 2013. Source: Tokelau Atlas: Maps 

 and Online Resources/infoplease.com/atlas/country/Tokelau.html  

 

                                                 
7 The official website for the Tokelauan meaning of ‘north wind’: http://www.tokelau.org.nz/ 
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Of the three islands, Atafu, the most northerly and smallest island, is made up of some 

forty-two islets. Atafu covers 3.5 square kilometers and a lagoon which encompasses 

some fifteen square metres. Nukunono lies one hundred kilometres northwest of 

Fakaofo and is the largest of the three islands at 4.7 square kilometres with a ninety 

square kilometre lagoon encircling the island. Fakaofo, the most southerly island is 

made up of some sixty small islets interconnected by a reef with a total land mass of 

approximately four square kilometres. Olohega lies approximately 180 kilometres miles 

south of Fakaofo and is some 330 kilometres north of Samoa. Altogether, the Tokelau 

Islands extend approximately 200 kilometres across the Pacific Ocean. At their highest 

point, the three island atolls rise some five metres above sea level (Huntsman and 

Hooper 1996).  

 

Because of their geographical positioning in one of the most remote regions of the 

central western Pacific, the Tokelau Islands and its inhabitants are vulnerable to varying 

climate conditions such as cyclones, seasonal storms and ocean surges. Cyclones in 

particular, are very destructive to the fragile island atolls, and are responsible for major 

erosion and significant damage to staple food crops such as coconuts, bananas and 

pandanus (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). More recently, the rise of sea levels due to 

climate change is endangering the Tokelau Islands along with many other small Pacific 

Island atolls. It is a testimony to the resilience of the Tokelau people that they were able 

to make a home on these tiny coral atolls in spite of their remoteness, poor soil 

conditions and limited available water.  

Tokelau Islanders  

 

During the late 1970s, 80s and 90s strong archaeological evidence reinforced the idea 

that ancestors of the Polynesian colonisers (Austronesians) were hunter-gatherers 

whose origins can be traced back to Southeast Asia some four thousand years ago 

through Lapita pottery, linguistics and culture (Kirch 1984; Irwin 1992). These 

researchers argue that the archaeological data supports the theory of human settlement 

in the islands of the Bismarck Archipelago and the Solomons by 30,000BC (Irwin 

1992). Irwin (1992:5) writes that their arrival was due to the relatively ‘easy voyaging 

corridors,’ and ‘seasonal and often sheltered conditions’ between Southeast Asia and 

the Solomon Islands.’ The data indicates that these intrepid seafarers reached the more 
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remote Islands of West Polynesia (including Tokelau) around 1000BC, and 

archaeological evidence suggests Polynesian settlement in New Zealand by 1000AD 

(Irwin 1992:6). Over the following centuries these seafarers island-hopped across the 

vast Pacific reaches eventually exploring and settling on the smaller, remote island 

outliers of the Northwest corner of the Pacific (Irwin 1992). Linguistic research shows 

that Polynesians brought with them a proto-Polynesian language, social beliefs and 

customs that are found, with variations, on other Polynesian Islands within the Pacific 

(Howells 1973).  

 

Besides the archaeological data, other theories focus more closely on which route 

Tokelauan colonisers took within the north-west Pacific region (Hooper and Huntsman 

1973). Hooper and Huntsman (1973:369) remark that the evidence for island settlement 

is ‘both fragmentary and contradictory,’ and while some argue for Samoa, others believe 

Tokelauans came via Rarotonga or the Ellice Islands. During his research on the people 

of the Tokelau Islands, Macgregor found the Ellice Islands interesting because of their 

close proximity to the Tokelau Islands. He theorised that the migrating course of 

Polynesians from the west to east Pacific, and that there were ‘possibilities of revealing 

remnants of the culture of peoples moving through them’ (Macgregor 1937:5). After 

studying the geographical location of the Tokelau Islands in some depth Macgregor 

concluded that:  

The Tokelau Islands are situated east of the main line of migration 
but, with the Phoenix Islands to the north, form a second route 
beginning east of the Gilbert Islands and running directly south to 
Samoa. The southerly direction of current and wind in the summer is 
favourable, though dangerous, to such migrations passing through the 
Tokelau Islands. The prevailing south-easterly winds during the 
winter months are favourable for western migrations. The Tokelau 
Islands lie to the windward of the northern Cook Islands and may 
have been discovered and influenced by drift voyagers from these 
Islands of central Polynesia. (Macgregor 1937:5) 
 

Macgregor’s observation is in line with the early ethnocentric diffusion theories of ‘drift 

voyaging’ that were popular during the 1930s. This theory tends to belittle Island 

people in their inability to articulate and undertake sophisticated voyaging techniques 

and ocean knowledge (see Irwin 1992). Following the work of Macgregor, Huntsman 

and Hooper’s (1996) theory may also be construed as a rather narrow purist view of 

Tokelau history. Along with Macgregor, they suggest that the large distances of ocean 
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that lay between the Tokelau Islands and the rest of the Pacific Islands caused 

Tokelauans to remain relatively isolated from the outside world, and with little outside 

contact, Tokelauan culture thrived and developed over time into a distinctive one. Yet, 

while Tokelauan culture formed its own characteristics, there is little evidence to 

suggest that once settled on the atoll islands, Tokelauans remained isolated from 

neighbouring islands. Quite to the contrary, prior to the arrivals of Christian 

missionaries, Tokelauan seafarers sailed back and forth to Olohega some 180 

kilometres away from the other Tokelau Islands. 

 

In contrast to Western researchers, Pacific Islanders view their origins from a holistic 

perspective that includes myths, oral traditions and cosmologies. Epeli Hau‘ofa 

(1993:7) postulates that Oceanic inhabitants: 

 
...did not conceive of their world in such microscopic proportions. 
Their universe comprised not only land surfaces, but the surrounding 
ocean as far as they could traverse and exploit it, the underworld with 
its fire-controlling and earth-shaking denizens, and the heavens above 
with their hierarchies of powerful gods and named stars and 
consellations that people count on to guide their ways across the seas. 
Their world was anything but tiny. They though big and recounted 
their deeds in epic proportions.  

 

Hau‘ofa (1993:7) remarks further that Islanders view their Pacific homelands, not as 

‘islands in a far sea,’ as early Europeans described them, but as ‘a sea of islands.’ The 

former emphasise islands as tiny, isolated entities far from the power relations centred 

in the mainland. The latter, ‘is a more holistic perspective in which things are seen in 

the totality of their relationships’ (Hau ‘ofa 1993:7).  

 

Macgregor’s detailed geographical account may be juxtaposed with traditional Tokelau 

narratives that were documented by Judith Huntsman and Allan Hooper (1996) during 

their research to give a clearer picture of early island settlement. Tokelau folk traditions 

tell how the islands were originally inhabited by two waves of migrating people. The 

first inhabitants were thought to have settled on Atafu, Nukunono and Olosenga. Except 

for Nukunonu’s small population, stories tell of how the islanders living on the two 

islands were eventually ‘driven from their islands by a people who settled at Fakaofu’ 

and eventually overtook all the other Tokelau Islands (MacGregor 1937:12). 
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Tokelauans tell that these original inhabitants practiced inter-island warfare (Huntsman 

and Hooper 1996). 

 

At an unknown time, according to Tokelau myths, the early settlers on these three 

islands were usurped by another group of people believed to be a taller and larger 

Polynesian people of similar cultural and linguistic traits, who arrived and made their 

home permanently on Fakaofo and, in time, Nukunono and Atafu (Macgregor 1937). 

During the pre-colonial era, the people who made their home on each island atoll ‘were 

independent polities,’ but, they shared religious beliefs, social traits and language (but 

with slight variations on each island).  

 

For Tokelauans, mythical tales of the origins of the Tokelau Islands and their 

inhabitants are fabulous, varied and well loved. According to Macgregor (1937) the 

myths and legends can be divided into two categories; those that trace the evolutionary 

path of ‘man from gods,’ and the creation myths of man and the forming of Atafu, 

Nukunonu and Fakaofo that centre around the stories of Maui and Lu (see also Burrows 

1923 and Matagi Tokelau 1991). Lū was ‘the son of Tikitiki and Poutsaga, separating 

the earth and sky, placing the winds and acquiring fire’ and ‘another tells of the atolls 

being fished up and named by voyagers all called Maui’ (Huntsman and Hooper 

1996:127). These tales are quite long and convoluted and, therefore, cannot be 

discussed in any great detail in this thesis.  

 

However, one of the Townsville elders, Timoteo, told me some myths that were passed 

onto him by his grandfather. He said these stories were never told to researchers simply 

because the elders did not want them to know. Timoteo, on the other hand, is concerned 

that these stories will disappear over time if they are not recorded.  

 

Story One: 

Timoteo’s grandfather related to him that after the birth of Tokelau, the name 

Rarotonga in the Cook Islands originates from two warriors showing their strength. 

They were wrestling on the beach. One warrior was from Tokelau and the other one 

from Tonga. After wrestling was over, the Tokelau warrior won. According to Timoteo, 

the prefix-Raro stands for Tokelau on the top and Tonga represents on the bottom. The 
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two names for the Cook Islands – Raro and Tonga are made up from the words, Paei 

Tokelau for the North Island and Paei Tonga for the South island. 

 

Story Two: 

Seven canoes came to New Zealand and they originated from Paei Tokelau. They were 

part of the waves of migrants who sailed to New Zealand. Three canoes belong to 

Tokelau. This is how Tokelau was formed. Tokelauans came from the North. The first 

canoe belongs to Fakaofo and is named ‘Tui Fakaofo.’ This canoe has a warrior name 

‘Fafie’ which means, Big Foot. The second canoe was named ‘Tui Nokunonu.’ This 

warrior was ‘God’ and he flew on a coconut leaf. This warrior also had two other names 

– ‘Lua Tagata’ and ‘Tui Tokelau.’  The third canoe’s name was Tui Atafu which means 

‘minor.’ The warrior name for this canoe was ‘Umu mua.’ This warrior had the power 

in his finger to kill. According to Timoteo’s grandfather, there was never a stone idol. 

Tui Tokelau or Lua stepped onto a coconut leaf and flew anywhere he wanted to go. 

When Lua wanted to go any other place, for example, Samoa, Fiji or any part of 

Polynesia, he would send a spear. The name of this spear was ‘Kati’ ‘popuki’ which 

means the bite of the night. It was an evil spear that was used for dead people and also a 

live spear. Tokelauans, according to Timoteo, were very superstitious and they feared 

Tui Tokelau because he had a lot of power. When he wanted to kill, he just pointed the 

spear in the ground, but he just pointed his finger and he would kill. 

 

Both Huntsman and Macgregor recount mythical tales that talk of ‘Lu’, the God of 

creation. It is possible that Lu and Lua are the same God in Timoteo’s story. As 

Huntsman and Hooper (1996:127) note, there are many versions of the stories of 

ancient happenings (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). These stories do not comprise of a 

running saga, nor are placed in any chronological order. Timoteo’s stories, told to him 

by his grandfather, add to the wonderful rich and imaginative origin tales of those 

already documented. These stories are also significant to their migration and re-

settlement experience as they remain part of their memory of the island homelands, and, 

as such, are passed onto a younger generation of Tokelauans now living in Townsville.  



41 

Social Organisation  

 

In the next section, I analyse the formation of the hierarchal and religious order that was 

practiced in pre-colonial times. Some understanding of the past and the social 

continuities and discontinuities is crucial to elucidating why Tokelauans today have 

become devout Christians which I will illustrate in Chapter Four.  

 

Sir Raymond Firth’s rich ethnographic work on the people of the Polynesian Island of 

Tikopia illustrates how Polynesian chieftains are chosen according to genealogical 

descent. He says: ‘[t]he attainment or possession of rank, power and religious privilege 

is bound up with the fact of seniority by birth’ (Firth [1957] 1963: 266). Seniority of 

birth refers here to clan seniority based on descent from a certain genealogical group. 

High office is only open to the older, mature males, and chieftains were elected not only 

by their kinship relationship with previous leaders, but also through their ability to 

guard ‘the interest of their people’ (Firth 1964:145-146). In Samoa, the main consensus 

of researchers is that chieftainship is inherited bilaterally (cognatically) and is 

associated mostly with consanguineal, patrilineal discent (Va ‘a 2001).  

 

Va‘a finds that Firth’s notion of this descent system, ‘definitive’ or ‘optative’ view is 

possibly the likely answer (Va ‘a 2001:51). Thus, Va‘a (2001:51) explains that ‘descent 

group affiliation is a matter of choice (or optation)’ among Samoans, and who is worthy 

of high social position ‘depends on many factors such as availability of land and 

resources and a chance to succeed to family chiefly titles.’  

 

Besnier (1996:93) writes that ‘Polynesian societies are commonly represented in 

traditional anthropological depictions as founded on highly visible systems of hierarchy 

and stratification.’ Nevertheless, Besnier (1996:94) points out that Nukulaelae’s 

political structure is fraught with ‘tensions and contradictions.’ He adds that much of 

the political life on Nukulaelae built around the ‘chiefly descent group’ was destroyed 

due to the blackbirding that occurred throughout the Pacific during the 1860s (Besnier 

1996:97). As I will show in this chapter, blackbirding also seriously decimated the male 

population on the Tokelau Islands that resulted in a similar destruction of the political 

system. Besnier (1996:96) found that information from ‘oral traditions’ on the social 
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organisation during the pre-Christian era are scarce, and that any stories of the past ‘are 

heavily laden with Christian ideology.’ Likewise, in the Tokelau Islands, data on the 

social and political structure relies heavily on stories from people left behind on the 

islands after the blackbirding raids. 

 

Using writings from observations made by nineteenth century European visitors to 

Huntsman and Hooper (1996:157) were able to piece together some of the Fakaofo 

genealogical structure. Each Island had its own unique social hierarchal system and 

rules of chiefly membership (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:157). On Fakaofo, for 

instance, the hierarchal system was based ‘exclusively through agnatic links’ while 

Nukunono was based on cognatic lines (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:157). Huntsman 

and Hooper (1996:157) explain that Fakaofans who are members of the chiefly line 

(kāiga aliki) have immediate eligibility for leadership; a position that is restricted to 

males only and the chosen one is most likely an elder of the group.  

 

Quoted in Huntsman and Hooper (1996:157) noted that ‘if a man of the royal family 

married a woman of another family, his sons were eligible for the kingship [i.e. aliki]. 

But the sons of a woman who married out of the royal family were not eligible.’ ‘The 

ariki [aliki] 8is always the oldest male member of the four principal families of 

Fakaofo, all of whom trace their descent from two brothers...Kava and Levi...When ‘the 

[aliki] dies the oldest man then living among these four families become “[aliki]”. No 

others possess this title, and there are no clan names or titles outside this circle.’ 

Huntsman and Hooper (1996:157) postulate that these accounts of notable families 

recorded by the early European explores were possibly ‘divisions of the aliki lineage,’ 

and most likely dispersed to include more ‘agnatic lines’ in the nineteenth century and 

hence there may have been multiple royal lineages operating at that time.  

 

Tokelau stories tell how Fakaofo rose to prominence as the dominant ruling island. 

According to these tales, it was the home of Tui Tokelau, the aliki, dominant priest or 

king of three island atolls (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:150). Tui Tokelau, ‘was an all-

pervasive atua, a god whose being was beyond, in the sky or heavens’ (Huntsman and 

Hooper 1996:150). Tui Tokelau, ‘the stone god statue... was the seat of the high god of 
                                                 
8 ‘Aliki’ is commonly used throughout Polynesia and refer to the English word, ‘Chief.’ In other places, 
Aliki  is written ‘Ariki.’ 
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Tokelau at the time’ (Hoëm 1995:6). While the three islands had their own individual 

‘internal social and historical order,’ including their own ruling aliki and minor gods 

and priests (taulaitu), Fakaofo was the home of the paramount chief and ‘important 

events are calibrated on Fakaofo’s gafa aliki ‘chiefly geneology’...(Huntsman and 

Hooper 1996:153). 

 

Although Tokelauan society in Townsville is mostly egalitarian, I found that there 

remains an underlying sense of hierarchal stature in some Tokelauan families. One 

Tokelauan man told me that all the elders within our community come from the three 

atolls, and represent the three atolls (August 2007). Two prominent elders conveyed to 

me that both their families are descended directly from a chiefly linage, and in 

Townsville, they take on an authoritive role in their respective community groups. 

 

European Explorers 

 

This next section describes and analyses the arrival of European ships and Christian 

missionaries and the impact of colonialism on the islands’ inhabitants. From the mid 

nineteenth century onwards, Tokelau people were to undergo a marked social change. 

The arrival of papalagi
9 people and Western culture spelled the end for the old belief 

system, including the decimation of Tui Tokelau. One of the most significant 

transformations that took place was the outmigration by Tokelauans who began to 

travel to Samoa where they came in contact with people from different cultures and 

beliefs. These initial migrations set the scene for chain migrations10 that occurred 

during the twentieth century when large numbers of Tokelauans began to move to 

Samoa and other Pacific Islands and New Zealand and Australia. 

 

According to historical records, European explorers came across the Tokelau Islands 

during the seventeenth century. The earliest known time is the date 1606 when the 

Spanish explorer, Quiros, landed on Olosenga in search of fresh water (Huntsman and 

Hooper 1996). Later, in 1765, English explorers came across Atafu (Duke of York’s 

Island) and Nukunonu (the Duke of Clarence’s Island) and, in 1835 Fakaofo (D’Wolf’s 

Island) and later Bowditch Island (in 1841) (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). At Fakaofo, 
                                                 
9 Papalagi  is the West Polynesian word meaning foreigner or ‘sky-burster’(Hoëm 1995:6). 
10 Chain migration refers to the initial migration of a person, followed later by other family members. 
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Hudson’s exploratory group saw that ‘the houses were scattered, a few yards from one 

another. They were very numerous, the village being quite a large one...’ (Hooper and 

Huntsman 1973:371). Following these visits, the chief of Fakaofo remained the supreme 

authority of the Tokelau Islands, resisting other visiting explorers and missionaries for 

another twenty four years.11 

Becoming Christian 

 

Christian missionaries from the London Missionary Society Protestant and the Marist 

Brothers Catholic denominations arrived in the Tokelau Islands in 1858. They were part 

of part of the European expansion into the Pacific region during the nineteenth century 

(Huntsman and Hooper 1996). The majority of Tokelau Island inhabitants became 

Christians by 1863 some twenty-two years after the initial sighting of the islands by the 

United States Exploring Expedition (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). The time lapse 

between the first European contact and Christian missionaries is thought to be due to 

the geographical remoteness of the islands. In short, the Christian Gospel was 

eventually brought to Atafu by two Fakaofo men, Faivalua (the son of the Fakaofan 

chief) and Timoteo, who came back to Tokelau from Samoa a Christian.12 Atafu 

accepted the Lotu Taiti, the London Missionary Protestantism while Nukunono 

welcomed the Lotu Pope, the Roman Catholic faith (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). 

Christianity in Fakaofo, however, took a different course. Missionaries did not come to 

this island until two decades after Atafu and Nukunonu, mainly because Fakaofo 

steadfastly refused to give up its ancient religious order. Rituals continued to take place 

at gatherings over a four week period on Fakaofo to pay homage and worship Tui 

Tokelau in order to bring good fortune to the islands (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:155).  

 

According to Huntsman and Hooper (1996:193) Fakaofans feared that the missionaries 

and their new religion would ‘destroy their ancient religious beliefs and, [crucially], 

their Tokelau polity.’ Nonetheless, as interpreted from Stallworthy and Gill’s 1859 

notes, the Tokelau people, because of their cosmological understandings, were not 

surprised to hear from the missionaries that the ‘only true God was in Heaven’ 
                                                 
11 According to Hoëm (1995:7) Tui Tokelau held the controlling power over the natural world and food 
production. Every year, ceremonial rituals took place on Fakaofo to appease the Gods and to bring good 
fortune to the Islands. 
12 The two Tokelauans were also taught the Samoan language by the missionaries (Huntsman and 
Hooper 1996). 
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(Huntsman and Hooper 1992:150). In 1863, after a series of decimating events (disease 

and blackbirding) that severely decreased the number of people living on the island, 

Fakaofo inhabitants slowly embraced Christianity (for a fuller description of the 

Christianisation of the Tokelau Islands see Huntsman and Hooper 1996: 216-256). 

 

The first series of events on Fakaofo occurred not long after the initial establishment of 

Christian missions in Atafu and Nukunonu. During a series of raids ‘blackbirding’ raids 

decimated many of the Pacific Islands including Tokelau. Wessen et al (1992:42) writes 

that ‘the visit of the slavers was the final calamity which broke any semblance of 

resistance to missionisation.’ In 1863 slave ships visited the Pacific Islands seeking 

human labour to tend the plantations or work in the haciendas (Maude 1981:1).13  

Maude calculates that the people stolen away by the vaka kaihohoa tagata ‘people-

stealing ships’ or ‘slave ships,’ (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:205). These people 

represented 47 percent of the total population of the three islands (Huntsman and 

Hooper 1996: 206). Maude states that this percentage roughly equates to 100 percent 

loss of ‘able-bodied males…’ (Maude 1981:73).  

 

In all, the blackbirders took captive a total of 253 Tokelauans, 37 adult males from 

Atafu, and approximately 76 men from Nukunonu and 64 men and 76 women and 

children from Fakaofo (Maude 1981:69-73). Later, six people were ‘put ashore in 

Samoa (Maude 1981:73). Maude (1981:191) tells us that in total the Pacific Islands lost 

3634 Polynesians less 164 who were released or let go in the Polynesian Islands. Many 

died either from dysentery or other diseases on board the slave ships, or during their 

time in the Peruvian mines. The total number of Polynesians who arrived in Peru 

numbered 3125 (Maude 1981:191). There are no reports that suggest that any 

Tokelauans ever returned from Peru (Hoëm 1995:10). 

 

The kidnapping of almost all the able Tokelau men, left the Islands in an extremely 

weakened and vulnerable state. Fakaofo was left with less than 60 people (Huntsman 

and Hooper 1996:207). Of the few men who were left on the island, two were Samoan 

missionary teachers while the other was an American beachcomber-trader (Wessen et al 

                                                 
13

 Maude (1981) postulates that out of the thirty-two ships that visited many of the Islands in the Pacific, 
 four  of these ‘slave ships’ were in the Tokelau Islands waters for a couple of weeks in February 1863.  
See (Hooper and Huntsman 1996) and Maude (1981) for a full analysis on blackbirding in the Pacific.  
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1992). On Nukunonu the population was reduced to 45. On Atafu only 103 people were 

left to carry on, and these were mostly women and children (Huntsman and Hooper 

1996:210). These figures grew somewhat with the return of a few Tokelauan Islanders 

who were castaways who found their way back to the islands, survivors from the slave 

ships, Catholic converts returning home from Uvea and Tokelauan workers returning to 

their island homeland. The desimation of the islands’ population was, thus, a 

particularly crucial turning point in the christianisation of the Tokelau Islands 

(Huntsman and Hooper 1996:210).  

 

After this catastrophic event along with human losses from a destructive hurricane and 

the decimating effects of disease, the old religious regime on Fakaofo finally collapsed 

(Wessen et al 1992). Wessen et al 1992:43) tell how traditional men’s houses that were 

the centre of the ancient Tokelau polity were irreparably weakened by the loss of male 

villagers. The old reigning aliki, one of the few remaining males left behind by the 

slavers, was finally persuaded by his son, already a Christian adherent, to give up his 

religion and convert to Christian beliefs. Over the next decade both the London 

Missionary Society (LMS) and the Catholic missionaries firmly established themselves 

in the three island atolls and Tokelauan society began its full transition to Christianity 

(Wessen et al 1992).  

 

Whether Tokelauan Islanders retained any of their ancient religious beliefs is not 

mentioned in the work of Huntsman and Hooper (1996) and Wessen et al (1992). 

Huntsman and Hooper (1996:92) argue that Tokelauans are devout Christians and that 

Christianity is the embodiment of being Tokelauan. In other words ‘to be Tokelauan is 

to be a Christian’ (Huntsman and Hooper (1996:92). However, Firth sheds some light 

on how the Tikopia people retained some of their ancient religious beliefs during and 

after Christianity came to the Island. He says: 

 

In many respects the Christianity of the Tikopia is only superficial. 
That the old gods still exist is never questioned by the chief or his 
people; they are merely latent and from time to time make their 
presence felt with startling effect (Firth [1957] 1963:5).  
 

Essentially, the Tikopia did not give up their ancient beliefs, but, simply modified some 

of their rituals to their old gods. Charles Forman (1990:27) writes that more study in 
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needed to ascertain whether some ancient religious practices are still practiced today in 

the Pacific Islands. If so, are they ‘continued inside the church or outside and parallel to 

the church, approved, ignored, or condemned by the church, and what differences the 

church reactions have made to their effectiveness in the common life’ (Forman 

1990:27). Forman makes the point that some Church denominations are more ritualistic 

in their religious services than others, and that some people may be more attracted to 

one more than the other. Regardless, Christian rituals and prayer remain a vital part of 

islander life, and, according to Forman (1990:27) provides a deeper understanding about 

the importance of religious ritual to Pacific Islanders.  

 

According to my Tokelau informant, once the people of Atafu, Nukunonu and Fakaofo, 

Christianity embraced the old religious practices stopped completely. However, she has 

heard from other Tokelauans in Townsville that there is a stone statue, called Tui 

Tokelau, erected at an unknown date on Atafu. But, according to these people, it is there 

only as a symbol of the island’s ancient religious beliefs. I will show in the next section 

that Tokelauans have fully embraced Christianity into their way of life and the Church 

remains a highly regarded institution in every Tokelau community today.  

A new religious order 

 

By the mid 1860s the old politico-religious structure of the three atoll islands was 

effectively replaced by the London Missionary Society Protestant Church and the Marist 

Brothers Catholic Church. The ‘two Protestant Churches in the atolls are parishes of the 

Samoan Christian Church (Successor to the London Missionary Society)’ (Huntsman 

and Hooper 1976:271). As a result, Samoan missionaries and Tokelauans, educated by 

Samoan clerics were employed by both the Protestant and Catholic religious affiliations 

to spread the Christian religion amongst the island inhabitants.14 Hoëm (1995:7) writes 

that from this point on, the three island atolls became three distinct village polities with 

the religious institutions rising as the central power source. The Church substituted the 

ancient village polity, and church buildings were erected in the heart of every village 

(Huntsman and Hooper 1996). Henceforth, the only way men could achieve ‘status and 

esteem’ was by being closely connected to ‘lotu,’ the church, by ‘holding church 

                                                 
14 Samoan LMS missionaries introduced the Bible written in the Samoan language to the Tokelau Islands 
along with features of Samoan customs (McQuarrie 2007).   
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positions’ or becoming clergymen or religious helpers (Huntsman and Hooper 

1996:216).  

 

The presence of the Christian church, however, was not without its problems. Although 

Christianity was instrumental in ending the warfare among the three Tokelau Islands, 

animosity and hostility prevailed between the Protestants and Catholic adherents 

(Macgregor 1937). Macgregor (1937:33) mentions that during the latter half of the 

nineteenth century, the Catholics on Fakaofo ‘were molested for many years, and twice 

there have been fights between the two religious groups. In the fight which occurred 

about 1880 the high chief was killed.’ Mr. C. Phillips, a representative of the London 

Missionary Society reported violent incidents and ‘threats of murder’ during his visit in 

1881. Reports of factional rivalry continued to be reported in the mid twentieth century 

(Macgregor 1937). Hoëm (1995:8) mentions how the New Zealand Administration 

reported the situation between the two factions as a ‘religious cleavage,’ and one that ‘at 

times leads to instances of noncooperation by one or other of the sects, but does not 

reach serious proportions.’ During the years that followed, Tokelauans gradually began 

to accept the different religious preferences, and today, the majority of all Tokelauans 

proclaim themselves devout Christians (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). Their strong 

affiliation with the Church is illustrated in the following statistical data.  

 

According to the New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade Office15 Christian 

denominations vary on the three Tokelau Islands. On Atafu the majority of Tokelauans 

adhere to the Congregational Church. Nukunonu is mostly Catholic and Fakaofo is a 

mixture of religions with approximately 70% worshipping at the Congregational 

Christian Church; the remaining are Catholic and other denominations.  

 

The Christian religion, as Cluny Macpherson, in common with most writers in this field 

points out, ‘has become deeply embedded in Pacific cultures and, for most Islanders’ 

(Macpherson 2004:151; see also Anae 1998; Lee 2003; Va‘a 2001). Researchers agree 

that today, Christianity underpins the very fabric of Pacific Islander society both in the 

Island homelands and in migrant enclaves elsewhere to such an extent that the Church 

community (here I refer to both Catholic and Protestant), ‘has replaced village 

                                                 
15 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade: http://www.mfat.govt.countries/Pacific/Tokelau 
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[community] as forms of locally focused social organization’ (Macpherson 2004:151; 

see also Anae 1998; Lee 2003; Va‘a 2001). Today, it has become the central focus 

Pacific Islander sociality (Macpherson 2004). The strong relationship between the 

church and Tokelauans and the role the Church plays in assisting migrant re-settlement 

in Townsville will be discussed fully in Chapter Four.  

Foreigners in Tokelau 
 

The time immediately following Christian conversion saw a wave of European 

immigrants who made their home in the islands of Polynesia including Tokelau. Most 

were ‘traders and copra-vendors’ and other islanders, women and children (Hoëm 

1995:10). The first immigrant was Ben Hughes who was thought to have been 

associated with the slave ships (Hooper and Huntsman 1973). Along with his wife and 

child, three islanders from Penrhyn and three labourers from Samoa and one Maori, he 

settled on a large islet of Fakaofo for an unknown period. In 1867 ‘Antonio Pereira, a 

Portuguese African’ of the Cape Verde Islands along with his Samoan son Joseph who 

arrived there in 1902 bought the Islet from Hughes and appropriated other large tracts of 

land in the Island (Hooper and Huntsman 1973:378). In 1956 the majority of the islet 

was ‘purchased and vested in the people of Fakaofo to use as a village area’ (Hooper 

and Huntsman 1973:378).  

 

It is believed that other immigrants included a Frenchman whose descendents live in 

Fakaofo, a Portuguese trader (1870s) who had children to Tokelau women in Nukunono, 

an American Portuguese who also had children by Tokelau women from each atoll; a 

German trader who came to Fakaofo in the 1880s, conceived children with a Tokelauan 

woman, and a Scottish trader who settled on Nukunonu. His children were born by a 

Tokelauan woman. Some the descendants of this man migrated to Western Samoa and 

New Zealand (Hooper and Huntsman 1973). I found during my research after talking 

with some Tokelauans that a few of these descendents and their families have settled 

more recently in the Townsville region.  

Colonial Government 

 

In 1877 the Tokelauan Islands along with many other Pacific Islands were placed under 

the jurisdiction of Great Britain through the Imperial Western Pacific Order in Council 
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(Macgregor 1937). In 1889 Commander Oldham on HMS Egeria raised the Union Jack 

on each of the three Tokelau Islands and declared the Tokelau group as under the 

protectorate of Great Britain (Macgregor 1937). In 1910 the Tokelau Islands were added 

into the Gilbert (now Kiribati) and Ellice Islands (now Tuvalu) Protectorate and in 1916 

became part of the Gilbert and Ellice Islands Colony (Hooper and Huntsman 

(1992:343). After Germany took over Western Samoa during World War 1, Tonga 

managed the Tokelau Islands for a short time (Hooper 1982:8). Then, in 1925 Tokelau 

was removed from the Gilbert and Ellice Islands Protectorate when the Imperial Order 

in Council reset the boundaries of their Pacific jurisdiction. As a result of this exclusion, 

the authority for the Tokelauan Islands shifted from Britain to the Government of New 

Zealand under the management of the New Zealand administrator of Western Samoa 

and managed under the title of Samoan Native Affairs Department (Hooper and 

Huntsman 1973). Dependency on Samoa continued until the mid twentieth century 

when the New Zealand Government took over the responsibility of the administrative 

management of the Tokelau Islands (Hooper and Huntsman 1973).  

 

In 1948 the Tokelau Islands Act was passed by the New Zealand Government. This act 

ensured that the Islands of Tokelau, Cook Islands and Niue were placed under New 

Zealand care.16 As part of this agreement people of these Pacific Islands were granted 

full citizenship of New Zealand in the latter part of that year; an agreement which still 

remains in force today (Wessen et al 1992). Some Tokelauans who have lived, married 

and owned property in Samoa opted to remain there, while others decided to take up 

New Zealand’s offer of citizenship. Today, the Cook and Niue Islands have what is 

termed a ‘free association status,’ which means that they enjoy New Zealand 

citizenship, while, at the same time, are both independent and self administrative 

nations (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:319). 

 

Currently, the Tokelau group is regarded as a non-self governing territory of New 

Zealand, and thus, is financially dependent on New Zealand. The Queen of England is 

                                                 

16 New Zealand administered the Cook Islands from 1901 to 1965 when they formally requested 
through the United Nations, a self determined status. Niue followed a similar act of self-determination 
in 1974, and now enjoy a ‘free association’ with citizenship rights with New Zealand. The New Zealand 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade. http://wwwmfat.govt.countries/Pacific/Tokelau 
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its head of state and the New Zealand Government, through the New Zealand Minister 

of Foreign Affairs and Trade, administers the Tokelau Islands. Although the islands 

remain dependent on financial aid and developmental infrastructure from New Zealand, 

it has been the practice of successive New Zealand governments to allow the islands to 

self govern wherever possible. As I will show in the next section, elected representatives 

who live in Tokelau undertake many of the responsibilities of government. The 

delegation of responsibility has thus created ‘a form of internal government’ that has 

successfully managed with little control by the New Zealand Government, the eight to 

ten million dollars a year that this Government has allocated them (McQuarrie 

2007:204). Today, the islands are actively moving towards self-determination with the 

implementation of the Tokelau National Strategic Plan 2009-2014. Presently, the 

Tokelau Islands are in the process of gaining independence. This initiative for self 

determination and its relationship with the Townsville Tokelau migrants will be 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter Seven. 

On the move 

 

As previously explained Tokelauan Islanders experienced different forms of island 

emigration during the early years of colonisation. Forced migration to escape starvation 

in 1852 and the capture of nearly all the able bodied Tokelauan men by the four 

Peruvian slave ships from Callao, Peru in 1863 were considered the two most disruptive 

and devastating sequence of events ever to be experienced by the Islanders (Green 

1998; Huntsman and Hooper 1996). As Green (1998:40) elucidates, ‘while the first 

involuntary movement may have been prompted by people with humanitarian as well as 

spiritual concerns, the second was a devastating intrusion by opportunist operators 

whose ultimate objective was profitability within the global expansion of European 

capitalism.’  

 

Voluntary migratory activity had been part of Tokelauan life well before the arrival of 

Europeans, although there are scant records of departures apart from what is told in folk 

narratives. Pre-colonial inter atoll island movements were associated with marriage and 

the taking of women by men from Fakaofo as told in ancient narratives recorded in 

Matagi Tokelau (1991) (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). Folk stories recorded in Matagi 

Tokelau (1991:39) also tell of Tokelauan Islander movement to and from Olohega. 
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While some stayed for indefinite periods on this island, others returned to the Tokelau 

Island homeland (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). Macgregor (1937:26-28) writes that the 

early explorer Hale in 1841 indicated in his reports that Fakaofans appeared to know 

about Fiji, Samoa and Tonga. Moreover, ancient Tokelau narratives reveal knowledge 

of other Pacific Islands such as Manuá, Tuvalu, Rakahanga and Hawaii. However, 

reports by the 1841 US Exploration Expedition made references to the ignorance of 

Europeans and of ‘other Polynesian places and peoples by the Tokelau Islanders 

(Huntsman and Hooper 1996:181).  

 

After colonial contact, Tokelau Islanders who found themselves bound for Samoa for 

various reasons brought back to the islands stories about the strange ‘papalagi people 

and their exotic behaviours and beliefs’ (Huntsman and Hooper 1996: 181). Then 

during the early twentieth century some Tokelauans began to move to other Pacific 

Islands such as Hawaii, Samoa, Fiji, Uvea, Tuvalu, Ocean Island and the Phoenix 

group. The majority of these travellers left the islands to find work or to study to 

become lay preachers or teachers (Green 1998) while trained Tokelauan missionaries 

were sometimes sent to work in Papua New Guinea (Huntsman 2007). Some left 

permanently while others returned to the islands. Tokelauans working for Jennings on 

Olohega eventually left for American Samoa and then made their way to Hawaii where 

they eventually created a new Tokelau community (Huntsman and Kalolo 2007:13).  

 

A 1910 census estimated 130 Tokelauans living in other islands, the majority residing 

in Western Samoa and Olosega. During the 1950s, Tokelau migration to Western 

Samoa increased considerably and by 1956, a total of 297 Tokelauans were living in 

Western Samoa. Some of these migrants eventually married Samoans and happily made 

their lives permanently in Samoa, while at the same time maintained kinship alliances 

with their family members living in the islands (Wessen et al 1992:44). However, 

during the years 1956 and 1957 Tokelauans living in Samoa found it increasingly hard 

to secure employment. At first, this situation was due to a slowing down of the Samoan 

economy. Then later employment grew even scarcer when Western Samoa became an 

independent nation in 1962, and as a result of this crucial political transformation, 

Samoans were given first preference to jobs over Tokelauans (Huntsman and Hooper 

1996). According to Hooper and Huntsman (1973:389) ‘the immigrant Tokelauans 

became no longer merely members of an ethnic minority but aliens placed at a marked 
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disadvantage in a situation of intense competition for wage employment.’ As a result of 

the lack of employment opportunities, the 500 plus Tokelauans who had freely settled 

there were now considered aliens (Hooper and Huntsman 1973).  

 

After this time, Tokelauan migration to Samoa dwindled substantially, and job seekers 

were forced to look elsewhere for work. The Tokelauan out-migration to Samoa that 

had substantially contributed to the easing of the overcrowding conditions on the 

islands that had increased somewhat during the 1950s ground to a halt (Hooper and 

Huntsman 1973). Hooper and Huntsman contend that the political change that occurred 

in Samoa during that era was one of the leading factors for the initial Tokelau chain 

emigrations to New Zealand. New Zealand was the logical place for Tokelauans to go, 

as by this time they were granted New Zealand citizenship status. Thus, by the mid 

twentieth century, New Zealand became the main re-settlement destination for the 

Tokelau people (Wessen et al 1992).  

Pathways to New Zealand  

 

Tokelauans did not immediately take advantage of their citizenship rights, and life on 

these Pacific Islands remained relatively unchanged for the next decade. Although the 

Tokelau people had been asking for improvements to their small communities, such as 

better-trained teachers, new school buildings and hospitals, improvements in these areas 

did not occur on the islands until the mid 1950s (Wessen et al 1992:78). During this 

period, the New Zealand government officials basically regarded the Tokelau Islands as 

‘idyllic South Seas backwaters, best left to their own devices;’ a rather outrageous 

decision that failed to have the best interests of the Tokelau people at heart (Wessen et 

al 1992:78), and one that failed to take into consideration Tokelau agency and 

migration decision making. 

 

This situation remained relatively unchanged until the early 1960’s when population 

levels on all the small Tokelau Islands had increased significantly and the New Zealand 

administrators began to be alarmed about these increases. The 1961 census taken of the 

Tokelau atolls recorded a population of 1870 people, with 783 residents living on the 

largest island, Fakaofo (Wessen et al 1992:79).  The situation on the islands stemmed, 

in part, from the reduced out-migration to Samoa during the 1950s. During this time, it 
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became apparent to the New Zealand officials that the younger generations faced a very 

bleak future on the islands, as the islands were not large enough to economically 

support a substantially larger population (Wessen et al 1992).  

 

In response to the problem of overpopulation, the Government of New Zealand set up a 

migration program in 1963 to assist Tokelauans to move to New Zealand (Wessen et al 

1992:80). For example, in that year, ten young unmarried women were given assistance 

to move to New Zealand, and were given work, mostly as domestic help in church-run 

organizations. After this initial help, thirty single Tokelauans were assisted in 1965, and 

a further ten Tokelauans, chosen because of their exemplary scholastic achievements 

and good behaviour, were awarded scholarships to continue their education. In total, 

fifty-two Tokelauans and a reported forty Tokelauans from Apia re-settled in New 

Zealand around this time (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:320). The government-

sponsored migration program which began as a way to restore a population balance on 

the three small atolls, was so well received by the Tokelau elders and others that during 

the 1960’s and 1970’s Tokelauans began migrating to New Zealand in ever-increasing 

numbers (Spoonley & Macpherson 2004:180).  

 

Simultaneously, during this era, the New Zealand government actively encouraged 

migration from other countries to supply a labour force for their fast growing industries 

(Spoonley and Macpherson 2004:180). Connell and McCall (2006:1) remark that:  

 

The scale of international migration appears to be most closely 
determined by fluctuations in the international economy and in the 
economies of the destination countries, rather than those of the South 
Pacific, hence there has been a transition in destination from New 
Zealand to Australia and the USA.  
 

The New Zealand government understood that islander migrants would fulfil much 

needed labour requirements in many areas of New Zealand such as the forest industries 

in Kawerau and Tokoroa, and in the labour-starved region of Hawkes Bay (Spoonley 

and Macpherson 2004). This type of migration is often referred to in the international 

migration literature as the ‘push/pull’ perspectives. According to Massey et al 

(2005:13) the neo-classical economic perspective highlights ‘the push-pull framework.’ 

This perspective ‘assumed that migration enabled certain equilibrium to be achieved 
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between forces of economic growth and contraction in different geographic locations’ 

(Massey et al 2005:13; see also Castles 2007). In other words, people are compelled to 

leave their homelands where there is a lack of paid employment and often political 

oppression and travel abroad to other countries where there is plenty of work and 

importantly, no political oppression (Castles and Miller 2003). Taken from this 

economic viewpoint, the Tokelau migration to New Zealand is a particular case in 

point.  

 

In an effort to increase their overall working population, while at the same time address 

the problem of overcrowding, the New Zealand government initiated three important 

projects for Tokelau in 1966. These projects were: a Re-settlement Scheme, a Building 

Programme and an Educational initiative (Huntsman and Kalolo 2007:29; Wessen et al 

1992). The Re-settlement Scheme was implemented in response to ongoing requests of 

Tokelauans living in the islands to the New Zealand Government to sponsor families. 

These Government backed sponsorships were mainly aimed at young families with less 

than four children. It did not, however, take into consideration Tokelauan kinship 

structure and customs. Thus, many people missed out on accessing the Scheme 

(Huntsman and Kalolo 2007).17 The Scheme’s basic imperative was to ensure that 

certain needs were met for the arriving Tokelauans. Some of these imperatives included 

the supply of adequate housing and essentials such as furniture, crockery and linen; 

schooling and access to welfare benefits, health checks and access to medical services 

(Huntsman and Kalolo 2007:30).  

 

In the beginning, the Re-settlement Scheme and the arrival of waves of Tokelauan 

immigrants received wide coverage by New Zealand newspapers and the New Zealand 

National Film Unit produced a film of the Scheme and Tokelau immigration (Huntsman 

and Kalolo 2007). The Pilot Scheme was meant to run over two years initially, but 

finished after approximately five years. During this time roughly 1000 Tokelau 

Islanders (estimated to be about half the islands population at that stage) were to be 

resettled into New Zealand (Huntsman and Kalolo 2007).  

 

                                                 
17

 Family members who were raising children from other families were excluded from the Scheme. The 
children had to be the ‘natural children’ as opposed to ‘informally adopted children ‘of those who 
applied for the Scheme (Huntsman and Kalolo 2007:30). 
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The photo below depicts two young Tokelauan women who migrated to New Zealand 

in 1963 as part of the Migrant Re-settlement Scheme (Figure 2). 

 

 
Figure 2: Two Tokelauan girls on the ship to New Zealand. Source: Te Ara Encyclopedia of New Zealand. 

Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand.  Reference Number: EP_1963_0437.TIF 

 

In reality, the Re-settlement Scheme succeeded in settling only 152 Tokelauans during 

the two year period. Prior to the implementation of the Scheme there were 30 

Tokelauans in New Zealand. There were temporary halts to these migrations which 

were mainly due to the downturn in the New Zealand economy (Huntsman and Kalolo 

2007). Between 1969 and 1970, 200 people immigrated and close to another 200 

arrived by 1975, and over the following years the numbers of immigrants dwindled 

dramatically. During this era, the Resettlement Scheme did not fully meet its 

immigration objectives, and it eventually fell out of popularity with Tokelauans as they 

could rely on established migrant families to assist them financially and provide 

accommodation in their homes (Huntsman and Kalolo 2007:30). However, as I show in 

the following section, Tokelau migration to New Zealand continued to increase over the 

next three decades. Overall, the immigration push from Pacific societies with New 

Zealand citizenship status was considered a success, as by the early 1990s, Niue, the 

Cook Islands and Tokelau, collectively, became one of the largest emigrant societies in 

the Pacific (Nero 1997:457). 
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Their migration pattern is an example of the dispersal of people across the globe 

referred to as ‘diaspora.’ Braziel and Mannur (2003:1) remark that...’diaspora...has 

historically referred to displaced communities of people who have been dislocated from 

their native homeland through the movement of migration, immigration, or exile.’ Once 

associated with the Jews, the term now extends to cover immigrants, refugees exiles, 

guest workers and ethnic overseas communities (Braziel and Mannur 2003:4). The 

term, diaspora, originally from the Greek word, diasperien (dia - across) and (sperien - 

to sow or scatter seeds) is closely associated with globalisation, migration and 

transnationalism, ‘to describe the disjunctures and fractured conditions of late 

modernity’ (Braziel and Mannur 2003:7). However, while the term is often used in 

conjunction with transnationalism (the flow of goods, people, ideas and capital across 

nations), diaspora (global movement of people) is not totally synonymous with it 

(Braziel and Mannur 2003:7-8). Tokelauans, like the majority of other Pacific migrants, 

fall into both these categories as I will analyse further in this chapter.  

 

One of the many advantages for the people of the Cook Islands, Niue and Tokelau, 

apart from securing a New Zealand citizenship and passport, was having complete 

access to the labour markets and employment opportunities of Australia and New 

Zealand (Chand 2005). Employing the new economics of migration theory, people ‘are 

motivated to migrate not only to increase their absolute income or to diversify their 

risks, but also to improve their income relative to other households in their reference 

group’ (Massey et al 2005:46). Similarly, Connell (2002) argues that migration in the 

Pacific region ‘is both a catalyst and a consequence of social and economic change,’ 

and has been largely influenced by socioeconomic inequalities. Social researchers have 

found that the two most important reasons, apart from overcrowding of the islands, for 

Pacific Islander migration are education and employment opportunities (see Connell 

2002; Goss & Lindquist 2000 and Wessen et al 1992. 

 

Connell (2003:59) observed that because of this situation, there has been a dramatic 

increase in Pacific migration to such an extent that now there are more migrants living 

in other countries than in the island homelands. Many of these people were motivated, 

as Massey et al (2005) shows, to migrate to secure employment to support themselves 

and families who remain in the islands (Connell 2003:59). By 1991, 167,073 Pacific 

Islander people were living in New Zealand (Nero 1997:457). At that time, 80 per cent 
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of the Niue population lived in New Zealand, Tokelau 70 per cent and the Cook Islands, 

69 per cent (Nero 1997:457). The 1996 New Zealand Census shows that 202,236 

Pacific Islanders lived in New Zealand (Lee 2004:134).  

 

Overall, from the 2001 census, there were some 231,801 Pacific peoples living in New 

Zealand. The 2001 census also recorded some 6,204 people of Tokelauan ethnicity in 

New Zealand as compared to 1,431 living on the Tokelau Islands. This census figure 

takes their numbers to around 2.5 percent of all Pacific peoples living in New Zealand 

in that year.18 A more recent census taken in 2006 reveals that at the time of the survey 

there were 265,974 people of Pacific ethnic background currently residing in New 

Zealand, a growth of 59 percent (98,904 people) since the 1991 census, and a 15 

percent (34,173 people) growth since the 2001 census. The total figure in 2006 for those 

people identified with the Pacific ethnicity represents 6.5 percent of the total New 

Zealand population.19 In 2006 the largest Pacific Islander group was Samoan at 131,103 

people, an estimated increase of 14 percent (16,083) since the 2001 census. The 2006 

census illustrates that there were 19,272 people of Pacific ethnicity living in New 

Zealand who had lived overseas five years earlier. The 2006 Census showed Cook 

Islands Maori (58,011), followed by Tongan (50,478), Niuean (22,476), Fijian (9,864), 

Tuvaluan (2,625) and Tokelauan (6,822). In comparison, the population recorded in the 

October 2006 Census on the Tokelau Islands stood at 1,466 with Atafu 524, Fakaofo 

483 and Nukunonu 426.20    
 

                                                 
18 Teara. The Encylopedia of New Zealand. http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/tokelauans 
19

 New Zealand Statistics 2006. Census of Population and Dwellings:Pacific Peoples. 
http://www.stats.govt.nz 
20 New Zealand Statistics 2006. http://www.stats.govt.nz 
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There was an overall increase in Pacific people living in New Zealand from 1991 to 

2006 (see Table 1).  

 

Pacific Peoples Ethnic Groups - Population Summary 

1991–2006 Censuses 

Pacific peoples ethnic groups (total 

responses) 

Census year 

1991 1996 2001 2006 

Samoan 85,743 101,754 115,017 131,103 

Cook Islands Maori 37,857 47,016 52,569 58,011 

Tongan 23,175 31,392 40,716 50,478 

Niuean 14,427 18,474 20,148 22,476 

Fijian 5,097 7,698 7,041 9,864 

Tokelauan 4,146 4,917 6,204 6,819 

Tuvaluan 432 879 1,965 2,628 

Other Pacific peoples 2,190 4,440 5,424 6,378 

Total people, Pacific peoples 167,070 202,233 231,798 265,974 

Table 1: Statistics of Pacific People, Ethnic Groups. Source: New Zealand Statistics, 2006 Census Data. 

Viewed at http://www.stats.govt.nz/ 

 

Tokelauan figures reveal a marked increase in the number of Tokelauans from 1991 to 

2006. These increases are possibly due to an increase in Tokelau children born in New 

Zealand during that period. The majority of Pacific peoples migrated from Samoa, Fiji, 

Tonga, the Cook Islands, Niue, and Tokelau. The people from these islands, except 

Samoa and Tonga, are New Zealand citizens. Therefore, they have immediate entry and 

re-settlement rights in that country. The islanders from Samoa, Fiji and Tonga were 

allowed entry into New Zealand through varying means, such as temporary permits, 

quota schemes and family reunification policies.21 More recent statistics on Tokelauans 

living in New Zealand for the 2011 and 2013 Census’ were not found on the New 

Zealand Statistics web site.  

Education 
 

Western influences in the Pacific area has undoubtedly played a large part in the 

migration of mostly young men and women, who seek better education and health 

facilities (Connell 2002:74). Tokelau is just one of the many islander groups to take 

advantage of the educational services offered by New Zealand schools and tertiary and 

                                                 
21 New Zealand 2006 Statistics.  http://www.stats.govt.nz/ 
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technical institutions (Wessen et al 1992; Lee 2004). Wessen et al (1992:139) observed 

that Tokelau children, both boys and girls, achieve quite well in many of these 

educational areas, although many choose career training at technical organizations, 

rather than attending university. According to Wessen et al (1992:139), some children 

reject university education because they and their parents have false perceptions about 

their inability to be able to complete university degrees, and so they take the ‘easier’ 

option of technical institutions. 

Chain Migration  

 

Once the first wave of Tokelauans had settled in New Zealand in the late 1950s and 

1960s, there began a process of chain migration from Tokelau directly to New Zealand 

(Wessen et al 1992). Chain migration is part of a complex social network system 

practiced by many migrants who follow pioneering immigrants. This system of 

migration was used initially by social researchers to describe the pathways that migrants 

used to achieve their quests (Castles 2007:35). Wooden et al (1994:38) define chain 

migration as a system that allows people 

 

…to move along well-trodden paths, which, if they have not travelled 
along them before themselves, have been traversed by family 
members and friends. They tend to travel with friends or family and 
have a range of contact at the destination. The networks established 
by earlier generations of movers from families and localities act as 
conduits to channel later generations to those destinations in an 
atmosphere of certainty.   

 

Further, Wooden et al (1994:38) point out that the social networks set up by the original 

sojourners continue to flourish, even though others who follow in the footsteps of the 

first immigrants may have different reasons for migrating. Yet, whatever the reason for 

the move, a migrant ‘acquires social capital in the form of a contact at the mover’s 

destination’ (Wooden et al 1994:38). Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992:119) define social 

capital as ‘the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a 

group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalised 

relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition.’ Family, household members, 

friends and other community members can acquire social capital through the migrant 

network links that are maintained between the country of origin and the destination 

country (Massey et al 2005). 
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Chain migration is also practiced by people from other Pacific nations including Samoa 

and Tonga. For instance, in 1962 many Samoans who wanted to migrate to New 

Zealand followed in the footsteps of their kin already living in that country (Va‘a 2001). 

These Samoans were put up by their relatives and in most cases financially supported 

for an indefinite time until they found work. Later, during the 1970s and 1980s 

Samoans migrated to Australia using the same chain migration system that proved so 

successful in their migration to New Zealand. Va‘a (2001:68) believes that ‘very few 

enter under other categories.’ In a similar vein, Helen Lee’s (2003) extensive research 

on Tongans in Australia illuminates that chain migration and family assistance upon 

arrival was a very important strategy used by migrating Tongans during the late 1950s 

and 1960s; a system that remains popular with migrating Tongans today. 

 

Chain migration by Tokelauans began in the 1960s between the islands and New 

Zealand, a culture of travel to and from Tokelau began. Through their migration and re-

settlement programs, the New Zealand Government had provided a secure home and ‘a 

clear place of attachment in the neo-colonial world’ (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:269). 

After re-settlement was established, Tokelauans began to move back and forth between 

the two places. Some Tokelau Islanders increasingly travelled to New Zealand to visit 

family for special occasions, while others returned, sometimes temporarily or 

permanently, to the island homelands. Through their constant travel back and forth, 

Tokelauans were treating New Zealand as simply an extension of their islands, a point 

taken up by Huntsman and Kalolo (2007:31) who said that ‘Tokelau had not been 

depopulated’; it had expanded’ to include five new community settlements. Looking 

back over time to these early years Tokelau migration and re-settlement, these 

researchers have re-analysed Tokelauan movements between Tokelau and New Zealand 

communities. They offer further insight into this culture of travel by stating that 

Tokelauans ‘no longer migrated (perhaps they never thought they had), but rather 

moved between these eight communities – briefly visiting, staying for a while, or 

settling’ (Huntsman and Kalolo 2007:31).  

 

In short, during the early years of migration, Tokelauans adjusted to life in New 

Zealand and gained a sense of belonging to that country in the tū faka-Tokelau (Tokelau 

ways); while at the same time, creating their own transnational communities that 

consisted of a well established network of friends and family living in New Zealand and 
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in Tokelau. Unlike other immigrant experiences where there is a profound feeling of 

uprootedness and dislocation (Ahmed et al 2003; Bender 2001) by the act of migrating 

and separating away from the homeland, Tokelauans, as recognized New Zealand 

citizens, (considered a highly important form of belonging to the nation-state) (Castles 

and Miller 2003), treated New Zealand as an extension of the Tokelau Islands, and not 

as an unwelcoming country. 

 

Their new settlements were in Wellington, Auckland, and Rotorua and Taupo in the 

Central North Island. The majority of migrant Tokelauans settled in the Wellington 

district and its outlying districts. By the late 1960s a central group, almost exclusively 

from Nukunonu, established themselves in the Lower and Upper Hutt Valleys, two 

beautiful regional areas situated close to the city of Wellington. It took my husband and 

I approximately one hour to reach Naenae and the Upper Hutt Valley was roughly 

another half hour north of Naenae. The suburb of Naenae became a major place of 

Tokelauan re-settlement and is particularly associated with migrants from Nukunonu 

who are predominantly Catholic (see Map 5). As I explained in Chapter One, and will 

elaborate on in Chapter Seven, Naenae was where my husband and I met with my key 

informant and her extended family in the 2008/2009 Christmas holidays and New Year  

to take part in her father’s tombstone unveiling ceremony. 

 

 
Map 5: Naenae district viewed 20 March 2013. Wises Maps. Map data 

2013 Google http://www.wises.co.nz/1/naenae/ 
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Others made their home in Petone and Porirua, drawn mainly to the area because of its 

close proximity to the sea and the various church denominations. One of the key factors 

that drew Tokelauans to New Zealand was affordable housing. In circumstances where 

there was no available cheap housing, the new immigrants would be accommodated 

temporarily by the more established migrant families. Over time, this trend laid the 

foundations for repeated chain migrations, and, importantly, the creation of close bonds 

among Tokelauan communities that exist in Petone and other cities and townships in 

New Zealand.22    

Conclusion 

 

The transnational connections that Tokelauan immigrants maintain with their 

homelands today emerged from the pan Pacific Island migrations that occurred during 

the mid twentieth century. Contact with the Western World over 200 years ago brought 

many social disruptions and transformations and many social changes to the political 

structure and governance in the islands, particularly the dismantling of the Tokelau 

religious beliefs. Many of these changes came in the form of Christianity brought by 

early Christian missionaries, Samoan pastors and catechists; a religion that remains an 

important part of the Tokelauan people today. The migration pattern of the colonial era 

ended with the mass migration of Pacific people moving to New Zealand, and 

elsewhere creating a chain migration system that would prove to be imminently 

successful in providing security for immigrants during the early days of adjustment to 

contemporary life in New Zealand. Tokelauan people, like other Pacific Islanders have 

migrated for many reasons, including the overpopulation problems on the islands, and a 

desire to obtain a better life for their children. Their aspirations included access to 

further education and employment opportunities, as well as superior health facilities for 

themselves and their children.  

 

Throughout their migrations the majority of Pacific Islanders have retained their 

connections to their families left behind, through the perpetuation and production of 

transnational links between their country of origin and destination countries, and other 

diasporic communities throughout the world. Established Tokelau families provide a 

                                                 
22 Petone Settlers Museum Exhibitions Te Whare Whakaaro o Pito-one: Folauga A Tagata Tokelau Ki Niu 
Hila,  Autumn Newsletter 1999.  
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safe haven for others who make the long journey from the islands and New Zealand to 

join them in Townsville. Throughout the many social changes that they have 

experienced in the intervening years since colonialism Tokelauans, as Pacific 

immigrants, formed close communities in New Zealand and in the process, have held 

fast to many of their linguistic, social and cultural traditions and their identity, while 

simultaneously embracing and adapting to new ways of being in the world and 

belonging to new places.   
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Chapter 3. Moving to Australia

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

Following the economic downturn that occurred in New Zealand during the mid 1970s, 

Tokelauans began to leave New Zealand to seek a better lifestyle and employment 

opportunities in Australia. New Zealand immigration to Australia, in general, was made 

possible through the implementation of multicultural policies during the early 1970s in 

Australia, and through the cooperative relations between the two countries in the mid 

twentieth which culminated in the formation of the Trans-Tasman Mutual Recognition 

Agreement in 1973. As seen in other global migration patterns, the first wave of 

Tokelauan settlers to Australia triggered a chain migration following the pathways of 

earlier settlers to townships and cities of North Queensland after hearing from relatives 

about the tropical lifestyle of Townsville and the abundance of tropical produce 

available in this region. Brisbane and the Sunshine Coast became major migration 

centres while others ventured further north to Townsville and Cairns. Today some 

Tokelauans are coming to Australia directly from the islands rather than proceeding to 

New Zealand first. This change in migration strategy is a relatively new phenomenon, 

particularly in the Townsville region where there is now a well established and vibrant 

community.  

 

The first Tokelau settlers arrived in Townsville during the 1990s. In that decade 

Tokelauan families experienced little difficulty in accessing Social Security Benefits to 

assist them financially until they found accommodation and employment. However, 

from 2001 onwards   changes to the Agreement included exclusion by New Zealand 

immigrants to Unemployment Benefits. As a result, Tokelauans who came to 

Townsville from New Zealand or directly from Tokelau experienced varying degrees of 

financial hardship. Yet, regardless of the increased economic pressures placed upon 

Tokelauan migrants, they continue to migrate to Townsville.  
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This chapter begins by providing an overview of the Pacific Islander presence in 

Australia, before it briefly explores the multicultural discourse that ultimately created a 

diverse nation. The chapter then demonstrates some of the reasons for Tokelau 

migrations to Australia, and later, to Townsville. Finally, the chapter turns to the 

formation of Tokelauan communities which have become a crucial part in helping new 

Tokelauans to re-settle in this area. I argue that while the State’s assistance programs 

have improved considerably since the 1970s, and are more focused on delivering re-

settlement programs and services, it is the institution of the family and the collective 

efforts of the Tokelau community as a whole that provide much needed support for a 

successful re-settlement experience of new Tokelauan arrivals. 

Early Pacific presence 

 

Along with Samoans and Tongans and other Pacific Islander groups, Tokelau migration 

to Australia occurred primarily during the 1980s. Although there is little or no recorded 

knowledge regarding reasons for their original migration to Australia, it can be assumed 

that Tokelauans, like their Pacific Island neighbours, turned to Australia in search of 

employment and a better lifestyle. Prior to this era Pacific Islander migration to 

Australia was very minimal. In general, their absence was due to the exclusionary 

principles of the Australian Immigration Restriction Act of 1901 to 1958; an Act that 

was embedded within the 1901 White Australia Policy (Jupp 2007:9). Yet, despite this 

highly discriminatory policy, diverse cultural groups lived and worked in Australia 

prior to 1901, but they often endured racist treatment from the dominant white society 

(Jupp 2007). Italians, for instance, immigrated to Australia in a series of waves 

beginning in the 1850s, the 1920s and the 1950s lured by gold and, later, the quest to set 

up small businesses, farming and fishing. Others included Indonesians, Greeks and 

Syrian/Lebanese, Chinese, Japanese and South Sea Islanders (Castles, Alcorso, Rando, 

Vasta 1992:86). 

 

South Sea Islanders lived and worked in Australia during the 19th century prior to the   

introduction of the Immigration Restriction Act and the White Australia Policy of 

1901.23 These people were predominately Melanesian, although they were often 

referred to as Pacific Islanders in the Australian Government’s 1868 Polynesian 

                                                 
23 Parliament of Australia. www.aph.gov.au/ 
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Labourers Act (Queensland) and other literature of the time. The islanders were taken 

from eighty islands scattered throughout the Pacific Ocean, although the majority of 

them came from the New Hebrides (now Vanuatu), the Solomon Islands and the 

Loyalty Islands, now known as New Caledonia (Connell and McCall 2006). South Sea 

Islanders arrived in Australia from 1863 to around 1904 after having been coerced or 

lured onto ships and locked in the hulls of whaling ships against their will. Upon their 

arrival in Australia they were forced to work as indentured labourers for three year 

terms for as little as six pounds a year on sugar cane farms in Queensland and Northern 

New South Wales (Connell and McCall 2006:4; Howe 1984). ‘Blackbirding,’ as I 

touched on in Chapter Two decimated the Tokelau and other Pacific Islands some one 

hundred years before it occurred once again in the South Seas.  

 

My father has often told me of how as a young boy growing up in the small rural 

township of Cordelia in Macknade, near Ingham, he played with young South Sea 

Island boys whose families lived in the area. My father spoke of how white Australian 

cane cutter families (his family included) lived in the same area as South Sea Islander 

families. The so called ‘Kanaka’ cane cutters, my father recalls, were paid very low 

wages as were many of the white cane cutters and mill workers. Because they earned 

little money, both groups (including my father and his mother and step-father) lived in 

small mud floor huts that lacked many basic household amenities. Produce from fruit 

trees, vegetables that grew abundantly in the fertile Herbert River valley and seafood 

caught from the local estuaries and rivers supplemented these families meager food 

supply.  

 

The South Sea Islanders early migration story is a direct contrast to the migration and 

re-settlement of the Tokelau people who came to Australia and were welcomed into the 

country under its multiculturalism policy. Many South Sea Islanders were brought to 

Australia against their will, and these people and their descendents experienced racism 

through the decades of the White Australia policy. Tokelau migrants, on the other hand, 

entered Australia during the era of multiculturalism, and subsequently had a completely 

different experience to that of the South Sea Islander people. Today, South Sea and 

Pacific Islander communities make up some of the largest non-white community groups 

in Australia (Castles et al 1992).  
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Towards a White Nation 

 

Fundamentally, the White Australia Act was set up to maintain a ‘white domination’ 

within the country (Jupp 2007:7). Jupp (2007:7) contends that ‘Australian immigration 

policy over the past 150 years has rested on three pillars; the maintenance of British 

hegemony and ‘white’ domination; the strengthening of Australia economically and 

militarily by selective mass migration; and the state control of these processes.’ Jupp 

goes on to suggest that Australia has a strong anglo-celtic heritage and racism has been 

an intrinsic part of the Australian political landscape since colonial times. Castles et al 

(1992) argue that white Australia developed into a collective racist unit against both the 

Indigenous and Europeans, and it was this racist attitude of the people and the state that 

shaped the early Australian immigration policies (Jupp 2007).  

 

Outwardly, as Jupp (2007:7) shows, the White Australia policy was economically 

driven. The labour movement of the time ‘feared for working conditions and wages if 

“inferior races” used to inferior conditions were able to dominate the labour market’ 

(Jupp 2007:7). Inwardly, though, as Jupp states, ‘these policies simply reinforced 

Australia’s ‘long and strong xenophobic, racist and insular traditions’ From this 

viewpoint, it can be seen that fear of the ‘other,’ in this case the South Sea Islanders and 

people from the Asiatic countries, along with the potential job losses for white 

Australians were the two main driving forces behind the creation of the White Australia 

policies.  

 

At its central core, the Australian Government based the White Australia policy on an 

overarching racial exclusionary principle to create and maintain a dominant white 

mono-cultural Australia.  Since federation Australia relied on England to keep Australia 

populated with people from the mother country, and the end result was a politically and 

socially engineered agenda that would ensure the continuation of a British Empire 

overseas expansion (Jupp 2007). However, I suggest that Australia never was a mono-

cultural society, because, as I have mentioned previously, apart from Australia’s 

Indigenous people, there were many diverse cultures co-residing in Australia since the 

mid 1800s. Australia simply chose to see them as inconsequential. In the end though, 

the White Australia concept failed because there were simply not enough British born 

people (although offered financial incentives) migrating here (Jupp 2007:11).  
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The White Australia discourse began to unravel after World War One and World War 

11. The consequences of these two major world wars saw a massive reduction in the 

Australian population. The ‘populate or perish’ concept was first coined by Australian 

Prime Minister, Billy Hughes and implemented by the Federal Minister of Immigration, 

Arthur Calwell after World War 11, when Australia’s population was recorded at just 

seven million. He realized that without immigration, Australia would not survive as a 

nation (Jupp 2007). Nonetheless, the immigration scheme was set up to ensure that only 

people from selected countries from war torn Europe were allowed to come into 

Australia. The imperative was to keep Australia predominately white. European 

immigrants, especially those of fair colouring were regarded as the next best choice to 

contribute to the expansion of the Australian population (Jupp 2007). 

 

Ultimately, Australia became an immigration nation through the consequences of war 

and the displacement of thousands of people from war ravaged Europe. This move 

however, was a major change in the Australian immigration policy, although it 

remained inherently racist. People from Oceania remained excluded from Australian 

society, and as a result, seventy-five percent of newly arrived immigrants were of 

European stock (Jupp 2007). It must be noted though, as I have found during my 

research, that people from the Pacific regions especially those from small atoll islands 

like Tokelau had only just begun to migrate to larger neighbouring islands and New 

Zealand during this era, and therefore, would not have looked to Australia as a place of 

migration until another two or three decades.  

 

Racist attitudes and xenophobia continued to underwrite the Australian Government’s 

immigration policies and programs until the late 1960s (Castles et al 1992). At this time 

the government finally abolished its White Australia Policy ‘under the pressure of anti-

colonial struggles and civil right movements’ that arose from the racist sentiments of 

mainstream white Australians during that period (Castles 2000:163). Racism, according 

to Castles and Miller (2003:35), can reasonably be defined as ‘the process whereby 

social groups categorize other groups as different or inferior, on the basis of 

phenotypical or cultural markers.’ These researchers concur that racism is commonly 

found in the majority of multicultural nations where there are diverse ethnic groups. 

Seen in this light, this definition of racism ultimately depends on who is the dominant 

culture of a particular country. 
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Another word that can be aligned with racism is ethnicity (Lee 2003:4). ‘Ethnicity’ is a 

term that is commonly used by contemporary scholars of migration and globalisation. 

Barth (1970:10) argued, firstly, that ethnic groups maintain boundaries ‘despite a flow 

of personnel across them.’ Secondly, he found that ‘cultural differences can persist 

despite inter-ethnic contact and interdependence.’ For Castles and Miller (2003:33) 

ethnicity is viewed as ‘an attribute of minority groups, but most social scientists argue 

that everybody has ethnicity, which is defined as a sense of group belonging, based on 

ideas of common origins, history, culture, experience and values.’ As Castles and Miller 

(2003:33) point out, immigrants often display many cultural differences. It is these 

social differences that mark them as foreign to mainstream society, and as such, these 

differences are categorised as ‘ethnicity’ or ‘race’ (Castles and Miller 2003:14). The 

term ethnicity, according to Hage (1998) carries with it some connotation of people 

being different. As such, it can also infer a sense power within the dominant culture that 

can have the potential to disadvantage people from other cultural groups (Hage 1998).  

 

Instead of using ‘ethnicity,’ Lee (2003) prefers to adopt a softer approach. For Lee the 

terminology ‘cultural identity’ is a more sensitive way to refer to Australian Tongans. 

She and other researchers have found that while the word ‘ethnicity’ can viewed as a 

social construction, ‘ethnicity’ in itself is a static and homogeneous connotation of what 

is authentic in a culture, rather than seeing culture as dynamic which carries with it the 

possibility of change over time, or what is now known as ‘acculturation’24 ( Lee 2003). 

Instead, Lee argues that ‘the term “cultural identity” is preferable to “ethnic identity” 

since it allows for more flexible, hybrid identities that extend beyond the imagined 

boundaries of “ethnic” groups’ (Lee 2003:5). This concept, she sees as a more suitable 

way of speaking about Tongans and other immigrant groups and I concur fully with 

Lee. Nevertheless, while racism is part of the Australian story of immigration, 

‘ethnicity’ continues to be associated with multiculturalism.  

                                                 
24 Acculturation means ‘the process of adopting the cultural traits or social patterns of another group’  
Macquarie English Dictionary. 
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A multicultural society 

 

By 1973 the White Australia policy and its immigration re-settlement programs under 

the doctrine of ‘assimilation’ had been superseded by the Whitlam Labour Government, 

which supported a non-discriminatory multicultural policy that would pave the way for 

future immigrations of cultural ethnic groups. Instead of assimilation as a way of 

managing the re-settlement of migrants, integration became the new and preferred 

agenda (Jupp 2007). However, Hage notes that this new terminology is associated with 

the proclamation of a dominant mono-cultural society in which migrants must 

assimilate into (Hage and Couch 1999:xii).  

 

According to Jupp (2007: 90) this policy ‘grew out of a concern with settlement rather 

than with cultural maintenance...’ Migration as a socially engineered phenomenon 

introduces large numbers of people from diverse cultures into a mainstream population, 

and therefore, immigration re-settlement required careful management. Australia was 

finally moving away from what was seen as a mono-cultural society to a multicultural 

one (Hage 2002:51). Under Whitlam’s direction, the Immigration Department was 

dismantled while other departments were formed to cope with the ongoing needs of 

immigrants (Jupp 2007:37). Jupp notes that Al Grassby, the Minister for Immigration 

played a vital role in the formation of Australia’s multicultural policies that recognised 

unity in diversity. He argued that social unity was possible even though migrants 

retained important aspects of their culture (Jupp 2007). Although the Whitlam 

government was the original proponents of multiculturalism, the Fraser Government set 

up the Australian Ethnic Affairs Council who defined the term ‘multiculturalism’ (Jupp 

2007). Their official report in 1977 called Australia as a Multicultural Society set in 

place the strategies required for the creation of a socially inclusive multicultural nation. 

The multicultural definition embedded in this report would remain a key component 

(although continually upgraded) in future reports for the next 20 years (Jupp 2007:83). 

 

Multiculturalism as a political tool has raised conflicting views within Australia. While 

some are convinced that it promotes cultural difference others have fiercely attacked it, 

but they do not always have the answers for many of the social problems found within a 

multicultural society (Vasta 2004; Hage 1998; Koundoura 1998).  
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Maria Koundoura (1998:81) for example believes that: 

 

…multiculturalism is lauded in Australia because its citizens’ need it 
to enhance international awareness’; the ethnic enclaves, meanwhile, 
are trapped’ by Australia’s multicultural policies into celebrating and 
preserving the ethnos or culture of origin through festivals and the 
like, and thus into moving further and further away from the realities 
and transformations of not only the nation of origin but also Australia 
itself. On the border between the international and the national, 
Australia’s multicultural people occupy the no man’s land of the ‘not 
quite yet’ citizen; forever ‘new’ Australians, they serve to continually 
reinforce the borders of the constitution of the Australian nation 
through their many cultures. Their histories are seen as fragments of a 
whole that is never quite articulated but always alluded to: the ideal 
Australian nation which always informs questions of culture and 
nation as either historical or natural but never political.  
 

Koundoura (1998:82) critiques the current method of managing multiculturalism. 

Instead of the current model that tends, in her opinion, to commodify culture, 

Koundoura offers an alternative theory of multinationalism which highlights ‘nation 

rather than culture’ which sees ‘individual groups as wholes and not fragments of the 

whole’ (Koundoura (1998:82). But, in her paper, she fails to provide alternative 

strategies to better manage multiculturalism in Australia which perhaps, in itself, 

reflects the difficulty of providing an appropriate and sensitive multicultural model 

which places paramount emphasis on creating a more inclusive society. 

 

During the 1990s, the term, ‘tolerance’ was used in association with multicultural 

discourse. It was included into multicultural discourse and documents as a way of 

moving forward towards social cohesion. As Delanty (2003:93) remarks:  

 
Multiculturalism was a means of managing cultural diversity arising 
from large-scale immigration into western societies that came in the 
wake of decolonisation and waves of immigrant workers. European 
multiculturalism... was essentially an extension of liberal tolerance 
rather than aiming at participation of immigrants in citizenship. It was 
based on the assumption that there was a dominant cultural identity, in 
the society to which the incoming ethnic groups had to adjust but to 
whom certain concessions could be made.  

 

Written into the 1999 Government papers New Agenda for Multicultural Australia, and 

the 2003 paper ‘Multicultural Australia: United in Diversity’ are the words; ‘tolerance, 

humanity and mutual respect (Hodge and O’Carroll 2006:45). The word, ‘tolerance’ 
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however, according to Hodge and O’Carroll (2006:51) ‘is a contradictory and 

paradoxical principle...that fails in its attempt to define multiculturalism in Australia 

today.’ The use of ‘tolerance’ in this way was also critiqued by Ghassan Hage in an 

influential and timely book entitled, White Nation: Fantasies of White Supremacy in a 

Multicultural Society (1998). In this book, Hage vehemently denounces the concept of 

‘tolerance’ in multicultural discourse. For him, ‘tolerance’ still carries many of the old 

multicultural values. He sees that the concept of tolerance, ‘comes into being in 

intolerant societies,’ and is thus used to manage or ‘regulate outsiders rather than 

include them’ (Hage 1998:80). In the end, Hage contends that multiculturalism is here 

to stay in Australia, and future dialogue on multicultural discourse will continue to 

encourage better outcomes to decrease the chasm between migrants and the established 

population (Hage and Couch 1999:xiii).  

 

The sentiment of Hage is also echoed by fellow social researcher, Stephen Castles 

(1999:32) who contends that ‘Australia’s cultural diversity is irreversible.’ He suggests 

that there needs to be alternate ‘forms of multicultural citizenship and democracy.’ 

Although the multicultural model is seen by some to fall short of its goal as these 

researchers point out, it has allowed Australia to build a relatively coherent and 

harmonious nation, yet at the same time encourage diverse cultural differences (Castles 

1998), particularly by encouraging the maintenance of cultural heritage and language. 

In an effort to encourage community cohesion, the current Australian Government is 

committed to ensuring its multicultural policies, programs and services are culturally 

suitable and meet the needs of migrant people in every Australian State.25  

 

As part of their policy of updating the State’s current multicultural policies and 

programs, the personnel from the Townsville Multicultural Support Group were among 

the many Queenslanders who were invited by State officials to engage in a discussions 

and share personal experiences. Some of the information came out of discussion forums 

held at the Office of TMSG and attended by diverse cultural groups including people 

from the various throughout Queensland is the implementation of new policy initiatives.  

 

                                                 
25 See Queensland Government Department of Communities and Multicultural Affairs. 
http://www.multicultural.qld.au/be-involved   
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The current version of the State Multicultural Policy introduced in 2011 is an excellent 

example of the ealier Queensland Government's Multicultural Queensland Policy. 

Known as the Multicultural Affairs Queensland (MAQ) the Policy is responsible for the 

co-ordination and ‘implementation of the policy across the Queensland public sector.’ 

The 2011 Multicultural Queensland Partnerships Program is the Queensland's 

Government's Multicultural Policy initiative titled: A multicultural future for all of us 

emphasises unity in diversity. 

 

This current multicultural policy has gone through many stages of development since its 

first inception in the 1970s. It continues to evolve as Australians learn how to live 

together in harmony as a culturally rich diverse nation and to share in the prosperity of a 

multicultural society. As Hage (1999: xiii) has succinctly pointed out, ‘multiculturalism 

is nothing other than the ensemble of institutions and practices through which culturally 

marginalised migrant groups struggle to augment their integration into Australian 

society.’ Tokelauan immigrants are a minority group who came to Australia during the 

evolving political landscape. They had already experienced being one of New Zealand’s 

marginalised groups even though they were citizens of that country. As a result of their 

former life in New Zealand, Tokelauans may not have found the re-settlement 

experience as daunting as some migrants. This could be attributed to their migration and 

re-settlement experiences in New Zealand prior to moving to Australia. 

Border agreements 
 

Although the borders between Australia and New Zealand were open prior to the 1970s, 

Tokelauan migration and other Pacific Islander migrants from New Zealand was made 

possible through the implementation of multiculturalism and the Trans Tasman 

Agreement of 1973. The Trans Tasman Agreement was set up between the Government 

of Australia and the Government of New Zealand at a time when Australia was just 

coming out of the White Australia Policy era. But, as Jupp (2007:17) points out there 

were still remnants of British preference, the most obvious being its ‘open door’ policy 

to New Zealanders through the Trans Tasman Agreement. In one sense Jupp makes a 

valid point here, but it is a narrow view of the cultural make up of the New Zealand 

population. What Jupp fails to mention in his book is the fact that the ‘open door 

policy’ between the two Nations is non-discriminatory; that is to say, it allows all New 
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Zealanders, including those from different cultural backgrounds who hold New Zealand 

citizenship, in particular (for the interest of this research), those of Pacific Islander 

background, many of whom have automatic New Zealand citizenship status, to migrate 

to Australia along with any other New Zealanders.  

 

Like other Pacific Islanders, Tokelauans took advantage of the bilateral arrangements 

between the two countries, and from 1975, Pacific Island immigration to Australia 

increased fairly substantially after the initial settlement, followed by chain migration. 

The Agreement allows people to move freely between the two countries26  and prior to 

the 2001 amendments, New Zealanders including Tokelauans who moved to Australia 

during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s were allowed to stay, work and have access to 

Welfare Benefits.  

 

This Agreement has undergone many changes since its first inception in the early 1920s 

and is now known as the Trans Tasman Mutual Recognition Arrangement (TTMRA). It 

is a non treaty agreement between the Australian Government and the Government of 

New Zealand. New Zealanders immigrating to Australia are required to obtain a Special 

Category Visa (SCV) but other than this, they only need a current passport to enter 

Australia and vice versa.27  

 

Statistical figures issued by the Australian Government Department of Immigration and 

Citizenship, as from the 30 June 2010, show an estimated total of 566 815 New Zealand 

citizens living in Australia. These figures include those of Pacific Islander background.  

Pacific Islanders in Australia 

 

Research on Pacific Island immigration and re-settlement is relatively restricted to 

Government Statistics as little independent research has been undertaken in this country 

to date. Undoubtedly research on Pacific Island immigration was not warranted because 

of the relatively small numbers of Islanders and their invisibility within mainstream 

society during the nineteenth and early twentieth century (Connell and McCall (2006). 

Some of the more recent research studies undertaken by Connell and McCall contain a 

                                                 
26 Trans-Tasman Mutual Recognition Act 1997. http://www. 
27 For full information on the TTMRA see Council of Australian Governments www.coag.gov.au 



76 

somewhat detailed description and analysis by the Australian Census Statistics that 

show a Pacific Islander presence from the 1921s with a substantial increase in 

population levels from this date to the early 1970s. From 1971, two of the larger Pacific 

Island states, Tonga and Samoa were the ‘main sources of Pacific Islander migrants’ to 

arrive in Australia (Connell and McCall 2006:1; see also Va’a 2001). For the purposes 

of this chapter the data provided by Connell and McCall and Va’a offer some 

comparative view of which Pacific Islander ethnic groups were residing in Australia 

and their population growth during the those years prior to the migration of the 

Tokelauans from New Zealand.  

 

Statistics from the 1981 census data reveal that there were 1000 Western Samoans, over 

3000 Tongans and up to 10000 Fijians migrants living and working in Australia. Other 

Pacific Islanders living in Australia during that period included people from Kiribati, 

Nauru, Tuvalu, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu (Connell and McCall 2006:9).28 

Following protests from the Fijian government and its criticism of Australia’s White 

Australia Policy, and on the recommendations by the Fijian Prime Minister of the time, 

most of these islanders came on Guest Worker Schemes. Henceforth, after deliberations 

by the Australian Immigration Department, islanders were allowed into Australia under 

this scheme (Connell and McCall 2006). 

 

The earliest data on Pacific Islanders in Australia shows that there were some Samoans 

who arrived in Australia most likely working as ‘deck-hands on whaling and trading 

vessels in the 1820s’ (Deacon 1988:758). Other Samoans found themselves in Australia 

through the London Missionary Society who had established itself in the Torres Straits 

and Papua New Guinea. Some Samoans were sent to Australia to be trained as Pastors, 

and to work, while some from mixed marriages were educated in Australia. By 1921 

there were around 109 Samoans living in Australia and 5742 in 1991.29 Initially, the 

number of Pacific Island groups remained small in Australia until the 1970s, but 

increased significantly from this time (Connell and McCall 2006). Overall, the 2006 
                                                 
28 The People of Australia Statistics. 2006 Census. Department of Immigration and Citizenship. 
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/fact-sheets/17nz.htm 
29 Statistics Section, Bureau of Immigration Research; sourced by Trimboli (1988  in Va’a  2000:69).  Va’a 
(2001:69) states that Samoans are currently one of the ‘fastest growing’ Pacific Islander migrant groups 
in Australia. The People of Australia Statistics from the 2006 Census Department of Immigration and 
Citizenship   2008. http://www.immi.gov.au/media/fact-sheets/17nz.htm 
 



77 

Ancestry Report provided by the Australian Census shows that New Zealander, Maori, 

and other Pacific Islanders currently make up 1.9 percent of the overall Australian 

population.30 

Tokelauans in Australia 

 

New Zealand Statistics below show the permanent and long-term Tokelauan departures 

from New Zealand to Australia beginning in 1979 to 2011. As can be seen, there were 

no statistics taken between the periods 1988 to 2000. This period would have been the 

most active years of Tokelau migration and the lack of data fails to provide a clear 

picture of their movement during these years, although it does show a gradual increase 

beginning in 1979 with ten migrants to 2008 with a total of twenty-five migrants.31
   

 

Tokelau-born 

Year ended 

August 

Number  Year ended August Number 

1979 10  1996 not collected 

1980 2  1997 not collected 

1981 5  1998 not collected 

1982 2  1999 not collected 

1983 2  2000 not collected 

1984 1  2001 23 

1985 0  2002 21 

1986 9  2003 11 

1987 5  2004 16 

1988 not collected  2005 9 

1989 not collected  2006 10 

1990 not collected  2007 6 

1991 not collected  2008 25 

1992 not collected  2009 23 

1993 not collected  2010 15 

1994 not collected  2011 10 

1995 not collected    

Source: Statistics New Zealand 

Table 2: Permanent Tokelau departures from New Zealand. Source: Population Statistics  

 New Zealand 2011. http:// www.stats.gov.nz/ 

                                                 
 
 
31Statistics New Zealand 2011. New Zealand Census of Population and Dwellings: Pacific Peoples. 
http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2011  
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The 2006 Australian Statistical report highlights the most popular places where 

Tokelauans are living in Australia. The report shows that there are approximately 

twenty-eight Tokelau males and twenty Tokelau females living in Melbourne. There are 

a total of forty-two Tokelau males and twenty-seven Tokelau females living in the State 

of Victoria. In Sydney there are three hundred and nine Tokelau males and two hundred 

and seventy-six Tokelau females living in Sydney. In total there are three hundred and 

twenty-two males and two hundred and eighty-nine females living in New South Wales. 

Brisbane has one hundred and fifteen Tokelau males and eighty-four Tokelau females. 

In the Northern Territory there are three Tokelau males and three Tokelau females. The 

overall total for Queensland is two hundred and thirty-two males and One hundred and 

eighty females. Perth has thirteen Tokelau males and eight Tokelau females. Three 

Tokelau males and three Tokelau females live in the Northern Territory. A total of 

fifteen males and nineteen Tokelau females reside in Western Australia. In total the 

report shows that there are a total of six hundred and thirteen males and five hundred 

and twenty-one females currently residing in Australia registered as living in 

Australia.32 

 

According to my Tokelau informant, Tokelauans born in Atafu settled mainly in 

Sydney and Townsville; the majority of people from Nukunonu now live in Sydney and 

Townsville, and many of those originally from Fakaofo chose Brisbane and Sydney. As 

the research shows, overall Tokelauans are a very small group of immigrants in 

Australia. However, over the past five years that I have been associated with the people 

in Townsville, there has been a steady population increase. This increase is mostly 

attributed to children born to people living here and new arrivals. 

Tokelauans in Townsville 
 

The Townsville Tokelau community is made up of people who came from Tokelauan 

migrant communities in other parts of Australia and New Zealand and those who 

migrated directly from the Tokelau Islands.  Since the 1970s, Tokelauans, including 

many of those who have settled in Townsville, have experienced multiple moves from 

place to place, country to country in their search to find their own special place to call 

                                                 
32 Geographical locations of Tokelauans in Australia. Source: ABS 2006 Australian Statistical Report. 
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publichations/research/ 
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home. Some Tokelauans have also experienced multiple moves internally in Australia, 

shifting to different cities and towns. Today, there are roughly three hundred 

Tokelauans residing in Townsville. The exact number of the residents and their family 

members is difficult to determine as there are no local statistics available, and some 

Tokelauans move frequently between their multiple communities in Australia, New 

Zealand and the Tokelau Islands while others arrive and stay on a temporary basis, 

often visiting family.  

 

The rise in the number of Tokelauan diasporic communities in Australia alone means 

that keeping track of family and friends in these wide-spread communities is 

challenging to many Tokelauans. Remaining connected to friends and family in other 

communities remains vitally important to the Tokelauan people residing in Townsville. 

Forming a community group upon arrival in Townsville was also important in building 

a new home for themselves and settling into the area. In their research on Tokelauan 

migrant communities in New Zealand, Wessen et al (1992:221) remarked that if the 

first migrant arrivals to New Zealand had failed to form communities, other later 

individual migrant arrivals, such as young single men and women, who ventured often 

alone to New Zealand in search of further education and employment, ‘would have 

become lost in the anonymity of the larger New Zealand society.’ As individuals, they 

might have lost not only the help and support of kinsmen and compatriots, but also 

continuing contact with the atoll communities and their sense of Tokelauan identity. 

Being part of a large community provides a greater support base for all Tokelauans. 

 

This is not to say, however, that all Tokelauan immigrants became automatically part of 

a newly formed community and continued to stay as active members in those 

communities. As Valerie Green’s (1998:275) research on Tokelauan migrants found, 

some individuals and families prefer not to be associated with a large community. Most 

of these Green found were tūpulaga, the younger generation, who were either born in 

Tokelau or Samoa or born in New Zealand. These mostly young people were 

considered by Tokelauan elders ‘lost’ from the New Zealand communities because of 

the original resettlement policy...’(Green 1998:275). Those who decided to remain 

detached from the larger community were often young Tokelauans who had migrated to 

New Zealand to pursue employment or a higher education on the Tokelau Resettlement 

Scheme. Despite this, some elders of the established communities continued to 
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intermittently visit detached family members (kaiga) living in other areas in New 

Zealand. In most cases, detachment resulted because Tokelauan youths had experienced 

‘the freedoms of living as… independent adult[s] and creating personal social networks 

within the urban areas of their relocation’ (Green 1998:275).  

 

After experiencing life away from the close contact of family, some younger 

Tokelauans, (tūpulaga) made a conscious decision to split away on their own, 

preferring to live outside the more structured environment of the established 

communities (Green 1998). Green found that there were three primary categories of 

detachment. The first one is ‘transient (a provisional, not necessarily long-term status);’ 

the second, ‘tacit (a restorative withdrawal, with subsequent reattachment)’ and thirdly, 

‘diuternal (a considered choice and enduring status)’ (Green 1998:ii). From my 

observations during the time of my research and my conversations with the initial 

settlers, I found that some of the latter detachment criteria fitted the profile of the first 

family group who had settled in Townsville. 

 

Green’s ‘diuternal detachment,’ offers a variety of individual cases and variations that 

she analysed as fulfilling this third area of detachment. Out of these one case stands out 

that I associate directly with the original settlers in Townsville as seen in the following 

description: detachment was a ‘considered choice when the “conformity” expected by 

elders (tupuna) within the local community was unacceptable and social relations in the 

activities of daily life were impaired by non-compliance’ (Green 1998:305). 

Tokelauans, Green goes on, gave very careful thought to leaving an established 

community before deciding to move somewhere else in New Zealand or to Australia. 

Relocation was hence seen by ‘tupulaga as an enduring status’ (Green 1998:305). As 

Green (1998:305) explains, relocating ‘usually involved relocation some distance away 

from the community of residence, even overseas...’ Of the first settlers in Townsville, 

Faumui was fourteen years old when he migrated to New Zealand during the 1960s 

where he lived for twelve years before migrating to Australia. His brothers and two 

sisters, most of who now live in Townsville, share a similar story. Although their 

reasons for leaving New Zealand were not disclosed personally to me, they indicated in 

conversations that they wanted to migrate to Australia to find a better life. 
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Through my ethnographic observations in Townsville, I noticed that although members 

of this family group were very happy that other Tokelauans moved to Townsville, (in 

fact they actively encouraged the migration of others) they prefer to remain outside the 

larger community that has formed with the second wave of migrants. After the arrival 

of other Tokelauans and the subsequent formation of a larger structured community, 

grievances developed among the members on both sides, so they split into two groups, 

except for special social and religious functions.  

 

Today, some two decades later, the Tokelau community in Townsville is divided into 

two groups that prefer to hold their own separate monthly meetings. The groups also 

prefer to dance as separate units under their own names at the annual Townsville 

Culture Fest. The dance participants of the larger group are of a mix of religious 

denominations. The majority come from the Catholic and Protestant communities. For 

social activities, such as weddings there is an open invitation to all Tokelauans 

regardless of their religious persuasion. The ever growing Catholic families in the two 

groups only join together at the monthly religious meeting held at St Patrick’s Church. 

Despite this, both groups have close consanguinal ties and honour their close kinship 

connections by respecting the wishes of each party involved. Towards this end, both 

Tokelau groups are devoted to maintaining these connections, and in retaining their 

unique Tokelauan culture individually and collectively.  

Reasons for Migration 
 

As noted above, migration to Australia by Tokelauans began slowly during the 1980s. 

The first wave of Tokelau immigrants arrived mostly in Sydney, initially settling in the 

outer Western suburbs of Parramatta and Fairfield West. Because of the lack of research 

on their migration to Australia, it is assumed that the reasons for their initial departure 

from New Zealand falls into the push/pull economic and education factors already 

discussed in Chapter Two. However, unlike the early Greek immigrants whose 

migration to Australia was driven solely by poverty, Tokelauan migration to Australia, 

although economically based at some point was, according to Tokelauans that I spoke 

to, triggered by the desire to seek a better lifestyle in which to rear their families, which 

included as I have previously stated, finding a place that offered a warmer climate, and, 

most importantly for Pacific Islanders in general, tropical produce and seafood.  
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As I will show other reasons given by Tokelau people for their migration to Townsville 

include: family reunions, holidays with family members, to access work and assist 

migrant relatives, personal reasons and more recently, climatic changes occurring in the 

Tokelau Islands. 

 

A tropical paradise 

As mentioned above, the first Tokelauan arrivals to Townsville were Faumui and some 

of his brothers. After this initial visit, the brothers brought their families to Townsville 

in 1991. Later the brothers also moved their mother to Townsville. Faumui spoke of the 

first time he and his brothers thought about coming to Australia. The Iosefo Family 

Group consists of the first wave of migrant settlers to Townsville. The family unit 

consists of five brothers and one sister and their respective children. Timoteo and his 

wife, have six children and five grandchildren currently living in Townsville. Tavita and 

his wife, have five children, with three in Townsville. Levi and his divorced wife (in 

Townsville) have four children and some grandchildren in Townsville. Faumui and his 

wife, have seven children. All except two children live in Townsville. One daughter 

now resides in Melbourne, and one son is in Brisbane. Samu and his wife, have three 

sons who also live in Townsville. Muia and her husband, have three girls. Foli currently 

lives in Sydney with his wife and four children. They are hoping to relocate to 

Townsville in the near future. They came in search of a tropical lifestyle. Faumui 

remarked:  

 
A relative of mine went to visit Australia and came back to New 

Zealand excited at what he saw there. He went up and down the coast 

and took back a coconut to New Zealand. He told us that we make a 

mistake in settling in New Zealand. He said that we should go to 

Australia because in Australia there is the same food as we have in 

the Islands and there is plentiful fishing. (Interview 10 March 2008) 
 

It was not long after this that Faumui and his family and his brothers and their families 

began to make plans to migrate. At first they moved to Sydney where they lived and 

worked for sometime before moving to Townsville. Disgruntled and dissatisfied with 

life in Sydney, Faumui and two of his brothers drove from Sydney to Cairns searching 

for somewhere with warm weather, coconut trees and an abundance of tropical foods 
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and fish.  When the brothers arrived in Townsville, they agreed that this place would be 

where they would settle. 

 

As the above narrative portrays, the search for good employment opportunities was not 

the reason for the initial move to North Queensland. It was more about the physical 

sense of place, the natural environment, the climate and the existence of foods similar to 

those found in the Tokelau Islands that decided where they would make a new home. 

Townsville offered a tropical lifestyle and environment that in many respects has some 

resemblance to the island homelands. After the first families settled into Townsville in 

1991, they told other family members still living in New Zealand and Sydney about 

Townsville. They effectively became the nuclear migrant family with others following 

in a chain migration pattern similar to Tokelau migration to New Zealand some twenty 

years earlier. 
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Figure 3: First migrant family group recorded 2012. 
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Today, Faumui, his brothers and their families gather most Sundays at a quiet shady 

spot on the beach promenade in Rowes Bay to have lunch and spend the afternoon 

together. They have been meeting at Rowes Bay for some twenty years. This part of the 

Townsville coastline has a picture post card view of Magnetic Island, swaying palm 

trees, sand and ocean. The area has become very special to these families as it reminds 

them of their island homelands; the feeling, sight, sounds and smells of island and sea. 

As Basso (1996:84) observes ‘locked within the mental horizons of those who give it 

life, sense of place issues in a stream of symbolically drawn particulars-the visible 

particulars of local topographies, the personal particulars of biographical associations, 

and the notional particulars of socially given systems of thought.’ For these families, 

this Sunday meeting place is much more than just a physical location. Not everyone who 

lives in Townsville would see this place in the same way that the Tokelau migrants tend 

to. Unlike most Townsville people who see as a pretty tropical setting, these families see 

in this place, the similarities to the home islands, and this coastline spot has become 

something of a substitute for their homeland islands which remain in their minds, the 

much loved homelands (see Figure 4).  
 

 

Figure 4: A meeting place in Rowes Bay, Townsville looking out to Magnetic Island.  
Photo: Diane Mobbs 2012. 

 

A few years lapsed after these family groups arrived in Townsville before other 

Tokelauans began to venture north to Townsville. In 1994, Hina and her family moved 

to Townsville. They were followed by four families in 1995. From 2000 onwards there 

was a steady rise in Tokelauan numbers with eleven families in 2000, three families in 
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2001, one family in 2005, one family in 2006, ten families in 2007 and three families 

arriving in 2008. 

 

Filo moved to Townsville some nine years after the arrival of Faumui and Faumui’s 

brothers’ families. Like them, Filo was attracted to Townsville because of the climate 

and the food, but also because his children and his ex wife had already settled there.  

Filo stated that: 

 

I came to Townsville in 2000 from Tokelau originally for a visit. Of 

course I knew New Zealand already through my work. I visited New 

Zealand about four or five times a year through my job that I had in 

the island. At the time I did not like the place because of the cold 

weather. 
 

I heard a lot about Townsville from some friends before coming here. 

So I thought I would come here just to have a look for 2 or 3 weeks 

holidays. As soon as I got here, I started liking the place, because of 

the tropical weather. It is warm like in the Islands and the food is 

similar to that in the islands.  

 

You know, everything in Tokelau is here in Townsville. All our 

traditional foods, the breadfruit, the coconuts and the fish are the 

most important parts of our diet. The fishing is also similar to places 

where we used to fish in the islands. So those really attracted me to 

this place. (Interview 22 August 2007) 
 

In this interview, Filo, like Faumui and his brothers, discovered the similarities that 

exist between the Tokelau Islands and Townsville. In particular, Filo mentions the 

warmth of weather, fishing and the food that is also part of island life in the Pacific. 

These things, he says, attracted him to Townsville. They are the tangible things that 

trigger nostalgic thoughts of the island homelands.  

 

Hina left Nukononu when she was fourteen years old during the 1970s. She went to 

boarding school in New Zealand as part of the Tokelau and New Zealand re-settlement 

program for the youth. After finishing school, Hina lived in New Zealand until the 

1990s when she moved to Sydney. However, Hina and her family found that the 

weather was too cold in Sydney for them. While living in Sydney, some of her five 

children suffered from asthma and medical practitioners advised her that a warmer 

climate would improve the children’s health. After hearing stories about Townsville 

from the first settlers, she and her partner decided to move their family north. Since 
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their arrival in the 1990s, Hina gave birth to two more children. She and her family love 

Townsville’s lifestyle and what it has to offer for their growing family. Going fishing is 

an especially popular pastime for all members of this family. (Interview 4 November 

2007)  

 

Like the other migrants, Emene also spent some time in New Zealand before moving 

his family to Sydney where they lived for four years. After hearing good reports of 

Townsville from other members of his family, they decided to visit the city and their 

kinfolk. They liked what they saw so much that they moved here permanently.  

(Interview 18 February 2008)   

 

Mete is the minister for the Townsville Tokelau Protestant community. Along with his 

wife, son and daughter, Mete also migrated first to New Zealand and then to Sydney, 

and onwards to Townsville in search of a better lifestyle. Mete, his wife and two adult 

children and grandchildren have settled in Townsville where they have just bought a 

home in one of the outlying suburbs. When I spoke to Mete, he and Emene had not long 

returned from a visit to family living in the islands. (Interview 10 March 2008) 

 

One Tokelau woman and her family, who moved to Townsville five years ago, told her 

family in the Tokelau Islands what it is like here. She told me in an interview: 

 

They want to come here also. We were planning to bring my mother 

over because of the weather and the food, but now she had passed 

away. We have coconuts, fish here and breadfruit. The weather here 

is just like where we come from. It’s warm. (Interview 25 March 
2008) 
 

Family Reunion 

Evidence of the working of chain migration and social capital discussed in Chapter Two 

is found in the migration of Tokelauans to Townsville. Significantly, all Tokelauans 

interviewed for this research expressed the strong feeling of family commitment and the 

motivation to move to a new region where there was a well established Tokelau 

community and family network. The majority came initially to visit relatives or friends 

already living in the Townsville region. 
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Filo explains that a job was not really a priority.  

 

Of course I know it was important. But not the first thing. My kids had 

already settled down here in Townsville, so I decided in 2002, you 

know, it could be a good choice for me. They moved here before me 

with their mother, my first wife. They even invited me to come over 

and settle here, because they knew my communal background, and it 

might be good if I helped to build a community. (Interview 22 August 
2007) 

 

In Tokelau, Filo was employed by the New Zealand Government as a 

director of public works for the Tokelau Islands. He remarked that:  
 

I was in charge of the power and the water utilities in the 

infrastructure. I had a workforce of 95 technical people. I sacrificed a 

lot, and people did not believe that I was going to leave the New 

Zealand Government, after working for 32 years for them. I think I 

was the most traveled person within the islands through the job that I 

had. You know I had to inspect all the infrastructure, and jobs in the 

islands. 
 

But I really missed my kids, that’s why …I really thought that would 

be my priority, you know, even though they are getting old, I thought 

that it is my responsibility to be closer to them also. I mean jobs 

aren’t everything, family is more, and that’s more important to me 

than my job, I needed to be closer to them. (Interview 22 August 
2007) 
 

Soon after his arrival, Filo found work as a taxi driver. He did that for the first ten 

years before becoming a security guard. He has lived in Townsville with his 

second wife and two sons for the past eleven years.  

 

Visiting Relatives 

Other Tokelauans may go back for a while and then decide to re-migrate to Townsville 

at a later date. For example, Faumui’s youngest brother left New Zealand and lived in 

Sydney for some time. After Faumui moved to Townsville, he went to live there also 

for a while before eventually returning to live in Sydney again in the outer suburb of 

Fairfield West. Although he now has a family, his deepest wish is to bring his family to 

live in Townsville at some stage in the future. In the meantime, he visits his family in 

Townsville periodically for special family occasions. (Interview 18 July 2008) 
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Employment opportunities 

Although usually a secondary reason for coming to Townsville, most Tokelauans seek 

employment shortly after joining family members. Finding employment in Townsville 

does not however, always signify a permanent settlement in Townsville. Sometimes for 

various reasons, a family of a well employed man may decide to move back to New 

Zealand after settling in Townsville for some years. For others accessing employment 

opportunities is vital to their permanent re-settlement. The lack of employment places 

heavy financial strain and hardship on migrant families and the families who are 

accommodating them. These problems faced by some migrants are exacerbated by the 

Australian Government’s stance on the non-access of New Zealanders to 

unemployment benefits. These issues will be explored more fully in Chapter Five.  

 

Some Tokelauans who live in the islands are attracted to Townsville because of the 

many employment opportunities. One woman stated that after hearing about jobs from 

family members in Townsville, young Tokelau men would occasionally come to 

Townsville to work on a temporary basis. She said that these young men stayed with 

their relatives in Townsville and found work for a short period of time so that they 

could save enough money to buy a boat that they would then take back to the islands. 

(Interview 4 November 2007) 

 

Overseas relatives 

Sometimes, families in New Zealand send their children to stay with relatives living in 

Townsville. One woman who works for the Townsville Multicultural Support Group 

has looked after one of her teenage nieces for an indefinite period of time, and helped 

her to access the Barrier Reef Insitute of Technical and Further Education (TAFE) 

courses with the eventual pursuit of employment. Some of these family members may 

decide to stay permanently in Townsville, while others return to New Zealand.  

 

Assisting family members 

A Catholic catechist, Tavita, moved here a couple of years ago so that he could 

encourage the Tokelauan families in Townsville to stay united. He was referring to the 

split within the Tokelau community that I mentioned previously. This man explained 

that he was finding it extremely difficult to reconcile the two groups, and that it was a 

very big job to help them settle their differences. He and his wife intended to stay in 
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Townsville indefinitely even though some of their adult children and grandchildren 

remain in New Zealand. (Interview 20 May 2008) 

 

Some four years later I attended a Tokelau social function, and noticed that the couple 

was there also. After querying Tavita if he and his wife were living in Townsville 

permanently or just visiting, he replied that they had decided to stay in Townsville 

where his brothers and sister and their families had made their homes. 

 

Personal Reasons 

One Tokelauan man came to Australia in the early 1990s after his marriage broke 

down. This man joined his brothers and sister who had emigrated in 1991. Jobs were 

easy to get then and he eventually bought his own house where he is still living today 

with his adult children from his first wife. His children are currently raising their own 

children in his house. Some years later his ex-wife moved to Australia during the 2000s 

to be with their children. However, this woman does not live with them but attends the 

social functions. (Interview 20 August 2008) 

 

Climate Change  

The size and fragility of the island habitat as observed by Macgregor during the 1930s, 

was not in itself, a notable reason for a mass migration by the inhabitants at a time when 

the accelerating effects of climate change and its adverse effects on island life was 

simply unheard of. Notwithstanding this, life on the islands has always been fraught 

with the perils of living in a fragile environment, especially from natural events such as 

cyclones and storm surges, many of which have caused considerable environmental 

damage and threatened the lives of islander inhabitants. Tokelau Islanders understand 

these changes to their natural environment, and while some Tokelauans stay, others 

prefer to migrate. 

 

Over time, Tokelau Islanders have protected themselves from the Pacific trade winds. 

They have achieved this by expanding their living area and building up parts of the 

islets which house the main villages (Huntsman and Hooper 1996; Macgregor 1937). 

During his stay on the island in 1937, Macgregor took note of the Islanders early efforts 

to fortify parts of the Island home. He states that:  
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Original walls were built up along the lagoon front to protect the 
houses from high waves blown up on the lagoon and to construct 
toilets over the water. Gradually these walls have been pushed farther 
into the lagoon and the area behind them filled in with loose coral and 
rubbish. In this way the whole floor of the islet has been widened. On 
the sea front, walls have been built up to a height of 10 to 20 feet, but, 
except in the case of the landing, these have been constructed back 
from the original shoreline rather than beyond it. (Macgregor  1937:3) 
 

Because of their geographical positioning within the Pacific, and the lack of high 

ground on the atolls, the Tokelau Islands and its people have always been vulnerable to 

varying climatic conditions such as cyclones, seasonal storms and ocean surges. 

Cyclones, in particular, are very destructive to the fragile island atolls, and are 

responsible for major erosion and significant damage to important food crops such as 

coconuts, bananas and pandanus (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). One Tokelauan man 

spoke freely to me about the cyclones that he had experienced as a young man. This 

man was born and raised on Nukunonu. He told me that when he was 18 years old, the 

island was hit by a violent cyclone which almost cost him his life. During the storm, a 

palm tree fell on him, pinning his legs down. While lying there, a large wave hit the 

island. He was saved from drowning only when the water floated the tree off his 

trapped legs. This event occurred during the 1960s and since then other cyclones have 

hit and severly damaged the tiny islands, its infrastructure and food. (Interview 8 March 

2008)  

 

Other cyclones have hit the Tokelau Islands since then, and have caused damage to 

buildings and serious bodily harm to some of the residents mostly by flying debris. The 

severe impact of cyclones in the Pacific region illustrates the vulnerability of the 

Tokelauan Islands to cyclonic conditions that prevail each year in the Pacific Ocean. 

Increase in cyclone activity may be due to changing climate patterns globally. 

 

Aside from cyclonic activity in the Pacific, the rise of sea levels due to climatic changes 

is endangering the Tokelau Islands along with many other small Pacific Island atolls. 

Out migration from many of the smaller Island states throughout the Pacific region is 

attributed to the warming of the Pacific Ocean (Locke 2009). Wood (2001:43) reports 

that changes to the environment play a large part in the decision to migrate. Wood 

(2001:43) adds further that ‘projections that sea level rise will send millions of 
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[environmental refugees]33 in search of higher ground and fears that uncontrolled illegal 

immigration are ruining pristine first world environments are stimulating interest in the 

connection between environmental trends and migration patterns.’ In addition, Locke 

(2009:171) found in his research on the effects of climate change on Kiribati and 

Tuvalu that:  

 

Strong evidence was found that recent influxes in population 
movements to urban central islands from rural outer islands 
experienced in these countries can be attributed to a combination of 
adverse impacts of climate change and socioeconomic factors inherit 
in small island developing states.  

 

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (Locke 

2009:171) low lying island atolls may suffer from ‘rising sea levels, influx of drought, 

greater propensity of flooding and an increased intensity and frequency of violent 

storms.’ After the 2005 cyclone, much of the agricultural areas were flooded, which in 

turn, caused a substantial shortage in fresh food (Locke 2009:173). Roads were also 

destroyed, buildings badly damaged, and the power cut off for some considerable time.  

 

Migrants who migrate from their island homelands out of fear of cyclones and storm 

surges or because their livelihood and living standards have decreased due to the effects 

of climatic change are called ‘environmental migrants’ (Locke 2009:172). 

Environmental migrants are now considered part of the push and pull migratory factors, 

both of which are used to describe the motivations for Pacific Islander migration (Locke 

2009:173). Regardless of the dire climate forecasts for future island life, and continuing 

problems with water shortage, people continue to live on the islands as evidenced in the 

New Zealand Population statistics on Tokelau: Atafu 524, Fakaofo 483 and Nukunonu 

426, and Samoa 33; a total of 1466 residents.34  

 

Attitudes to climate change 

One older Tokelauan commented to me that Tokelau Islanders were worried about 

climate change and the eventual loss of the islands to the rising sea levels. The last time 

                                                 
33 Wood (2001:44) cites documented research papers that refer to migrants who leave their homeland 
due to climate changes as  ‘environmental refugees ‘ or ‘ecomigrants.’ 
34 New Zealand Statistics 2006. New Zealand Census of Population and Dwellings. 
http://www.stats.govt.nz/ 
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he was there, he asked the elders what they would do when the sea rises so much that 

the seas will swamp the islands. He also asked them where they would move to once 

this occurs. They answered that they would probably go to family living in New 

Zealand or Australia. (Interview 13 June 2008) 

 

I also asked a Tokelauan woman what the people on the islands felt about climate 

change, and its effect on the islands. She replied that Tokelau Islanders believe that the 

fate of the islands is in the hands of God. It is God’s will. This woman went on to say 

however, that the islanders would most likely migrate to New Zealand as the islands 

slowly disappear as they are citizens in that country. She did not seem to be too 

concerned for the islanders at this stage, for she said only a small portion of land has 

been reclaimed by the Pacific Ocean so far. (Interview 13 June 2008). Islander attitudes 

to global warming will most likely change in the coming decades as they witness, 

firsthand, the full impact of what rising sea levels will do to their island atolls.  

 

Townsville Tokelauan marriages 

 
The majority of Tokelauan migrants were married with children when they arrived in 

Townsville. Some of these children are now young adults and while the elders want 

them to choose their partners from Tokelauan stock, and indeed, I have attended a few 

weddings where the bride and groom are both Tokelauan, some are finding their life 

partners within the broader Townsville community.  

 

Residential formations and accommodation 

 

In this section I analyse the residential landscape and accommodation patterns of some 

of the above mentioned settlers. Tokelau residences in the Townsville regions are not as 

spatially clustered as those found in some of the New Zealand Tokelau communities, 

from where many of the Townsville Tokelauans have migrated. Wessen et al 

(1992:126) explain that in New Zealand, early migrants had grouped close together 

mainly ‘through circumstance and choice, in kinship networks.’ In that country, it is 

common to find cluster kinship networks that were made up of people who were 

originally from the same island. For instance, during the 1960s some forty to fifty 
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migrants and their families from Nukunonu settled in the Lower Hutt District of 

Wellington (Wessen et al 1992). Tokelauans from Fakaofo settled mainly in Auckland. 

Some of these ‘kinship networks extended beyond these clusters’ and ‘migrants 

maintained contact with other kin by phone and by rail and road’ (Wessen et al 

1992:126). In the Townsville region migrants who were also born on the same Tokelau 

Island do not always follow the New Zealand pattern of settling in the same suburbs.  

 

Basically, there is a mixed settlement pattern in Townsville. While there are some 

pockets of residential clustering in two or three Townsville suburbs, other Tokelauan 

family residences are spread out geographically across the city suburbs. Kinship 

networks are a very important consideration when deciding to stay or go to another 

suburb. However, families often have to leave their relatives and move to another 

suburb if more suitable accommodation is found elsewhere. In Townsville, distance is 

not problematic because of Townsville’s small population in comparison to Brisbane 

and Sydney, and, therefore, it is relatively easy for families living in different suburbs 

to visit each other.  

 

While there are some Tokelau households that contain only one nuclear family unit, 

other households may have extended family members residing together in one 

household. The composition of these households may tend to fluctuate over a year as 

family members may leave to stay with other kinsfolk for varying lengths of time. It is 

common for Tokelauans to move among kinsfolk in the various communities in 

Australia, New Zealand and the islands. It is also common practice for parents to reside 

with one of their adult children, staying for an indeterminate amount of time before 

staying with another child. Caring for very old parents is paramount to Tokelauans as 

they do not believe in putting them into a care based facility. Grandparents are 

invaluable in helping look after the grandchildren and other children of family 

members. Children grow up together in a very closely knit community, and therefore, it 

is also not unusual to find older children residing in the residence of an Aunt and Uncle 

and cousins for short periods of time.  

 

Some of the earlier Tokelauan family migrants shifted residences at times during the 

early years of their re-settlement in Townsville. While some were able to buy their 

homes, the majority of Tokelauan families required rental accommodation. 
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Occasionally a church house is provided for a family to live in for short periods. Yet, as 

I was told by some Tokelauans during my research, the allocation of a church house to 

a certain Tokelau family can cause dissension amongst other family groups. The most 

popular suburbs for Tokelau settlement, as indicated on the map below of the local 

Townsville suburbs are: Black River, Mount Louisa, Garbutt, Mundingburra, Kirwan, 

Rasmussen and Kelso (see Map 6). The first migrant families settled in the suburb of 

Garbutt and some of them still reside in their first home in this suburb. Although one of 

Townsville oldest suburbs, Garbutt is conveniently located near the City Centre, the 

Strand, beaches, Churches, shops and schools. This suburb has a large number of low 

cost housing and affordable Housing Commission homes that are at the lower end of the 

rental price range. 

 
Map 6: Townsville suburbs viewed 12 March 2013. Map data Mapit.com 2013 GBRMPA,  

Google. http://mapit.com.au/old/townsville 

 

One Tokelau woman has lived with her partner, their seven children and other family 

members in a small weatherboard housing commission home for many years. They 

were among the early immigrants to Townsville and she said that they were lucky 

during the 1990s when they moved to Townsville from Sydney as they did not have to 

wait long to move into their house. Today, it is much harder to get a housing 

commission home and some are on the waiting list for a long time. She stated that 

although her partner wanted to buy a house further out in the country area of 

Townsville, she did not want to leave Garbutt because of its close proximity to 

everything that they need. She mentioned to me that she and her children can walk to 

Black River 

 

 
Mt Lousia 

Garbutt 

Mundingburra 
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Magnetic Island 

TOWNSVILLE 



96 

the shops where she and a couple of her teenage daughters work, to the local school and 

their church with little effort. If they moved to another suburb further out of town, she 

said that they would have to buy another car which they could not afford at that time. 

(Interview 13 June 2008) 

 

For the majority of Tokelau who migrated during the 1990s, rental accommodation in 

Townsville was relatively easy to access. Under the Trans Tasman Agreement between 

Australia and New Zealand, they were able to automatically access unemployment 

benefits and found work relatively quickly. However, during the 2000s arrivals found it 

harder to settle in Townsville and find suitable rental accommodation and work. Firstly, 

as already discussed, those who arrived after or in 2001 were unable to access 

Unemployment Benefits because, of the changes to the bilateral agreement between 

Australia and New Zealand in 2001. Secondly, while I was working at the Townsville 

Multicultural Support Group, there were discussions about the shortages of low cost 

rental properties in the city. Thirdly, some Real Estate Agents may be reluctant to 

allocate rental houses to Pacific Island people. Their reluctance may be due to the fact 

that the majority of arrivals do not have an established employment record or hold a job 

at the time of requesting accommodation. To survive, these immigrants are supported 

financially and accommodated by established family members. Some families may stay 

with their relatives for long periods of time until they are able to find themselves 

employment, and then, suitable housing.  

 

The State Government Migrant Assistance Programs run under The Queensland State 

Government Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) offer migrants much 

needed assistance in many areas of re-settlement including finding suitable rental 

housing. During my fieldwork as a volunteer at the Townsville Multicultural Support 

Group (TMSG) I observed that the job of finding rental accommodation for new 

arrivals was undertaken by three Tokelau women who worked for this institution, one 

on a permanent part time basis while the other two were employed for a set number of 

weeks. Their term of employment was most times dependent on the allocation 

Government funds provided on a yearly basis for this project. The workers would make 

appointments with Real Estate Agents and check out all available houses and units on 

behalf of the families in need.  
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Their other duties included ensuring that the family had up to date personal references 

and points required by the Real Estate Property Management office before being 

accepted as a potential tenant. These women could speak fluent English and Tokelauan 

and were invaluable in liaising between Real Estate Agents and the Tokelau families. 

TMSG now has the co-operation of a few Townsville Real Estate Firms to participate in 

DIAC’s free interpreter service pilot project to help assist migrants and refugees who 

have migrated to Australia in the past five years. 

 

Two questions from a small survey sample of thirty families during my fieldwork 

provides some insight into whether initial accommodation was easily accessed and 

whether Tokelauan families received any Government assistance programs through the 

Intercultural Centre and the Townsville Multicultural Support Group. In response to my 

survey question on rental accommodation in Townsville, 60 percent said they found it 

easy to find accommodation and 40 percent said they found it difficult. The second 

question relates to whether the Tokelau migrants were able to access Government 

assistance. Seventy percent of Tokelauans were able to access and receive Government 

assistance while thirty percent could not access Government assistance. The majority of 

respondents interviewed were from the second migrant wave. 

 

Another important part of the questionnaire asked the respondents which organisations 

assisted them in the re-settlement process. These organisations were under the headings 

of: The Church, The Government, Welfare Agencies, Family and Other. Twenty-two 

Tokelauan people out of the thirty people surveyed cited ‘family’ as being ‘very 

important’ to their re-settlement in Townsville. Nine respondents chose Welfare, eight 

chose the Church, nine chose the Government and five chose ‘other.’ Some of their 

comments indicated that ‘family’ shared their accommodation with new arrivals and 

that they give full support in every way possible. One respondent stated on his form that 

without them I would not be here. Another respondent noted that they know and 

understand the different life’ here in Australia. ‘Family’ was noted as the most 

important support base for new migrant arrivals. 
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Tokelau Community  

 

Cohen (1985:98) once argued that ‘community exists in the minds of its members...’ 

and ‘by extension, the distinctiveness of communities and, thus, the reality of their 

boundaries, similarly lies in the mind, in the meanings which people attach to them...’ 

Here, Cohen is talking about the boundaries and the symbolic elements of communities. 

In common with Tokelauan concept of community, Lee (2003:4) explains that for 

Tongans, community ‘has two primary elements: church and family...’ with the 

emphasis placed on ‘family’ more so than the church. This description resonates with 

how the Tokelau people regard their community. Community, according to Marsden 

(1994:45), ‘is where people feel they belong...and belonging is reinforced by the 

development of a shared sense of history...’ Marsden’s concept of a community is 

typical of Tokelauan communities. Looking at community from a historical viewpoint, 

the Tokelauan community formations in New Zealand and in Australia can be traced 

back to community life in the Tokelau Islands where each individual island village is 

governed by a Fono a Toeaina or Council of Elders (Huntsman and Hooper 1996).  

 

In an attempt to emulate the social life in the islands, Tokelauans who settled in New 

Zealand saw ‘a community [as] a surrogate village’ (Green 1998: 124). The newly 

formed New Zealand Tokelau migrant communities were presided over by a ‘toeaina 

[an esteemed elderly man] and resident elders who contributed wise leadership and 

guidance, the tupulaga [younger generation] who provided energy and skills employed 

under toeaina direction, and children who embodied the cultural group’s potential and 

continuity’ Green (1998:124). Exposure to life in Samoa and in New Zealand 

contributed to the use of the word ‘community’ by Tokelauans which they understood 

as meaning ‘communal unity.’ This terminology is well suited to the Tokelau people 

(Green 1998:124) whose communities are based on what Taksa (1994:24) refers to as 

‘the values of togetherness and ‘community of interests’ and a sense of common 

identity.’ 

 

The Tokelauan understanding of ‘community’ can be applied to Townsville Tokelauans 

who associate it with strong kinship ties and a sharing of cultural identity and common 

interests. In a similar fashion to that of Tokelauan immigrants in New Zealand during 
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the 1960s and 1970s, Tokelauans in Australia created a community in each town and 

city where there were high numbers of Tokelauan immigrants settled. As Tokelauan 

communities spread throughout Australia, they became more dynamic than perhaps the 

earlier community formations in New Zealand. Although the Tokelauan communities 

had regular contact with family in the Islands and vice versa, Tokelauans in Australian 

were linked to a complex network of Tokelau communities across the diaspora, 

effectively becoming transnational communities.  

 

Transnational communities or ‘communication communities’ as Delanty (2003:166) so 

aptly describes them, are the product of global migratory flows of people; that is, they 

are ‘variously migratory, diasporic, [and] hybrid in their composition’ (Delanty 

2003:158). Castles (2003:39) argues that ‘immigrants and their descendants do not have 

a static, closed and homogeneous ethnic identity, but instead [they become] dynamic 

multiple identities, influenced by a variety of cultural, social and other factors.’ As will 

be discussed in depth in the following chapters, the web of connections and the fluidity 

of community boundaries across the diaspora are most discernable in the Tokelau 

religious and social community in Townsville, and by the frequency of return sojourns 

by Townsville Tokelauans to other communities within Australia and abroad events. 

Participation in transnational activities, plus local influences on the daily lives of 

Tokelauans has combined to create a multiplicity of Tokelauan identities and 

communities.  

 

Forming a transnational community in Townsville is an important part of the place-

making and belonging process for Tokelauan migrants. It is a crucial part of re-settling 

in a safe and supportive environment of friends and family. The Townsville Tokelauan 

community is a typical example of this discourse. Members of the two communal 

groups come together for special events. One former President of one group told me 

that, coming together is part of our culture, you know, it is our traditional way of doing 

things. In the islands everybody must participate and contribute to support the family 

like weddings, funerals, everything. It is all part of our lives. (Interview 14 November 

2007)  

 

As in other Tokelauan communities, Townsville community affairs are overseen by 

Tokelauan elders, and all important issues relating to Tokelauan social life are 
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discussed at regular community meetings. In this sense, the community is the central 

communication hub of Tokelauan life in Townsville and in Tokelauan communities 

elsewhere.  

 

Following the normal procedures for community formation, elections are held annually 

to fill the official positions of Chairman, Secretary and Treasurer. To ensure the success 

of their community activities, the committee actively seeks the support from all 

Tokelauans living in Townsville. There is no discrimination between people from 

various religious affiliations or from which Tokelau Island they originate. Inevitably 

some people tend to pull out of the community over disagreements, but then go back 

after they have been resolved. Community meetings are usually represented by mature 

Tokelau men, although both men and women can hold official appointments in the 

committee.  

 

Similar to Green’s 1998 study on Tokelauan migrants in New Zealand, I observed that 

there are two main areas of community activities but with some notable differences. 

The first area is associated with community driven projects. The second area falls under 

the rubic of ‘Community gatherings’ which Green classifies as ‘kaiga-oriented and 

organised occasions’ (Green 1998:195).  

 

Community projects include: buying and making costumes to be used in the Annual 

Townsville Culture Fest, fund-raising for the building project of a Tokelau community 

hall, the organization of voluntary work for the Church such as, gardening, pruning of 

trees on Church properties and the painting of Church buildings.  

 

Community gatherings occur throughout the year. The community gets together for 

monthly meetings, voting in new community representatives, organising dance 

practices and arranging dance performance itineraries for special events; organising 

fundraising activities, church duties, social evenings, card nights and cricket matches. 

Cricket matches or kilikiti are extremely popular and are played very competitively in 

the Tokelau Islands and in New Zealand and Australian communities. In Townsville, 

cricket games are held on most public holidays throughout the year and are well 

attended by all ages. They are held at various parks and school grounds, including the 
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grounds of the Garbutt Primary School. Most cricket matches end with a communal 

barbeque. 

 

Family or Kāiga gatherings are held for various reasons mainly associated with life 

cycle rituals. These social occasions include: weddings, christenings and special 

birthdays family reunions, wakes and funerals.  

 

As part of their yearly workload the steering committee is responsible for the instigation 

of various community-based projects (see Figures 5 and 6). These projects include 

voluntary and fund raising activities within the wider Townsville community. 

Community volunteering is very important to Tokelauans as they see it as their way of 

giving back to the broader Townsville community.  

 

 
Figure 5: Gathering of Tokelauan dancers after performing at the Upper Ross Community Hall, Townsville.  

Photo: Diane Mobbs 2007. 
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Figure 6: A group of Tokelau women dancing at a school fund raising event held at Saint Joseph’s primary 

school grounds in Mundingburra, Townsville in 2010 . Photo: Diane Mobbs 2010.  

 

Internal fund raising activities for the Tokelau community are held continually 

throughout the year. The profits made at these meetings eventually benefit all 

community members and for all different reasons such as financing trips abroad and in 

Australia and buying material for festival dances. The majority of the finance raised is 

put aside for the building of a Tokelau community club in the Townsville district.  

Internal community events such as socials, weddings and wakes and other community 

oriented events are also organised and overseen by the committee members. 

 

During committee meetings, all discussions were conducted in the Tokelauan language. 

Because of my inability to speak and understand the language, I had to rely on 

informants to explain what was being discussed. Although the language barrier 

somewhat limited my understanding of the discussion, I was able to procure enough 

information from my informant and speakers sometimes switched to English for the 

benefit of some of the younger Tokelauan members whose grasp of the native language 

is limited. The Tokelauan elders are very aware that many of the younger generation 

cannot speak fluent Tokelauan although most of them have some understanding of the 

spoken language. As the loss of the Tokelauan language is of great concern to the 
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community elders, the language is spoken at all community gatherings in an attempt to 

promote the language and expose the children to its use. 

 

One of the committee meetings that I attended was held on a Saturday morning at the 

Good Shepherd Hospice. The committee gathered at one of the Hospice’s communal 

buildings prior to putting on a voluntary cultural dance display for the aged residents. 

Before the beginning of each committee meeting, a prayer is said by one of the elders. 

After the prayer, the discussion centred on the forthcoming cultural festival. These 

meetings are critical to the overall success of a committee project, whether it be raising 

money or doing voluntary work. It is during these meetings that all the organisation, 

planning, distribution of work to members, and time schedule and notice of follow up 

meetings are put in place.  

 

Pan Pacific Island community 

 

In March 2008 during my fieldwork, the Tokelau community became part of a 

Townsville Pan Pacific community. This new community was implemented in 

Townsville, driven by the Multicultural Support Group, and overseen by a Brisbane 

Community Action for a Multicultural Society (CAMS)35 coordinator who initiated a 

three day meeting held at the TMSG office and at the Catholic Diocese Hall in the 

suburb of Pimlico.  

 

The aim of these meetings was to set up a new forum for all Pacific Islanders who 

would come under the umbrella of Pan Pacific Islanders (PPI). This committee-steered 

pilot program was made up of elders who represented all individual Pacific Island 

migrant groups living in Townsville. These islanders were for example from the 

Samoan, Cook Islander, Nuien, Tuvaluan, and Tokelauan migrant groups. The PPI was 

to be run separately from TMSG once the initial committee structure was put in place 

and committee members were chosen. Five Tokelauan representatives were present at 

the first meeting. The PPI committee aspired to access assistance in a multiple of areas 

concerning migrant needs. According to one Tokelau man who I spoke to told me that 

                                                 
35 Queensland Government Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and Multicultural Affairs. 
http://datsima.qld.gov.au/multicultural/ 
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some Islanders are hurting. The main reason for their suffering, according to this man, 

is because the old people cannot access the old age pension in Townsville. To address 

this problem and many other areas of need including: access to education, health, 

housing, assist migrant youth and child protection, the committee is committed to 

lobbying the appropriate government departments.36  

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has focused on the contemporary history of the early populations of Pacific 

Islander people living in Australia, and the government policies that played a crucial 

role in the creation of a multicultural nation. During the early twentieth century political 

changes in Australia opened the door to further migration and subsequent settlement of 

Pacific Islanders throughout the country. Unlike many immigrants, Tokelauans did not 

migrate for economic reasons. Instead, they came searching for a lifestyle similar to that 

found in their island homeland. Townsville offered a style of living that Tokelauans 

found more acceptable and more in keeping with their nostalgic memories of home. The 

first wave of settlers had little difficulty in accessing affordable rental accommodation 

and social security benefits. They were eventually able to secure accommodation, 

medical support and employment in some of the local industries. However, changes to 

the Trans Tasman Agreement in 2001 meant that new arrivals were excluded from 

many of the social security entitlements. In many cases, many families initially relied 

heavily on the generosity of family already established in the area, while they actively 

sought work. Many of those who took in these relatives were burdened financially and 

suffered overcrowding in their homes.  

 

Both the first migrant settlers and those who followed in their footsteps benefited from 

the resources and support given by the state multicultural programs delivered through 

the services of the Townsville Intercultural Centre, the Townsville Multicultural 

Support Group and Church groups. These groups offer immigrants and refugees a range 

of services and support to aid re-settlement. Of these, education, job training and 

language classes are the most important in the early months as they begin the build a 

place of their own in Townsville. 

                                                 
 36Ethnic Communities Council Queensland. Cam Scan 
Newsletter.http://www,datsima.qld.gov.au/multicultural/ 
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The final part of this chapter looked at the formation of the Tokelau community in 

Townsville and has outlined the crucial importance a structured community plays in 

migrant re-settlement. Historically, community has always been embedded within 

Tokelauan life. Upon their arrival in a new area Tokelauans create a new community 

through the efforts of individuals and families. Once established, the community is vital 

in helping re-settle new arrivals. Tokelauans view it as a safe and secure environment in 

which to re-adjust to a new place. The Tokelauan population in Townsville continues to 

thrive and grow, and the majority of them have overcome their initial economic 

hardships. At the same time, they have built a strong Tokelauan transnational 

community that connects those living in different parts of Australia, New Zealand and 

the Tokelau Islands. The families who constitute these new communities are united by 

the common bonds of cultural identity, kinship ties and most importantly, strong 

religious beliefs. As a vital part of Tokelauan life in Townsville, the Church institution 

and its close relationship with Tokelauan community will be examined fully in the 

following Chapter. 
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Chapter 4.  The Church, place-making and belonging 

 

 
   “’Tis religion that can give 

       Sweetest pleasures while we live; 

      ’Tis religion must supply 

       Solid comfort when we die” (in Williams 1837:129). 
 

Introduction 

 

This chapter examines the relationship between the Tokelau migrants and the church in 

Townsville. In the Tokelau Islands, the primary concern of the churches (Protestant, 

Catholic and Jehovah Witness) was to provide people with spiritual guidance. However, 

Tokelauan immigrants rely on the church as an institution that offers some measure of 

security and stability during re-settlement. Belonging to a religious congregation is 

beneficial for immigrants in numerous ways, and in Townsville, the various church 

bodies try to accommodate the cultural and social needs of migrants and their families, 

and as well as pastoral care. With this assistance, and the privileged use of church halls 

for Tokelau social events and gatherings, Tokelauans have been able to re-settle into 

Townsville while they partake in cultural activities.  

 

Church halls, I suggest, forms an essential part of the place-making and community-

building process. The church halls (Catholic) are places where Tokelauans can partake 

in cultural activities.37 As migrants they express agency through the act of re-creating a 

homely feeling for themselves, while simultaneously, building a strong, diasporic 

community through the Tokelau principles of māopoopo (togetherness or unity)38
 

within a safe and accepting environment.  

 

I begin the chapter with an examination of the literature on the Christian Church and 

immigrants before providing a historical overview of Christianity in New Zealand 

during the early years of migration. This historical context is important for examining 

the dialectic between culture and community place-making, and the continuity of 

                                                 
37 During my fieldwork I attended numerous functions at two Catholic Church halls.  
38

 Green (1998:312) found that Māopoopo ‘was the pre-eminent principle transported in the cultural 
repertoire that accompanied older Tokelau migrants when they came to New Zealand in the 1960s and 
1970s.’ 
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cultural identity of the Tokelau people as Christians through time and space. I then 

examine the relationship between the church and the Tokelau migrants in Townsville. I 

examine the approach that the Tokelau people take to preserve cultural identity and 

construct their community within the wider Townsville community, through the 

analysis of two social events that were held in church community halls. The first 

ethnographic example that I provide focuses on a mother’s day celebration at St 

Patrick’s church followed by a social event at the church hall. The second example 

concerns a combined family farewell and a wake held at the hall attached to St Mary’s 

church in West End. 

The Church and Migrants  

 

The significance of the church in providing crucial support in migrant re-settlement has 

been well documented (Anae 1998; Brettell 2003; Castles and Davidson 2000; Ebaugh 

and Chafetz 2000; Mecham 1991; Lee 2003; Noseda 2006; Va’a 2001). Following 

World War 11 and the mass migration of Europeans to America and Australia, the 

prime concern of the Catholic institution was the potential loss of faith by immigrants 

during and after migration and settlement (Lewins 1978). The Pope addressed this 

problem in his preview message on the ‘New evangelization of migrants’ (2012). In his 

message, the Pope states that ‘The church is faced with the challenge of helping 

migrants keep their faith...’39 In an effort to ensure that migrants find the road back to 

the church once the journey is completed, the Catholic Church’s immediate role is to 

‘provide a sacramental life that assisted in the saving of the souls of the migrants’ 

(Noseda 2006:41). But, rather than drifting away from the church in their place of 

settlement as religious leaders feared, many migrants who venture to new countries in 

order to make a better life for themselves turn to the church as a bastion of hope and 

support.  

 

According to the Australian Catholic Migrant and Refugee Office (2012), the Catholic 

Church’s spiritual and material concern in assisting migrants stems primarily from the 

Catholic Church’s reading of the Bible. For example, in Matthew (25:35) Jesus said, ‘I 

                                                 
39 Pope Benedict  xvi. ‘New evangelization of migrants.’ Http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict 
xvi/messages/migration/documents 
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was a stranger and you welcomed me.’40 According to the scriptures, these simple but 

profound words spoken by Jesus formed the founding principles of Catholic migrant 

care. In the Bible scriptures, Jesus is depicted as a pilgrim journeying to a strange land. 

Thus, pilgrimage became the metaphor for the Christian journey, and following the 

pilgrim theme, the church took on the role of the pilgrim Church of God. According to 

Noseda (2006:43), ‘Jesus’ pilgrimage is depicted as both a physical journey of seeking 

out the marginalized, and as a spiritual journey which leads to death, but also beyond to 

resurrection, and the promise of resurrection for all who believe’ (Noseda 2006:40).  

 

Mecham (1991:83) states that the Catholic Church’s involvement in migration began in 

the sixteenth century with the Spanish colonialism and the mass migration of Europeans 

to other parts of the globe. In 1887 Church Leaders such as Leo X111 consented to the 

formation of a special ‘Religious Institute’ and the building of a teaching College to 

prepare Catholic missionaries who sought to ‘devote themselves’ to the care of 

immigrants (Mecham 1991:83). Official statements on migration by the Catholic 

Church did not occur until 1941 with the release of the ‘first detailed document on 

Catholic principles of migration:’ the Apostolic Constitution Exsul Familiae. This 

initial document proclaimed the necessity in providing ‘assistance and guidance [by 

priests] for those who are far from their homeland living in the midst of a people and 

culture often quite different from their own’ (Mecham 1991:84). 

 

Today, the church provides essential care and assistance to migrants everywhere, 

including Australia, to ensure a ‘peaceful and fruitful transition.’41 In his address on the 

theme ‘Migration and New Evangelisation’ for the World Day for Migrants and 

Refugees 2012, Pope Benedict XVI, stated categorically that, ‘[c]hristians need to offer 

migrants special care, ranging from prayer and concrete aid to promoting policies that 

uphold immigrants’ rights and dignity.’42 He remarked further that, ‘the influx of people 

from all corners of the world offered new opportunities to evangelise and to provide 

material and spiritual care to those in need.’43 These messages by Pope Benedict clearly 

                                                 
40 Australian Catholic Migrant and Refugee Office (2012) http://www.acmro.catholic.org.au   
41 Pope Benedict  xvi. 2012. New Evangelization of Migrants and Refugees. 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict xvi/messages/migration/documents 
42 Pope Benedict xvi.2012. http://www.vatican.va/hold_father/benedictxvi/messages 
43 Pope Benedict xvi.2012. http://www.vatican. 
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demonstrate the position of the Catholic Church on its duty of care for migrants and 

their families worldwide.  

 

In America, Brettell (2003:109) found that for Portuguese immigrants the Catholic 

Church was ‘an essentially immigrant institution and immigrant parishes became 

known as “ethnic parishes.” Some of her fieldwork centred on Portuguese immigrants 

living Paris and Toronto, and she discovered that it is common practice for the two 

Portuguese Roman Catholic parishes in Toronto to keep their doors open 24 hours a day 

so that there is always a variety help available to migrants including assisting them in 

finding suitable accommodation and jobs (Brettell 2003:121).  

 

Apart from these mundane, yet important activities, some researchers contend that 

being part of a religious group provides a certain ‘constancy of belonging’ for migrants 

at a time when they are going through the rupture of moving and feeling a sense of dis- 

belonging in the new country (Noseda 2006:iv). Macpherson (2004:151) mentions that: 

 

Shared religious belief and practice provided the basis for early 
community development within the Pacific migrant enclave. Shared 
religious commitment, for instance, made possible the establishment 
of the Pacific Islands Congregational Church, which provided a social 
and spiritual centre focus for Pacific migrants from 1950 on. 

 

In Australia, many Christian Pacific Islander immigrants arrange their lives around the 

church establishment during the early days of their arrival in the country. One of the 

essentials in the migrant process, especially for those without established family, was 

the immediate alignment with a church congregation that was familiar to immigrants 

(Va‘a 2001). Lee (2003:41) also found this in her research on Tongan migration to 

Australia.  

 

Lee notes that during:  

 
…the 1960s and 1970s, when the first significant waves of migration 
occurred and when many migrants had no kin in their new locations, 
Tongan populations overseas established a sense of community 
primarily through their membership in religious groups, such as Bible 
study and prayer groups. This was commonly followed by the 
establishment of Tongan church congregations and a fragmentation of 
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the initial community into small church groups of different 
denominations. (Lee 2003:42)  

 

Lee (2003:43) also found that Tongan churches usually employ a variety of means to 

establish a ‘sense of community.’ Some of these ways other than those already 

mentioned above include, ‘attending services, choir practice’ and being actively part of 

‘social and welfare activities’ (Lee 2003:43).  

 

Other researchers have found that religious communities are highly valued as places of 

refuge for many immigrants, and some express the notion that ethnic religious 

communities are places of safety, comfort and security (Castles and Davidson 2000). 

Two major problem areas of immigration for many ethnic groups, according to Castles 

and Davidson, are exclusion and racism. In these cases, researchers argue that ‘the 

exclusion and racism experienced by the majority of immigrants often provoke a 

response in which religion and other cultural forms become the resources for survival 

and defence’ (Castles and Davidson 2000:135). In these communities, cultural groups 

can meet and ‘form networks for mutual support and assistance’ (Ebaugh and Chafetz 

2000:74). Being part of a religious community imparts a sense of cultural identity and 

security for immigrants (Va‘a 2001:106). The church and the religious community 

become a safe bastion or stronghold in which the migrant can shelter from the 

prejudices often found in the mainstream society. Within the confines of the church, 

migrants are able to re-gather strength and confidence in order to meet the challenges of 

living in a culturally different host society (Noseda 2006).   

The church ‘as the village’ 

 

During waves of migration to New Zealand and Australia, the churches performed a 

vital role in the re-settlement of islander migrants, and the church as a representation of 

the Island village became a diasporic phenomenon. In her research on Samoan 

migration to New Zealand, Anae (1998) found that the Pacific Islanders Congregational 

Church (PICC) Church had superseded the original role of the village. She maintains 

that this Church meets the ‘cultural, social and welfare needs of its members’ (Anae 

1998:144). The church, she states, is the meeting place of two worlds, the islands and 

the New Zealand community (Anae 1998:144). Va‘a argues along similar lines in his 
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study on Australian Samoan migrants. He contends that the church provides spiritual 

sustenance along with help with attending secular activities (Va‘a 2001:107). 

 

Va‘a states that:   

 
Cut off from most of their kin and friends and the stability of a village 
life in Samoa, migrants tend to take the view that the church embodies 
those relationships they have been alienated from. Hence, they have a 
strong desire to join a Samoan congregation in a new country and to 
treat that group as one’s own nu’u (village). (Va ‘a 2001:107)  

 

In cases where there were no established churches, Samoan immigrants worshipped at 

palagi (white) churches (Va‘a 2001). Similarly, in the Rotuman immigrant community 

of Sydney, Rotumans worshipped at a Polynesian church until their numbers grew 

sufficiently enough to establish one of their own with an indigenous minister or priest to 

provide pastoral care (Howard and Rensel 2001:72). Although it is common for growing 

migrant church communities to split and reform into smaller church congregations over 

time (Howard and Rensel 2001; Morton Lee 2003; Va‘a 2001), the ‘church as the 

village remains central to the migrant universe across the diaspora’ (Va‘a 2001:108).   

 

The most important point to emerge from the literature is that the institution of Christian 

churches has contributed enormously in assisting the re-settlement process. The act of 

migrating by its very definition is disruptive (Vasta 2004), and belonging to a religious 

faith can minimize the effect of moving from one place to another. Church institutions 

recognised a need for pastoral care for those who migrate to new places, and have 

responded to the multiple of ways to ensure that migrants are looked after, both in the 

spiritual and secular areas. During the mid-twentieth century, it was common practice 

for Australian Priests, Pastors and/or religious lay persons to be at the dock side when 

the migrant ships arrived in Australia. They made it their mission to be one of the first to 

greet the immigrants off the ships, and to welcome them eagerly into the religious fold 

(Meecham 1991:83).  

 

Today, the vast majority of immigrants arrive in Australia by air, and they are not 

always greeted upon their arrival by people associated with religious groups. Instead, 

many migrants are greeted by previously settled kin who quickly introduce the new 
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arrivals to religious groups. In this way, new immigrants are able to join established 

migrants communities, and bond with people from a similar cultural background.  

The Church and Tokelau in New Zealand 

 

The rapid rise of Churches, as religious institutions, occurred in New Zealand during the 

1970s and 1980s in response to the influx of Pacific Islander migrants. The migrants of 

these eras and earlier migrants of the late 1950s and 1960s were responding to a labour 

shortage at that time in the New Zealand for semi- and unskilled workers (Spoonley and 

Macpherson 2004: 180). Upon landing on New Zealand shores these migrants depended 

heavily on the aid of the church to assist them in re-settling into what Anae (1998:146) 

describes as ‘a seemingly hostile papalāngi world.’44  

 

Like many Pacific Islanders, Tokelauan migrants found that unlike the homogeneous 

island homeland society, initially, there were no church services specifically for 

Protestant Tokelauan parishoners. In New Zealand Tokelauans did not have their own 

church services in the early years of re-settlement. Instead, they shared services with 

other Pacific Islander migrants such as Samoans, Cook Islanders, and Niueans (Anae 

1998; Wessen et al 1992). Of these groups, the Samoans made up the largest percentage 

of parishioners. Commonly, these religious services ‘were conducted in English, 

Rarotongan, Nuiean and Samoan’ (Wessen et al 1992:126).  

 

The Congregational church in New Zealand eventually combined with the Presbyterian 

Church to form a Pan Pacific Church, locally known as the Pacific Island Presbyterian 

Church communities (PIPC). Boardman’s (1974:102) unpublished PhD thesis shows 

that: 

 
The Pacific Islands Congregational Church was an independent 
immigrant ethnic minority group church. Its membership, comprises 
of mainly immigrants from the Tokelau Islands, Samoa, Nuie and the 
Cook Islands. People from these Islands frequently use the same 
church building but hold separate services in their own languages with 
their own pastors. The Tokelau were the exception as Samoan is the 
church language of the Tokelau people. For this reason and also 
because of their small numbers, the Tokelau people form part of the 
Samoan congregation under a Samoan pastor. 

                                                 
44 The Tokelauan word, papalangi, (also spelt palangi or papalagi) means white world or European.  



113 

According to Wessen et al (1992:126), ‘although ethnic distinctiveness was honoured in 

the governing structure of the parishes, Tokelauan worshippers, because of their 

historical relationship with Samoans in the Tokelau Islands were automatically grouped 

with Samoan worshippers. Although always a minority group in New Zealand, as the 

number of Tokelau migrants increased over the decades some of the larger Tokelau 

communities broke away from the PIPC church to form their own congregations. Still 

relatively small in number, Tokelauans wanted to assert their own identity as 

Tokelauans within multicultural New Zealand. Hence, in the larger settlement areas like 

Auckland and Wellington, Tokelauan Protestant proselytizers, followed by Tokelauan 

Catholic congregations, formed their own church congregations, while others drifted 

away from the dominant religions to join more fundamentalist faiths such as Jehovah 

Witness (Wessen et al 1992).45  

 

During this early period of re-settlement, Bible hymns were translated from Samoan to 

Tokelauan by members of the Protestant faith. Likewise, in Wellington, Tokelau 

Catholics ‘translated the Missal into Tokelauan and published it in a bilingual volume, 

which is used by families in both New Zealand and Tokelau (Wessen et al 1992:140). 

By distinguishing themselves as communities with their own identity, and situated in 

suburbs relatively close to these churches and community halls, Tokelauans effectively, 

re-created ‘a Tokelauan village social order’ reminiscent of the homeland islands’ where 

the village is formally resided over and guided by the ‘central governing body,’ the 

Council of Elders (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:50).  

 

A typical example of a Tokelau village is situated in the suburbs of Naenae Petone and 

Porirua in the Hutt Valley. In this region of the North Island the Catholic Church 

warmly welcomed Catholic Tokelauans into its fold. Catholic halls in the three districts 

were at first used by the Tokelau Catholics for special gatherings and events (Wessen et 

al 1992). Encouraged by the Priests and nuns, Tokelau people used church community 

halls for all types of social occasions, such as, weddings, wakes, and Christmas 

celebrations. But, today, through rigorous fund raising events and activities, many 

Tokelau migrant communities in towns and cities in the North Island including the 
                                                 
45 Wessen et al (1992:140) state that the Tokelauans who are now affiliated with the more 
fundamentalist churches settled in the South Island. According to these authors, the mainstream 
churches appeared to be ‘unfamiliar and impersonal’ to the migrants, whereas the fundamentalist 
worshippers were more welcoming and helpful to them. 
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community of Naenae in the Lower Hutt, own their own community halls which they 

use extensively for all their social events (Wessen et al 1992).  

The Church and migrants in Townsville  

 

As on the island atolls, Townsville Tokelauans are strongly Christian and are affiliated 

with a Christian church. When they arrived in Townsville they aligned themselves with 

a church community of their choice, for as in the islands and New Zealand, the church 

and the priest, or pastor, are vitally important to Tokelau community life. According to 

one Tokelau woman: 

 

The church is everything to us. It supports us spiritually of course, 

but, if we need assistance in areas such as legal issues, welfare and 

housing, they willingly help us out. (Interview 4 November 2007)  
 

As this statement shows, Tokelauan migrants rely on the church’s assistance during the 

early re-settlement phase. Castles et al (2000:134) states, ‘one of the first collective 

actions of a new immigrant group is often to set up a place of worship.’ Far from being 

powerless, though, Tokelau migrants are extremely resourceful in moving to new places 

and settling into them. They recognise that church institutions are available to assist in 

the re-settlement, and they take advantage of this assistance to their own advantage. I 

noticed during my fieldwork that their relationship with the church is a reciprocal one 

that involves much giving and receiving of both parties.  

 

Much of my fieldwork involved attending Catholic Church services with my mentor and 

her family. Some fieldwork also involved going to church gatherings of the people from 

the Protestant Churches. During my visits to the Catholic services, I noticed that church 

attendance varies weekly, especially with the younger generation, but, overall, 

attendance is strong, and it is common to find a core group of elders and older 

Tokelauans at church services. Numbers swell when there are major religious events. 

There are only a small number of Tokelauans who do not attend church regularly. Some 

are quite heavily involved in church activities throughout the year.  
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Boundless Parishes 

 

As I have previously mentioned, in Townsville, religious affiliations are mainly with 

two denominations: Roman Catholic and Protestant. A minority group follows the 

religious doctrines of the Jehovah Witness congregation. The denomination followed 

among the Townsville Tokelau people largely depends on the atoll they or their parents 

were born on. There are Tokelau congregations of the Uniting Church; the Presbyterian 

Church, Jehovah Witness Church and the Catholic Church. The most popular churches 

are: St Theresa’s in Garbutt (see Figure 7), St. Joseph’s Church in Mundingburra, The 

Sacred Heart Cathedral in the City; St. Mary’s, West End and St. Patrick’s, South 

Townsville (see Figure 8) and St Francis in Railway Estate (see Figure 9); and the John 

Knox Presbyterian Church in Mundingburra (see Figure 10) and the Uniting Church in 

Aitkenvale. Participation at a specific church is either a personal or family choice. 

During my fieldwork, I observed that there were some differences in the relationship 

between these churches and their Tokelau followers. The Catholic Church was more 

accommodating to the needs of the Catholic community, although the Protestant 

Churches were also willing to help the Tokelauan people who worshipped at their 

churches.  

 

The Aitkenvale Uniting Church, as some people have mentioned to me, is considered to 

be a Samoan church. That is, it has a large Samoan migrant contingent. However, 

Tokelauans also go to this church. For instance, in 2008, I attended the wedding of a 

young Tokelau man and an anglo-Australian Townsville girl held at this church. The 

John Knox is perhaps the most popular Protestant church with around six Tokelauan 

families who attend weekly. Most Townsville churches have Tokelau congregations in 

different suburbs of Townsville. One of the main reasons for the different places of 

worship can be found in the spatial context of settlement. 
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Figure 7: St Theresa’s Catholic Church, Garbutt. Figure 8: St Patrick’s Catholic Church, South 

Townsville .  

 

 

      

Figure 9: St. Francis CatholicChurch, Railway Estate.  Figure 10: John Knox Protestant Church, 

Mundingburra. 

Photos: Diane Mobbs 2013. 

 

As I described in Chapter Three, Townsville Tokelauans established a slightly different 

re-settlement pattern in Townsville to that found in New Zealand. For that reason, and 

because of the greater distances between where people choose to live and the churches 

they worship at, there is less of a village atmosphere than in New Zealand Tokelau 

communities. Gathering together, therefore, each Sunday at church in Townsville is 

more of a temporal consideration. Here, people may drive anywhere between 20 to 30 

minutes to reach their destination, depending upon which family group and church they 

have affiliated with, for the simple fact of being able to worship together each Sunday. 

 

A large part of my research focused on Catholic congregations at St Theresa’s and St 

Patrick’s churches, which are frequented by relatively large numbers of Tokelauans. At 
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these two churches there are approximately six to eight Tokelau families who come 

from different suburban areas of Townsville to attend on a regular basis. These family 

groups have been attending these particular churches since their arrival in Townsville, 

and now feel very much at home there. One informant and her family migrated to 

Townsville in the 1990s, and were well established at St Theresa’s Church before the 

rest of her extended family arrived from New Zealand. This woman and her children 

lived for many years in the inner city sub of Garbutt where St Theresa’s Church is 

found, and subsequently, she found it very convenient to attend that church. We go to St 

Theresa’s because it is close to home. (Interview 30 May 2009). Even though some 

members of her family live in the outer suburbs of Rasmussen and Kelso, they choose to 

attend church services as a family group at St Theresa’s. My informant remarked to me 

that we feel comfortable with one another, and that is why we travel such long distances 

to go to Sunday Church. There are churches in the Upper Ross that are very close to 

where some of our family lives, but we enjoy being with the Garbutt group every 

Sunday. (Interview 30 May 2009)  

 

Most of her relatives who have migrated more recently from the Naenae district, now 

also worship at St Theresa’s Church. This woman also mentioned that it is a shame that 

not all Tokelau people attend church regularly. When asked if she thought the younger 

generation will keep going to church, she replied, Yes. She explained that this is because 

her mother made sure that she attended church regularly, and now she is instilling the 

same religious values in her children. (Interview 30 May 2009). However, just as Lee 

(2003) discovered in her research on Australian Tongans and their children, there is a 

constant battle to encourage Tokelauan children, particularly teenagers, to attend church 

and religious activities on a regular basis. Regular attendance by children is sometimes 

contested because of sporting interests that coincide with Sunday service. Church 

attendance also varies with some of the young Tokelauan adults. On the whole though, 

church attendance remains a very important part of Tokelauan life in Townsville. 

A Multicultural Church 

 

Basically, the Church of St Theresa is a multicultural church. It is unique in that it has a 

substantial attendance of Aboriginal and Islander adherents, and this church is now the 

Townsville branch of the Townsville Aboriginal and Islander Catholic Council (AICC). 
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The AICC is the ‘official representative organization in the Catholic Church for 

Aboriginal and Islander Catholic communities’ in Queensland. Other branches of the 

AICC include: Mount Isa, Charters Towers, Dajarra, Palm Island and the Townsville 

city. Each of these branch areas operate individually according to the specific 

requirements of its constituents, but operating as one unit with one vision of the goals 

and objectives laid down by the AICC.46 

 

This particular church is also used by other Pacific Islander families, such as Samoans. 

A particular case in point is the organ player and his family who are Samoan. Other 

attendees include a family of African refugees. The cultural diversity found within the 

congregation of this small Catholic Church and the social inclusion and unconditional 

acceptance of its followers by the congregation may be the product of Australia’s 

current multicultural policies; that is, all Australians living together in harmony with 

each other regardless of the diversity in backgrounds and cultures. The proof of a 

multicultural community is apparent within the church walls. Flags of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples are proudly displayed on the church wall facing the 

congregation, while other areas behind and in front of the pulpit are decorated with 

Indigenous artwork, providing the church and its community with an element of its own 

unique multi-cultural style.  

 

In the past there was a relatively large attendance of Indigenous people from Townsville 

and Palm Island. However, according to an informant, one of the church’s nuns, 

Aboriginal attendances have dropped off considerably over the last few years. The Nun 

stated that one reason for this is the fact that Indigenous families do not always have 

reliable transport to get them to church on Sundays. (Interview 19 December 2008) 

                                                 
46 Catholic Diocese of Townsville http://www.tsv.catholic.org.au/diocese/ministries/aicc_townsville.php 
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Aboriginal attendances tend to rise in conjunction with a ritual celebration within the 

church, such as, a child taking his/her confirmation, or a baptism (see Figure 11).  

 

 
Figure 11: Aboriginal and Tokelau children taking Holy Communion together 

at St Theresa’s Catholic Church 2009. Photo:  Diane Mobbs 2009. 

 

Although the number of Indigenous people waxes and wanes over the year, there are a 

core number of people who worship at this church every Sunday. Some of the 

Aboriginal women of this core group hold higher positions within the church, and are 

very active contributors in church activities. On the Sundays that I attended church 

service at St Theresa’s, I often observed that there were three or more Aboriginal 

women who shared church responsibilities with a couple of the Tokelauan men and 

women. Today, there is a strong sense of communal ethos within the church which has 

manifested in the sharing of church activities. Ritualised activities are an important part 

of religious worship. These dedicated people and other Aboriginal and Tokelauan 

volunteers work side by side at each church service undertaking specific Christian 

rituals including duties like taking the plate around for the collection of money from the 

parishioners, and assisting the priest during baptisms. They also arrange vases of freshly 

cut flowers around the pulpit before the beginning of religious services, set up the pulpit 

table with bread and wine and take part in ritual procedures. These workers and those 

who attend church services regularly make the church a congregation family 

community.  
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A sense of community, as found in this church community is vital for ‘feeling at home 

at gatherings where one “recognizes people as one’s own” and where one feels 

recognized by them as such’ (Hage 1997:102). This sense of community, Cohen 

(1985:15) explains, ‘is that entity to which one belongs, greater than kinship but more 

immediately than the abstraction we call “society.” ’ ‘Community,’ he adds, is where 

one learns and continues to practice how to ‘be social…’ and in the process ‘where one 

acquires “culture”  ’ (Cohen 1985:15). Using Cohen’s argument of acquiring culture, it 

could be suggested then that the sharing of aspects of Aboriginal, Torres Strait, White 

Australian, Tokelauan and other Pacific Islander peoples cultures before, during and 

after church services, and the sharing of the many different jobs associated with 

ensuring the smooth running of Sunday church meetings create a dynamic kind of 

culture not only within and the boundaries of the church congregation, but also one that 

becomes embodied within the everyday lives of the parishioners who worship at St 

Theresa’s each Sunday. Rather than being a contested space, the church’s diverse 

cultural composition creates a unified sense of place of worship and place of belonging. 

 

While Aboriginal numbers have dropped away, the number of Tokelauans attending 

mass at St Theresa’s is steadily increasing, especially with the advent of new arrivals. 

New immigrants are introduced into a church community by the more well-established 

migrants. For Aboriginal people, getting to church can be problematic as many have to 

rely on bus transport. In contrast, Tokelau families who attend St Theresa’s either own 

their own cars or provide transport for those who do not. As a result, many of them are 

able to attend regular church meetings. For both groups, attendance increases somewhat 

for days of importance on the religious calendar. 

 

As I have stated, Tokelau people attend church with the wider Townsville community, 

including other cultural groups. All churches in Townsville have a multicultural ethos, 

and Saint Theresa Catholic church is no exception to the rule. Because of this, cultural 

distinctiveness may become somewhat blurred at church congregations. To occasional 

visitors, Islander people, including the Tokelauans may be seen as being ‘Pacific 

Islanders’ or ‘Polynesians,’ although regular attendants have a more intimate knowledge 

of the identity of each cultural group. Identifying the different groups of island people 

as Pacific Islanders or Polynesians, a blanket term, according to Lee (2003:245) was 

‘historically created by Europeans in the process of exploring and colonizing the Pacific 
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and continue to be imposed at the level of government in the migrant receiving nations.’ 

For Anae (1998:105) ‘the reifying of terms or concepts like – Polynesia, Polynesian, 

Pacific Islander and more recently the ‘Pacific Way’ serve to create a myth of Pacific 

Island ‘unity’ or ‘community…’ of Islander people living in the entire Oceanic region. 

Grouping people together in this way under one identity effectively denies their 

experiences and cultural distinctiveness.  

 

Yet, as Lee (2003:245) discovered in her research, while some Australian Tongans 

dislike being identified in this way, the younger generations of Tongans appear to be 

embracing the pan Pacific term “Pacific Islanders” and “Polynesians.” Anae (1998:104) 

remarks that these terminologies are used by Samoans and other Pacific Islanders 

themselves at certain times. However, Anae (1998:105) goes on to say ‘this 

homogenizing tendency has led in to the practice of generalizing and stereotyping 

Polynesian migrants in their host communities.’ Although the Tokelau people do not 

appear to mind being categorized as ‘Pacific Islanders’ at public gatherings like church 

congregations, they do prefer to maintain their own Tokelauan identity in Townsville. 

Like Tongans who have an aversion to being categorized with New Zealand Maoris, 

Samoans, or other islanders, Tokelauans likewise, dislike being regarded as the same as 

other islander groups, and prefer to be known first and foremost as Tokelauan.  

 

Depending upon which religious affiliation and church Tokelauans belong to families 

meet at various locations in Townsville. Some of the Tokelau Protestant groups 

worship, for example, once a week at the Uniting Church in Gulliver and the John Knox 

Presbyterian Church in Aitkenvale. Church services held at the Uniting Church are for 

all worshippers and are conducted in English. There are no separate meetings for 

Tokelauans who attend these services. However, those Tokelauans who worship at the 

John Knox Presbyterian Church hold their own religious meetings at 11.30am after the 

normal Sunday service has concluded. This Tokelauan group made an informal 

agreement with the Minister of the John Knox Presbyterian Church after they initially 

approached him with their set of religious guidelines that they brought with them from 

Sydney. The John Knox Minister found that the Tokelauan guidelines were very similar 

to that of the Presbyterian Church. Hence, a code of agreement, or what the Minister 

referred to as ‘a gentleman’s agreement,’ was formed between the Minister and the 

Tokelauans, that allowed them to hold their services at this church. The community 
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members were given a key to the church building to use at their discretion after normal 

services on Sundays.  

 

At normal services there are around fifteen people from six families who attend services 

regularly. This gathering makes them the largest Tokelauan Protestant group to meet at 

one church in Townsville. The Tokelauan families are heavily represented by those over 

thirty years of age. Respect for elders by younger people is shown in their attendance at 

church, but these visits are not always consistent. Although this church has its own 

Pastor, the Tokelau service is overseen each Sunday by a Tokelauan pastor who is also 

the husband and father of one of the families who migrated to Townsville, and all 

religious services are conducted in the Tokelauan language. In May of this year, this 

particular church was used for the annual general meeting (an event which is usually 

held in Sydney) of the Congregationalist members, and some people travelled from 

Sydney to attend this service.  

 

Apart from weekly religious gatherings, Catholic Tokelauans also meet together once a 

month to worship at St Patrick’s Church in South Townsville. As with the 

Presbyterians, it is hard to judge the total church membership because of the ever 

fluctuating number of people who attend religious services. In the Tokelau community 

there is a constant coming and going of people. Some migrate permanently, others stay 

temporarily, and then of course there are visitors who come from the Tokelau Islands, 

New Zealand and from other parts of Australia. Also, while some members are 

dedicated worshippers, other members’ attendances wax and wane for this monthly 

service for many reasons during the year.  

 

Data based on a survey conducted at a random social event during my fieldwork 

highlights the religious composition of the migrant families who participated in the 

survey that night (see Table 3). This table does not, however, include household 

numbers, as not all extended family members attend these functions. The social event 

was held to raise money to finance a family’s visit to New Zealand so that they could 

attend their father and grandfather’s mortuary unveiling ceremony that takes place 

approximately twelve months after the death of the relative. I will add here that the 

particular family, for which the fundraiser was held, belonged to the Catholic faith. 

Around thirty families attended the social function. The data reveals that at the function 
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twenty-two families were Roman Catholic, six families belonged to Protestant Churches 

while two families worshipped at other religious institutions.  
 

 

 

 
 

 

Table 3:  Statistics on Church preferences.  

 

Table three shows that the majority of Tokelauans who attended this function belong to 

the Catholic denomination. Although this survey does not represent the total religious 

make up of the Tokelau community, it does provide some insight into how all religious 

groups come together at a typical Tokelau social event. At most fund-raising events that 

I attended, Tokelauans of all denominations come together as one united group to 

support an individual or a family at certain times.  

 

Church Welfare Family Other 

13 11 23 5 

Table 4: Data depicting level of support from the Church, family and other sources.  

 

In table four, the survey representatives the same thirty families at the social who were 

asked which institution was vital for migrants in helping them to re-settle in Townsville. 

Some respondents ticked multiple boxes, but the majority cited the family and the 

church are the two most important institutions for migrant support. 

 

Church - a social gathering 

 

While there is no doubt that the spiritual and ideological aspects of religion are foremost 

in the minds of the Tokelau people, going to church is also very much about the 

gathering of people who share a similar sociality or sense of unity with one another. 

McQuarrie (2007) notes that, ‘as in many places in the world, religion in Tokelau has 

more to do with the church than with religious ideology. In this sense, McQuarrie 

argues that Sunday, for Tokelauan people who live on the island atolls, is more about 

‘Churchianity’ or the whole social aspect, rather than just about ‘Christianity’ 

DENOMINATION 

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS-

Families PERCENTAGE 

Roman Catholic 22 73 

Protestant 6 20 

Other 2 7 
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(McQuarrie 2007:223). Yet, at the same time, he does acknowledge that religion is 

embedded in the Tokelauan identity, and as such, is taken very seriously by all. 

McQuarrie (2007) observed that underlying religiosity, is the sociality of church going. 

In other words, church communal gatherings are ‘social events’ where men, women and 

children dress in formal attire, supply food for the feast and indulge in the ritual of 

speeches and dance performances after church services.    

 

This “Churchianity,’ as described by McQuarrie, is also apparent in Townsville Tokelau 

communal church gatherings, particularly, in the dress code. Every Sunday, some 

Catholic Tokelauans (usually the older folk) who worship at St Theresa’s church like to 

wear tropical-style clothes. Although the younger generations prefer the more modern 

Western-style clothing, I have seen some young Tokelauans wearing colourful and 

attractive two-piece outfits to the more significant ritual occasions like Christmas and 

baptisms. At special church events, female dresses, Kofu, are decidedly Tokelauan. 

Dress materials are often sent from islands by relatives or from relatives living in New 

Zealand. This is because dress materials favoured by the Tokelau women are mostly 

florals, made up of yellows, oranges, browns, blue are not always available in 

Townsville or other Australian city stores. Men of all ages, dress in either floral or 

plain-coloured shirts, sometimes made from the matching material of their wives outfits, 

and a lavalava, a short wrap around skirt, that is usually brown or black in colour. The 

women tend to favour a two-piece floral or batik design suite, a style that is customarily 

worn in New Zealand and the Tokelau Islands for church service.  

 

In much the same way, some Tokelauans who worship at John Knox Presbyterian and 

the Uniting Churches dress in outfits like those worn in their island homelands. In these 

instances, the men wear the standard floral shirts, while the dress code for women is 

mixed. Some prefer to wear white dresses accompanied with a white hat, a fashion style 

that is popular with Samoan Protestant Christian worshippers in Samoa and New 

Zealand, and with Protestant Tokelauan women in the Tokelau Islands and New 

Zealand. In Townsville, the wearing of white dresses by Protestant adults and children 

is reserved for special occasions such as ‘White Sunday’ which is usually held in the 

month of October. ‘White Sunday’ is very important on the Tokelauan calendar and is 

attended by a very large number of people. When I spoke to the church Minister, he said 

that he thought that Samoans also attended this occasion. 
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Huntsman and Hooper (1996:94) mention briefly that women who belong to the 

Protestant church must wear white dresses and ‘hats to church but Catholic women must 

not.’ Considering that Samoan priests and preachers were appointed to Tokelau 

Churches, it would follow that Tokelau dress style would most likely be heavily 

influenced by Samoan Church wearing apparel. These researchers do not explain where 

this tradition originated or why it was introduced to the island women. Anae (1998:118) 

notes that in New Zealand this style of dress was still popular in New Zealand during 

the late 1990s when she completed her research on New Zealand born Samoans. She 

states that white apparel and white hats is favoured by the middle-aged and elder 

Samoan women who belong to the Newton Pacific Islander Church in Auckland, while 

the youth prefer to wear trendy western attire (Anae 1998:118). By dressing in this way, 

Tokelauan Protestants have created their own distinctive Christian identity that 

effectively sets them apart from the Catholic worshippers (see Figure 12). 

 

 

Figure 12: Tokelauans worshipping at the John Knox Presbyterian Church, Townsville.  

Photo: Diane Mobbs August 2009. 

 

The preferred apparel worn mostly by Catholic Tokelauans to Sunday Church meetings 

are associated more with the colonial era and the influence of Christian missionaries and 

are found throughout the Pacific Islands and in some Melanesian Islands (Colchester 

2003:1). Colchester (2003:1) informs us that, ‘the bold, island-style prints’ on apparel 

made from Manchester cotton, were developed and distributed by Indian-Fijian traders 

and Hawaiians. Phillips (in Colchester 2003:1) explains that:  
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…these vivid cotton prints of hibiscus flowers are the offshoots of the 
Victorian ‘culture of flowers’ that involved the industrial revolution, 
the expansion of international networks of trade, the establishment of 
trade stores in many parts of the colonial periphery, and the 
consumption of floral prints by Pacific islanders. 

 

These flowing floral prints became popular clothing for Catholic Tokelauans to wear to 

Sunday Mass. The Catholic priests were not particularly concerned with mundane 

things such as clothing. The Protestant ministers, on the other hand, sought a more 

thorough transformation to Christianity that included the everyday activities and 

lifestyle of the Protestant evangelists. The changes to the daily lives of Tokelauans 

included emulating the missionaries’ wives home economics such as household 

cleanliness, craft and needlework, dressmaking and laundry; the creation of women’s 

clubs and sewing groups. Women conformed to their standards of modesty, particularly 

for the purposes of attending church (Thomas 2003:84). 

 

Yet, as Colchester (2003:6) argues, although the Christian missionaries heavily 

influenced the apparel of their parishioners, it must be acknowledged that clothing, pre-

colonialism and pre-missionisation was equally important to religious and political life 

in the Islands of the Pacific prior to missionary intervention. Throughout the Pacific 

region body art and a range of ‘çlothing, wrappings and coverings – made from 

materials taken from trees, plants and birds feathers’…were used by island inhabitants 

(Colchester 2003:6). The lavlava may be viewed as the Tokelauan modern day version 

of the original wrappings and coverings they once used to cover their bodies.  

 

Colchester (2003:3) points out, ‘even today, maintaining missionary-inspired dress has 

become symptomatic of a certain cultural tenacity, or a preference for formality in the 

face of more modern alternatives.’ Today, for some Tokelauans who worship at the 

John Knox Church, the wearing of white apparel to Sunday church can be considered a 

visual marker of a Protestant Christian cultural identity, although some worshippers 

prefer to wear typical floral clothing.  
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Church hymns 

 

Like dressing for church services, singing is a fundamental part of the morning worship 

at both Catholic and Protestant Church congregations. Churches are places where 

Tokelauan language can be practiced through hymn singing. At St Theresa’s, religious 

services are always held in the English language. However towards the end of the 

service, it is usual for the Tokelau parishioners to sing a hymn or two in Tokelauan. 

Hymns originally written in the Samoan language have been recently translated into 

Tokelauan, and some of the older Tokelau people bring their bibles written in 

Tokelauan to church. These hymns are accompanied by the sound of an organ played by 

a Samoan parishioner. Although the other non-Tokelauan congregationalists do not 

understand the language, and, therefore, are unable to join in, they quietly sit and enjoy 

the beautiful Christian songs sung by the Tokelauans. At special occasions, such as 

Christmas time, some of the Tokelau people, mostly the older men, play their guitars 

while singing the hymns. At the John Knox Protestant Church, Tokelauan 

congregationalists hold all their own services in Tokelau under the guidance of a 

Tokelauan minister, and hymns are always sung in the Tokelauan language. 

 

Unlike other religious services attended by Tokelauans, the people who worship at St 

Patricks’ Church have formed their own formalized choir. Choir singing is an important 

part of their religious services and the songs are interspersed throughout the morning 

mass. The choir is predominantly made up of about ten older Tokelau adults, both men 

and women. Choir members always sit in the front left side of the church but in no 

special order of rank, although the musicians are seated at the very front. Choir practice 

is held every Wednesday afternoon and half an hour prior to Sunday mass. These 

members practice very hard to produce a very beautiful rhythmical sound. The singing 

is accompanied by a guitar and a small wooden drum. 

 

To ensure that everyone can participate in the hymn singing, the choir recently installed 

a large screen so that the words can be projected for everyone to read and sing along 

with the choir in the Tokelauan language. See Appendix 1 for examples of Tokelauan 

hymns. Hymn singing holds a very special place in Tokelau culture and for the Tokelau 

migrant community as a whole. Hymn singing inside the church forms what Turner 
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1974) coins, ‘communitas.’ Communitas, for Tokelauans, means that the singing 

embodies a ‘spontaneous, communal emotion’ (Delanty 2003:44) that is shared by the 

church congregation. By sharing the emotion felt by singing favourite Tokelauan songs 

strengthens the emotional bonds of its community members.  

Fission/Fusion 

 

Community, place, identity and belonging are intertwined and fluid. As Stephen Castles 

(2000:133) points out, a cultural community is made up of a ‘group of people who have 

a feeling of belonging together on the basis of shared language, culture, traditions and 

history.’ A salient feature of culture is its concern with ‘the production and exchange of 

meanings - the ‘giving and taking of meaning’ – between the members of a society or 

group’ (Hall 1997:2). Hummon (1992:257) notes that ‘community identity and 

attachment are intertwined with personal experience, social interaction and local 

culture.’ Delanty (2003:3) argues that ‘the term community…designate both an idea 

about belonging and a particular social phenomenon, such as expressions of longing for 

community, the search for meaning and solidarity, and collective identities.’  

 

Yet, this does not automatically mean that there is no conflict at times within the group. 

Lovell (1998:4) points outs that locality often appears subsumed with the notion of  

belonging itself, which serves to provide collective identity and a sense of cultural 

cohesion and cultural commensality,’ but, at the same time, recognizing that ‘conflict’ 

and ‘differentiation’ can be integral parts of the same process. This notion of belonging 

and community can be applied to the Tokelauans. The history of the Tokelauan 

Christian community in Townsville is depicted as one that involves a fission (splitting 

apart) and fusion (joining together), a social phenomenon that has also been recognized 

in islander societies like the Samoans who now live in Australia (Va ‘a 2001:138). From 

the time of their first arrival in Townsville, the two main Christian sects, Catholic and 

Protestant, have created a unique Tokelauan community made up of two separate 

Tokelauan religious congregations, but who share the same fundamental cultural and 

social values. 

 

When special occasions arise that warrant the attendance of all Tokelauans, such as 

weddings, wakes, fund- raising events, cricket matches, performing at volunteer 



129 

community functions, socials or other special events, the two groups come together to 

form a  united community. Afterwards it is usual for the two groups to once again split 

apart and carry on with their lives and activities. This fission is usually a temporary state 

as the Tokelau community is a very active one, and as such, there is always some event 

or function that requires attendance by all Tokelauans.  

Catholic Church services at St Patrick’s 

 

As previously mentioned, the Townsville Catholic Tokelau people hold a special mass 

once a month at the community Catholic Church in South Townsville, and it is at this 

occasion when members of the first and second wave groups are most visible. These 

church services at St Patrick’s began in 2001, and were instigated by Father Glen, a 

priest who had known the Tokelau people since the early 1990s not long after the first 

migrants settled in Townsville. He suggested that the Tokelauan set up a community 

service and worship once a month at this church. Usually church services are held 

between 12pm and 1pm. The mass, mainly conducted in Tokelauan is given by a 

Townsville Priest who has learnt to speak and read the Tokelauan language. He is 

always accompanied by a Tokelauan catechist who recently migrated with his wife to 

Townsville from New Zealand. The catechist plays an important role in the Townsville 

Catholic community as one of their leaders.  

 

Church gatherings at St Patrick church are also used for relaying messages of hope for 

the continuation of religious devotion among the Tokelau youth. During one service 

held in June 2008, the Priest ended the mass with a strong statement aimed directly at 

the Tokelau young men. He admonished them stating that they must not lose their faith 

and that God calls upon them to serve him every Sunday, not just once a month. He 

went on to say that the Tokelau elders brought with them a strong Christian faith from 

the Tokelau Islands and that this strong faith in God must continue with the young 

generations of Tokelauans. He also congratulated the young people who were going on 

the pilgrimage to the World Youth Day ’08 (WYD ’08) for their deep commitment in 

going to Sydney, and for their special efforts in practicing their dance presentation to 

the Pope.  
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Many Tokelau communal social events are held in some of the Townsville Catholic 

church halls and buildings including the hall at St Patrick’s Church in South 

Townsville. Significant social gatherings for the Catholic community include Mothers 

and Fathers Day celebrations, farewell socials and wakes. These functions are held in 

Catholic halls.  

 

After contacting the administration office of the Townsville Catholic Church, first by 

telephone and then by email to find out a little more on the close relationship between 

the church and the Tokelauan community, the Diocesan Chancellor of the Catholic 

Centre in Townsville, Len Horner answered my query on this point (that in his words) 

the Catholic Tokelau community is held in high regard within the Church as faithful, 

practical Catholics who participate in the life of the wider church as well as their own 

cultural setting. They are valued parishioners in the various parishes in which they live 

and have developed a close relationship with the St Joseph Catholic community… In 

addition, he went on to say, that church halls are made available upon request for 

various ethnic groups for their community/cultural functions. The Tokelau people made 

use of the halls in South Townsville and West End because they celebrated their 

liturgies in those parishes and the chaplain at the time were based there. 
47 Len 

Horner’s remarks reveal how the church has implemented their migrant welcoming 

strategies to include migrants like the Tokelau people into the Catholic community and 

acknowledging and rewarding their community devotion.  

 

At times, Tokelauan worshippers are called upon to volunteer for Church working bees. 

During one service that I attended, the Priest asked all Tokelauans to help prune some of 

the trees on one of the church grounds. A Tokelauan informed me that in the past some 

Tokelauans volunteered their time to paint the inside of the Sacred Heart Cathedral. 

From these comments and observations, I have come to understand that the relationship 

between the Catholic Church and the Tokelauan migrants is, as I have previously 

mentioned, reciprocal in nature. The Catholic Church allows access to their halls, and, 

in exchange, requests some assistance in return in maintaining the church grounds and 

buildings. Nevertheless, there is no doubt as to the church’s generosity, love and 

                                                 
47

 Email from Len Horner, Diocesan Chancellor, Catholic Centre, Townsville. 5
th

 October, 2012. Len 
Horner added that the Tokelau people now use church facilities in the Mundingburra Parish because 
their chaplain is now based at that church. 
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welcoming attitude to migrants like the Tokelauans, but it is interesting to note that 

within this close relationship lies a small measure of reciprocity between the church and 

the Tokelau parishioners.   

 

The Celebration of Ritual Events 

 

In the next part of this chapter I describe three ritual events that I was invited to attend 

by the Catholic Tokelauan community during my fieldwork. The first event was a 

combined mother’s day function and christening. The second event was a farewell 

function for a visiting Tokelau Priest returning to New Zealand, and a wake held on the 

same night for two Tokelauans who had recently passed away in the Tokelau Islands. 

The last event that I analyse is a social gathering that was held to celebrate the visit of 

the current three Mayors of the Tokelau Islands.  

 

Social events such as the ones I have mentioned above and many other events (for 

example, birth, puberty, marriage, burials and wakes), according to Arnold van Gennep 

(1960: 11) are ritual ceremonies that are connected to the transistional stages of life. He 

named these rituals, ‘rites of passage’ (van Gennep 1960). For van Gennep, rites of 

passage contain three main parts: the ‘preliminal rites (rites of separation), liminal rites 

(rites of transition), and post liminal rites (rites of incorporation)’ (van Gennep 

1960:13). The main characteristic found in ‘rites of passage’ is the transitory element. 

During a ritual event a person undergoes a marked transition, a change that allows 

him/her to pass from one status to another (van Gennep 1960: 13).  

 

As I will show, the events held by Townsville Tokelauans contain elements found in a 

rite of passage as described by Van Gennep. For instance, on Mother’s Day, although 

not a rite of passage in Van Gennep’s terms, but, rather, a rite of intensifications, 

celebrating shared community values, the meeting at St Patrick’s is marked by an 

increase in Tokelauan attendance. All mothers were presented with leis made from 

wrapped sweets which marked them separately from the rest of the gathering. During 

the ritual, mothers were asked to stand in front of the pulpit facing the rest of the church 

community and male members acknowledged them through speeches of praise. After 

the ritual concluded, male family members provided a celebratory luncheon for 
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everyone. The christening that was held during the service, where the child was baptised 

a Christian in the sight of the congregation, (a rite of passage in which the child 

transforms from one state of being to another) served to enhance the mother’s day 

celebrations.  

 

Similarly, the wake that I attended to celebrate the life of a family member from the 

Tokelau Islands shared similar characteristics to Van Gennep’s rites of passage. Van 

Gennep (1960:148) comments that funerals are marked by the three stages of a rite of 

passage. Firstly, at the beginning of the mourning period, ‘social life is suspended for all 

those affected by it;’ secondly, ‘there is a public mourning,’ and lastly, the transition 

stage, the final stage of the ritual event than can be achieved in various ways (Van 

Gennep 1960:152).  

 

In the Tokelauan community, as will be highlighted, Tokelauans were called to attend a 

specially prepared social function to mark the passing of their family member. This 

gathering was a social event in which prayers and speeches by the elders were given at 

the beginning of the event. This stage was then followed by individual commentaries on 

specific points they remembered of the deceased’s life, and finally, a supper was laid 

out for all who attended and paid their respects to the deceased.   

 

Mother’s Day Celebration 

 

The mother’s day celebration is an annual ritual community event that is celebrated by 

the Tokelau community at St Patrick’s Church in South Townsville on the first Sunday 

of a new month. During my fieldwork, I attended many Sunday masses at St Patrick’s 

and in 2008 I was invited to take part in a Mother’s Day celebration that co-incided that 

year on the Sunday usually set aside for the communal Tokelau Sunday service. 

Mother’s Day celebrations are not specifically held exclusively at St Patrick’s Church, 

but can be held at any Townsville church that the Tokelau community decides upon.  

 

The morning began the same as any other church meeting but with some marked 

differences. I noticed that there were substantially more people than the usual Sunday 

crowd, and the pews that are usually empty, quickly filled with men, women and 
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children before the service began at 11.30am. When everyone had assembled in the 

church, a couple of the young men began to hand out to the mothers a lei made from 

wrapped lollies that were made by the children the day before. After all the mothers, 

including myself, received a lolly lei, the mass began. After the mass, a christening of a 

Tokelau baby was performed, followed by a formal honouring of all mothers in 

attendance. At the request of the priest the mothers left their seats and made their way 

up to front of the pulpit where they assembled in one long line facing the audience. As it 

was widely known in the Tokelau community that I was also a mother, an elder politely 

invited me to join the rest of the women and while we stood there the choir stood up and 

sang a song in Tokelau especially to us. It was a reverent song that symbolized the 

celebration of motherhood. Immediately following the song, a couple of the male elders 

gave speeches in Tokelau that were meant to honour all the mothers present.  

 

After the service everyone including the Priest, was invited to the adjoining church hall 

for the mother’s day lunch (see Figure 13). 

 

 
Figure 13: Church hall adjacent to St Patrick’s Church, South Townsville. 

Photo:  Diane Mobbs 2013. 

 

Food and the sharing of food with family and friends is an essential part of the 

Tokelauan culture. Hage (1997) discovered during his research on Arab Australian 

migrants that an essential part of migrant home-building and belonging in one’s own 

community is the sharing of a common language and food. In essence, Hage sees the 
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link between these two aspects of culture and the construction of home. The production 

and sharing of food is viewed as a nurturing of the communal group, and is connected 

with the practices of place making and home building (Hage 1997:102). Food is 

associated with love, nurturing and sharing, and much time, expense and energy is put 

into its preparation, home-made cooking and presentation.  

 

Hage (1997:101) asserts, the labour of producing food represents ‘a bit of ‘mother’s 

cooking,’ a ‘homely feeling,’ which he states, ‘is...the continuation of breast-feeding, 

the most homely of the homely yearnings or fantasies.’ The cooking and sharing of food 

is a labour of love that also denotes a sense of belonging to a community and place. 

Counihan (1999:6) maintains that ‘eating together lies at the heart of social relations; at 

meals we create family and friendships by sharing food, tastes, values, and ourselves.’ 

‘Food, she goes on, ‘influence the shaping of community, personality, and family.’ The 

Mother’s Day function is similar to what Hage found in the Australian Arab 

community, and as Counihan postulates, food and language brings the Tokelauan 

people together in unity within the safe environment of the Church hall to celebrate this 

special community event in their new place of settlement.  

 

Although the food production is associated with women and nurturing in the Arab world 

as described by Hage (1997) the cooking of food is normally shared by both genders 

particular for special occasions when there are large amounts of food to be cooked. 

However, for the Mothers Day celebration, the food was prepared and cooked the night 

before by Tokelauan men. The following day, the men, young and old, did all the work, 

setting out all the tables and chairs and preparing the food in the small kitchen, while 

the women sat around the tables happily letting the men do all the food preparations on 

this special day.  

 

Counihan (1999:7) articulates that ‘people articulate and recognize their distinctiveness 

through the medium of food.’ Similarly, the recognition of ‘Tokelauanness’ is in 

Tokelauan food. The food is distinctively Tokelauan in nature and consists of the usual 

Tokelauan staples such as fish, kumura (sweet potato) cooked in coconut milk, corned 

beef, chicken, pieces, rice and chop suey, was brought out and placed on the large 

serving tables and individual dishes were placed on a table set aside for special guests. 

Some of the older male children were given jobs of fly swatters at the guest table for the 
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duration of the meal. During the meal, some of the young men offered more food and 

drink to the guests while the rest of the community helped themselves to the buffet.  

 

After lunch, short speeches were given by the older Tokelauan men. These speeches 

like the ones in the church were meant to honour the wives and mothers present at the 

social gathering. Speech making is a very important part of Polynesian society and 

Tokelauan communities are no exception. Duranti (1981:357) found in his research on 

Samoan speech-making that: 

 
Oratory is probably the most sophisticated art form in Samoa and 
certainly one of the most well-preserved aspects of ancient Polynesia. 
The speech-maker is highly respected…and people look up to him for 
his mastery of verbal and non-verbal tradition. [He is] often 
indispensable to his kin and allies in all sorts of economic transactions 
and social crises.  

 

After the speeches, the left-over food was taken back to the kitchen by the young men, 

and the dishes cleaned. Then the tables were packed up and put away so that the festive 

dancing and singing could begin (see Figure 14). 

 

 
Figures 14: Tokelauans dancing at a gathering at St Patrick’s Hall Townsville.  

Photos: Diane Mobbs 2009. 

 

Dancing and singing is considered the most enjoyable time of any Tokelau social event 

and is enthusiastically embraced by most Tokelauans, including men, women and 
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children. For Tokelauans, dancing, known as fātele, is always done together as a group. 

As Allan Thomas (1996:88) found in his comprehensive study on Tokelauan dance and 

song in New Zealand and the Islands, ‘Tokelau dancing is much more than just a “dance 

group,” it is a community group that dances.’ These dances are a vital part of many 

Tokelauan cultural celebrations and community gatherings. Thomas (1996:89) 

commented further that ‘the degree of participation is in response to family interest, or 

in support of others who have a close interest.’ The intricate style of Tokelauan dance 

and song will be examined in detail in Chapter Six. 

 

The Mothers Day celebration was a social event undertaken in the public domain of St 

Partick’s Catholic Church of in South Townsville. During this social event, the Tokelau 

Catholic community, and in particular, the children of the mothers were given the 

opportunity to express their deep love and affection for their mothers, grandmothers and 

aunts by honouring them through the giving of speeches, song and the gift of a leis by 

the young male adults all carried out in front of the collective group. Mauss (1967) 

describes gift-giving as a form of obligation and respect to those who have been 

generous and giving to them. He also points out that by accepting a gift the receiver, in 

turn, shows respect to the giver, while the giver highlights his generosity through the 

giving. The giving and receiving of gifts, as Mauss shows us, demonstrates that this 

form of sociality effectively creates a sense of moral bonding between the giver and the 

receiver (Mauss 1967:2). For Tokelauans, the lolly leis gifts are offered to the mothers 

by their children as an outward display of their love and respect for them on this special 

day. Similarly, Handelman (1990:181) explains in his own research on mothers day gift-

giving, that ‘like gifts generally, its doing establishes a relationship.’ He writes that the 

giving of a gift ‘accords motherhood to each woman, through the proof of her status…’ 

However, rather than forging a relationship between the child and its mother, gift-giving 

forges a relationship among all the mothers and their families present within the 

community.  

 

Handelman’s theory supports my research on the spirit of Tokelauan gift-giving within 

their community. The leis are handed out by young Tokelauan men, to all the mothers 

who were present in the church (including myself) and not necessarily to their own 

mother. As I have explained in Chapter Two, in Tokelauan society, children are 

nurtured by the whole community not just the child’s biological parents. In Tokelau 
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Island society, women are referred to as ‘our mothers’ or ‘our sisters’ and depending on 

the situation it is common for women to refer to each other as ‘mothers,’ ‘daughters’ 

and ‘sisters’ (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:121). The essential core values of these 

relationships are still practiced today in the Tokelau migrant community. In this context 

then, Tokelauan mothers who were asked to stand in front of the whole congregation are 

thus revered as the key nurturers of children born into the community. 

 

The Christening ritual of a Tokelau baby served to enhance the symbolic relationship 

between the mother, child and Christianity. The strong thread of Catholicism 

symbolized by the omnipresent statue of the Virgin Mary, mother of Jesus, and shared 

by the Catholic Tokelauans permeated throughout the double ritual event, connecting 

family and community to Christian teachings.  

The Farewell and Wake 

 

In May 2008, the Tokelau community staged a social gathering in the St Mary’s Hall, 

West End, to farewell the Tokelau Priest, Father Tokua, and a wake for two Tokelauan 

male relatives who passed away in Nukunonu. Wakes are occasionally held to celebrate 

the lives of deceased family members who live in the Tokelau Islands, New Zealand, 

Sydney and Townsville. Like the Mother’s day celebration and the christenings, wakes 

are life course rituals that celebrate the life of the deceased person.  

 

The event at St Mary’s hall was held during the working week, and the evening began 

around 6pm when people began to drift in after work, with the last people arriving 

around 7pm. Chairs were placed in rows in the middle of the building facing a table set 

up for the guests. The guests included Father Tokua, the Townsville Catechist, his wife 

and a few of the Tokelau elders. Because of the unusual nature of this event, there was a 

particularly large turnout of Tokelauan families.  

 

As in the majority of social gatherings, the evening began with a formal opening speech 

in Tokelau by one of the community elders. The speech was followed by a prayer (also 

in Tokelauan) by the visiting Tokelauan priest. After these initial formalities were 

observed, some of the elders, both men and women, who had known the two deceased 

people in the islands, took turns in relating personal and at times humorous anecdotes 
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about the deceased persons. One of the Tokelau women who sat next to me informed 

me that one of the deceased was only in his forties at the time of his death and, 

unfortunately, had died while his wife was delivering their sixth child. The other man, 

of unknown age, died of a heart attack around the same time. A final speech thanking 

Father Tokua for coming to the Townsville community from New Zealand was given by 

one of the group’s elders followed by a concluding prayer. 

 

Once the speeches dispensed with, some of the Tokelau men removed the chairs and 

placed them along the sides of the building, replacing them with low trestle tables in 

readiness for the feast. Prior to the event an amazing amount of food had been cooked 

by some of the women, and while the speeches were in progress, a handful of them 

worked in the adjoining kitchen, re-heating the food in large aluminium containers. 

According to one of the Tokelau women, the eating of food before or during the 

speeches is absolutely prohibited, as it shows great disrespect to the guests and to those 

speaking. As in other structured social gatherings, food is laid out on the tables and the 

guests are served food and drink first, before all others. It is only after the guests have 

been looked after, that the rest of the Tokelauans present are allowed to begin eating. At 

this event, food was served around 9.15pm. Late evening meals are quite common at 

Tokelau functions, and everyone partakes in the feasting.  

 

After the feast, all food and the main tables were cleared away, leaving only the guest 

table where the guests remained seated to watch the performance. Most of the 

Tokelauans there eagerly joined in the dances. Tokelauans of all ages love to dance, and 

only some people with small children opted not to take part. The dancing was 

specifically performed for Father Tokua as a farewell gift to him. The dancers followed 

the usual dance pattern, but this time, they faced towards Father Tokua and the other 

guests. After a couple of dance routines were executed, Father Tokua and the Catechist 

got up and joined the rest of the song along with the performers throughout the entire 

performance. The night’s events finally came to an end around 11.30pm. 

 

These two functions held at St Mary’s hall are examples of how the Tokelauan 

Catholics, as a transnational community, celebrate special occasions inside church halls. 

Through the perspective of transnationalism, these two ethnographic cases reveal the 

attitudes towards the experiences of belonging to both ‘here’ and ‘there’ and the deeper 
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meaning of the location of home (Portes and De Wind 2007).  Taking part in a wake for 

a relative who died in the islands portrays the sense of being part of ‘the other home’ ‘in 

order to symbolize their ongoing sense of double belonging’ (De Wind 2007:154). 

Practicing place-making and cultural activities as witnessed in this account is one of the 

key elements that are associated not only with transnational families and continued 

overseas social networking, but also, with what Baldassar (2001:337) calls, the ‘shifting 

centre’ of home. The church hall creates a secure environment in which Tokelauans can 

maintain connections to the islands by taking part in these life affirming rituals. 

 

Church halls such as the one adjacent to St Mary’s West End Church, as Len Horner has 

pointed out, are available on request for Townsville migrants to use freely for 

transnational activities and local social functions. The use of church halls is part of the 

Catholic Church’s pastoral care policy to provide social support to migrants. As the 

Pontifical Council (2) states, ‘pastoral care of migrants means welcome, respect, 

protection, promotion and genuine love of every person in his or her religious and 

cultural expressions.’48  

 

Over the next few years, the Tokelauan community aims to raise enough money to build 

their own community hall in Townsville. Owning their own community hall is very 

important to Townsville Tokelauans as it will fullfil their dream to have a place to call 

their own. For Tokelauans, a community hall functions in the same way as the church 

functions as a ‘village.’ That is, like the community meeting places in the Tokelau 

Island villages, their own hall will be a special gathering or meeting place for Tokelauan 

migrants to come together as a group. As I stated previously, once re-settled, many New 

Zealand Tokelauan migrant communities eventually bought or built their own 

community halls. Currently, Townsville Tokelauans have to either book a church hall 

for a coming event or search for one in the Townsville community to serve their needs. 

But, until they have enough money to buy one, Tokelauans will continue to make use of 

church halls to conduct their cultural activities.  

                                                 
48 Pontifical Council for the pastoral care of migrants and itinerate people. 
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Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I have shown the strong relationship between the Tokelauans and their 

Christian faith. Both historically and presently, maintaining religious beliefs and 

belonging to a Christian denomination remains a crucial part of everyday life for 

Tokelauans both in Townsville and elsewhere, both abroad and in other cities and towns 

in Australia. As immigrants, creating the same religious affiliations that they were 

accustomed to in the home islands provides them with a sense of familiarity, security 

and comfort. Tokelauan community life in Townsville today for all Christian 

denominations revolves around church meetings, religious events and socials. For their 

part, Church leaders from various religious denominations worked alongside the 

Australian Government since the post war era to assist new immigrants to settle into 

Australia. As cohorts in this endeavour, Church pastoralists continue to welcome new 

arrivals into their congregations, and willingly give their time to assist with many re-

settlement issues and social needs. In Townsville, the Catholic Church has responded to 

the needs of the Tokelauans, as they have with other migrants, in making a place for 

themselves. 

 

In past migrations to New Zealand Tokelauans relied heavily on the Church during the 

early days of settling settlement, and in Townsville, Tokelauans employ similar 

strategies to re-settle and make a new home that they used during their early waves of 

migration to New Zealand. Yet, there are marked difference in their residential places of 

settlement and the place of worship that they chose to those seen in many of the towns 

and cities in New Zealand. The difference in these findings lies more in the 

geographical location than in any dramatic social changes to Tokelau communities as a 

whole. The suburbs of Townsville where the Tokelauans live are situated some distance 

from each other. However, where they live is not always by choice as many families 

either have rental homes found for them by the Townsville Multicultural Support Group 

or if they are lucky enough, are allocated a house by the housing commission. A couple 

of the more established families have bought their own homes in different suburbs 

around Townsville.  
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Wherever they make their homes, Tokelauan families tend to congregate in churches in 

the suburb where they live. It is perhaps not something that Tokelauans would otherwise 

do ordinarily given their strong family ethic; they are simply adjusting to the 

geographical nature of their new environment. There are exceptions to this change of 

Sunday worship places, for instance some Tokelau families prefer to travel the extra 

distance to worship with their close relatives rather than being on their own. However, 

Tokelauans do not hesitate to travel long distances to the Catholic Church in South 

Townsville for major special religious occasions and social gatherings. 

 

To aid the re-settlement process, the Catholic Church has encouraged the Tokelauans to 

hold many of their social functions at their church halls. The halls have been 

particularly useful for Tokelauans to practice aspects of their culture within an accepting 

and safe environment. Until such a time when the Tokelauan community is able to 

finance its own community hall, a project that has already commenced through vigorous 

fundraising activities, they will continue to use them for their many yearly social events.  

In a reciprocal gesture, Tokelauans offer their help to the Church whenever possible. In 

this way, they are able to give back something to the Church. The types of reciprocal 

gift giving usually come in the form of working bees, such as helping to paint the inside 

of the Sacred Heart Cathedral, garden maintenance or assisting in fund raising activities 

to aid the wider Townsville community. Assisting the Church in this way also 

reinforces the sense of belonging and place making, both of which become the essential 

mission of migrants during the re-settlement phase. Belonging to a religious 

congregation is also integral to a migrant’s sense of who he or she is in a country that is 

in many cases is different from people and cultures that they identified with in their 

homeland. To further explore the notions of belonging, place-making, identity and 

transnational ties, the next chapter draws heavily on ethnographic data gathered in 

Sydney where a small group of Townsville Tokelauans participated in religious 

activities at the Catholic World Youth Day religious pilgrimage in 2008 and were 

chosen to perform a gift giving ceremonial dance for the Pope. 
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Chapter Five.  Religious Pilgrimage: performing place, identity and 

transnational belonging 

 
 

Introduction 

 

In Chapter Four, I examined the close relationship with Tokelauan people of 

Townsville, and the role the Church plays in assisting Tokelauans during the re-

settlement process. In this chapter I continue to examine the strong links between the 

Catholic Church and the Tokelauan transmigrants, and how they have achieved a sense 

of place, identity and belonging in Townsville, whilst maintaining their transnational 

ties with other Tokelauan communities elsewhere. The term transmigrant, as Glick-

Schiller (1992:11) points out in her research, refers to recognition of people who shape 

their lives by participating in transnational community activities. I explore these themes 

through detailed ethnographic research that I was fortunate to have carried out at the 

Catholic World Youth Day celebrations held in Sydney, Australia in 2008. This 

research is based on a pilgrimage and dance presentation by a troupe of Townsville 

Tokelau dancers for Pope Benedict XVL during the official opening ceremony at the 

World Youth Day Christian pilgrimage held in Sydney in 2008.  

 

I begin this chapter with a brief literature review of the ‘coming of the light dance’ (e.g. 

Beckett 1987; Robbins 2003) found in many islands and its origins in Christianity. An 

understanding of the origins of this dance drama is fruitful for understanding its 

importance for Townsville Tokelauans and why they performed it for the Pope. I then 

provide a detailed ethnographic account of the Sydney pilgrimage which highlights the 

detailed preparations for the event undertaken by Tokelauan members in Townsville, 

the Tokelauan family and transnational gathering and the religious and social function 

held at Parramatta, Sydney, prior to the celebrations, and the re-enactment of the 

coming of the light dance for the Pope. As will be seen, this ethnographic account 

illustrates the convergence of the four key research theories underlying this study: 

migration, belonging, place-making and transnationalism.     
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Christianity as a temporal rupture 

 

Tokelauans living in Townsville today still refer to the discourse of ‘light’ and ‘dark’ to 

describe the advent of Christianity in the islands. They understand its association with 

their pre-Christian cosmological world, and they talk about the coming of Christianity 

in terms of ‘light’ and ‘dark.’ The elders in Townsville, for instance, speak about the 

introduction of Christianity in their homeland islands as being the ‘light overcoming the 

darkness.’ In this interview, my informant told me that they understand the ‘dark’ times 

to be associated with the pre-Christian era when Tokelauan Islanders were constantly 

engaged in war with other Tokelauans who lived in neighboring islands (pers.com. 

2008). According to the elder, ancient Tokelauan stories depict ‘a time of conflict when 

bold voyagers and warriors ventured afar to engage in contests of strength and daring, 

and when those from one atoll harassed the others’ (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:129). 

Tokelauan cosmogony, embodied in divination, rituals, sacred lore and constant 

warfare, was the background into which the missionaries encroached into and brought 

with them Christian enlightenment. Tokelauan Islanders realized that Christian 

conversion meant turning away from many of the ancient ways of life (for example, 

inter atoll fighting) that were considered to be ‘antithetical to the moral Christian order’ 

(Huntsman and Hooper (1996:152).  

 

The identification of ‘light and dark’ imagery with Christian conversion is regarded by 

Tokelauans as an important part of their history, and is celebrated through their unique 

dance performances today. Discussing the dark and light dichotomy with an elder 

during an informal meeting, this man acknowledged that they understood this concept 

in their culture, and that they dance ‘the coming of the light dance’ to celebrate the 

arrival of Christianity in the Tokelau Islands. The origins of the ‘coming of the light 

dance’ as a ritual performance, I suggest, can be better understood through a brief 

examination of pre-Christian Tokelauan cosmological beliefs. For example, in pre-

Christian times in the Tokelauan Islands, the supreme deity of the Tokelau Atolls, Tui 

Tokelau, was honoured by Tokelauan Islanders by the Islanders who would bring 

offerings, such as beautifully crafted mats and foodstuffs, to the shrine of their God 

which resided in Fakaofo (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). During the ceremony, the 

stone shrine was stripped of its old mats and ‘annointed and wrapped in new mats, and 
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its house adorned with pearl shells’ (Thomas, Tuia and Huntsman 1990:20). In Turner’s 

1861 diaries, according to Huntsman and Hooper (1996) relate how Tokelauan dances 

were performed as part of the ritual ceremonial festivities which would carry on for a 

month. 

 

In the postcolonial Tokelau Islands, the ‘coming of the light’ dance/drama became part 

of religious celebrations of all the Christian denominations, mainly because Protestant 

missionaries and the Catholic priests, according to Huntsman and Hooper (1996:96),  

were at that time quite tolerant of some of the Tokelauan culture. These researchers 

comment that ‘the Catholic moral code is not puritanical,’ and while it follows the Ten 

Commandments, the Church has never denounced dancing, singing, or strong drink as 

sinful’ (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:96). Many of the songs and dances used in these 

celebrations were created by island Pulotu (composers) (Thomas, Tuia and Huntsman 

1990). Song and dance repertoires such as the ‘coming of the light’ dance remain a 

source of deep community pride for Tokelau people and they are a ‘living archive of na 

tū ma aganuku anamua ancient traditions and customs’ of the Tokelau people 

(Huntsman and Hooper 1996:297).   

 

In other parts of the Pacific Islands after the ‘Good News’ arrived in the islands, marked 

ritual events, such as birth, marriages and death and religious occasions were also 

celebrated (with variations) with the culturally-rich songs and dances (Beckett 1987). In 

the Torres Strait Islands, for instance, the ‘coming of the light’ or the ailan dans (Island 

dance) was performed to mark the ushering in of a new era of Christian enlightenment. 

Today, these dances have become a feature of the Torres Strait Islands during 

celebratory feasts, weddings and at Christmas time (see Beckett 1987; Fuary 2000).  

 

Much research has been undertaken in the Pacific region and in Southeast Asia that has 

shed light on how missionaries and islanders view the coming of Christianity in terms 

of a radical rupture with the past ancient island life and the beginning of a new epochal 

and ecclesiastical era49 (for example in the Pacific, Arbuckle 1978; Austin-Broos 1987; 

Beckett 1987; Fuary 2000; Hoem 1995; Huntsman and Hooper 1996; Knauft 2002; 
                                                 
49 Christianity in the Pacific has its roots in the religious revivalism and devout fervour that swept 
throughout Europe and America in the latter part of the eighteenth century. The Evangelical Revival 
emerged in Britain and Europe simultaneously with the Age of Enlightenment (Garrett 1982:8).   
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Robbins 2003); (in Southeast Asia, Stivens 1998). According to these researchers 

Christian readings used to persuade Pacific Islanders to become Christians were based 

on powerful metaphorical images of ‘dark’ and ‘light.’ Much of their research was 

based on the extensive work of the earliest English missionary explorer, John Williams. 

In his well documented journal of his journeys to the islands of the South and Central 

Pacific and his missionary work there, Williams writes that the London Missionary 

Society, initially formed in 1795, saw that there was a need to spread the Word of God 

to the inhabitants who lived in ‘heathen places; the dark places of the Earth, the South 

Seas’ (Williams 1837:1).50
 In his journal, Williams makes reference to the metaphor of 

‘darkness’ that is associated with islander pre Christian times (ontological existence) 

and ‘lightness’ associated with the arrival of Christianity, a new ecclesiastical era 

(Williams 1837).  

 

Arbuckle’s (1978) study on Marist missionaries in the Pacific and Beckett’s study on 

Torres Strait Islanders, record the strong influence of language by missionaries in the 

conversion of Islanders. Arbuckle (1978:278) also records that Marists were sent by the 

edict of Rome, to make contact with the people to save them from the ‘darkness’ of 

paganism or the ‘heresies’ of Protestantism.’ Hau‘ofa (1993:28) remarks that Pacific 

Island history as understood by Islanders is divided into two parts: ‘the era of darkness 

that is associated with savagery and barbarism, and the era of light and civilization 

ushered in by Christianity.’ However, Hau‘ofa does caution the reader that these beliefs 

have been heavily influenced by missionary narratives.  

 

Hau‘ofa (1993:28) makes the point that these dualistic terms, ‘dark’ and ‘light’ stem 

from the negative and derogatory view point held by Christian missionaries of 

Islanders. He states that early Christian missionaries truly considered the Islander 

people to be ‘savage, lascivious, and barbaric’ (Hau‘ofa 1993:28). Hau‘ofa maintains 

that this form of belittlement (although it is a part of some Polynesian societies as 

well)51 ‘had a lasting and negative effect on people’s views of their histories and 

                                                 
50 Although it can be interpreted as racist, missionaries used the word ‘heathen’ to describe people 
from all cultures who were not practicing Christians.  
51

 Hau ófa (1993:28) explains that in some of the aristocratic Pacific societies, belittlement and 
subordination were common ways that the hierarchy used to dominate their own people. For example, 
in pre-Christian Tongan society, the word me á vale was used to describe ‘the ignorant ones’ by the 
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traditions’ (Hau‘ofa 1993:28). Despite his stance on this topic, there is little to suggest 

that Tokelau people had a similar experience from Christian missionaries. In fact, my 

Tokelauan informants told me that their ancestors strongly believed that the coming of 

the missionaries to their islands was a blessing, because with Christianity came peace to 

the Tokelau Islands.  

 

Burton (1949:13) claims that some of the early missionaries ‘had little appreciation and 

understanding of the age-long customs and sacred beliefs of the people to whom they 

went.’ Burton adds that missionaries were often narrow-minded and had prejudiced 

attitudes towards the island inhabitants. However, Burton (1949:45) remarks further 

that the attitudes held by missionaries were typical of that era, and that they came to the 

Islands, mainly, with good intentions; and that was to bring islanders into the light of 

Christianity. Introducing Christianity into islander life was foremost meant ‘to 

substitute for dread and lethal fear the joy and freedom of a new faith.’52        

 

From the early days of Christian missionisation, the Samoan people have regarded the 

coming of the Good News as a move from ‘the days of darkness [and] into the 

marvelous light’ (Setu 1988:112). Meleiseā (1987) found that his perspective of 

Christianity is typical of many Samoans today. He states that:  

 

The division of time into Before Christ (BC) and the Year of Our 
Lord (AD) began for us in 1830 with the arrival of the Gospel. We 
divide our history into the pouliuli, the time of darkness, and the 
malamalama, the time of enlightment).   

 

For the people of Ambrym in Vanuatu, the transformation from the pre-Christian era to 

Christian life is linked to the notion of time and place intertwined with the metaphorical 

images of light and dark. The new Christian religion offered them an alternate lifestyle, 

but also protection from those who remained in the pagan villages of the interior who 

deemed the Christian converts as their enemies. The dark island interior became known 

as a place where paganistic rituals continued to be practiced including sorcery 

allegations and fear, fighting and warfare. On the other hand, the mission-stations set up 

                                                                                                                                               
ruling chiefs. Hau‘ofa tells us that ‘keeping the ordinary folk in the dark and calling them ignorant made 
it easier to control and subordinate them.’ 
52 At the same time, missionaries began to educate the Islanders and to set up clinics to help stem the 
high morbidity rates (Jolly 1998). 
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on the open coastal area were represented as ‘peaceful areas,’ in the light, where people 

fearing sorcery reprisal from the holders of powerful sorcery knowledge could find 

refuge (Ericksen 2008:93). 

 

The Murray and Warraber Islanders from the Torres Strait have largely embraced 

Christian practices, and like other Pacific Islanders also associate the ‘coming of the 

light’ with the arrival of the ‘Good News’ (Beckett 1987:213). These islanders consider 

the temporal rupture as taim blo dak (the end of the time of darkness) and the 

beginnings of an emergent moral Christian practice. It is a transformative moment in 

time that separates the ‘dark’ times from the start of the ‘divine revelations of the 

“truth” in the form of the Good News’ (Beckett 1987:213). Even today, according to 

Beckett (1987:213) Torres Strait Islanders refer to these same metaphorical images to 

describe how the ‘coming of the light’ dispelled the ‘heathen darkness.’ Re-enactments 

marking the ushering in of a new era of Christian enlightenment are a feature of the 

Torres Straits sociality today (Errington and Gewertz 1999). 

 

Errington and Gewertz (1999:105) postulate that drama re-enactments are also 

performed by the Duke of York Islanders and the Tolai people of New Guinea at annual 

events. These drama performances celebrate the arrival of the first missionary ship, the 

John Wesley and the Methodist minister, George Brown and his Fijian helpers. In the 

course of these dramas the village actors recreate a comical sketch (much to the delight 

of the spectators) that illustrates their ancestors as dirty, wild savages in the time of 

momboto (a time of darkness) into ‘staid and civilized Christians’ of the enlightened 

period (Errington and Gewertz 1999:105). These dramas, although intended to 

deliberately portray their ancestors in a bad light, are enjoyed by all. 

 

Among the Rotuman Christians understanding of the light/dark metaphor corresponds 

with other Pacific Island groups’ knowledge of such Western categories, but with a 

notable difference. From their perspective, Christianity and the supplantion of the old 

social order are divided into three phases: ao maksul ta (time of darkness), ao taf ta 

(time of light), and ao fo’ou ta (new time). These three distinct time periods are 

compatible with the Westernised classificatory models of the pre-colonial, colonial, and 

post-colonial eras (Hereniko 1999:138). According to Hereniko (1999:138), the 

Rotuman people are well aware of these temporal divisions. He argues that these 
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divisions serve to illuminate ‘the importance of Christianity in the shaping of Pacific 

cultural identities,’ [and that] ‘cultural identity was contested during the time of 

darkness, transformed (with certain elements suppressed) during the time of light, and 

negotiable during the new time’ (Hereniko 1999:138). 

 

In their study of Tokelauans of Atafu, Nukunonu and Fakaofo, Judith Huntsman and 

Anthony Hooper (1996) along with Ingrid Hoëm (1998) noted Indigenous narrations 

that included images of ‘light and dark.’ Huntsman and Hooper documented that 

Tokelauans believe that the arrival of Christianity was ‘the beginning of a new era, 

when they left te pouliuli ‘the darkness’ [of the past, anamua] and entered te 

malamalama ‘the light’ (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:198). Hoëm (1998) recorded that 

Tokelau Islanders refer to the period before the missionary incursion as po (the dark 

side) and the ‘coming of the light’ or Christianity as ao (the light side). Huntsman and 

Hooper’s (1996: 198) research of Stallworthy and Gill’s 1859 notes described the 

‘lightness [as] overcoming darkness’ [and] is associated with the notion of ‘belief’ or 

‘faith;’ with the light being a metaphor for the coming of the Christian missionaries 

who led the people of the Tokelau Islands out of the darkness into ‘the light of Christian 

truth.’  

 

Yet, Hoëm (1998) contends that the dichotomy of light and dark was always a part of 

‘Tokelau cosmology’ extending back into antiquity. Tokelauans, she states, use these 

terms to explain the arrival of Christianity, but she also found that they understand 

dualisms to describe certain ritualistic events. For example, in her analysis of Tokelau 

humorous performances, Hoëm (1998:25) found that Tokelauans rituals are governed 

by ‘regulating and controlling the flow of the life-force known as mana’; that is the 

‘dangerous aspects associated with the generative force [that] may adhere to both 

controlled states (tapu) and non-controlled states (noa)’. She notes that: 

 

…individual desires for sex food etc…are seen as intrinsically anti-
social; to act upon such desires for immediate gratification is severely 
condemned. The person is conceptualized as consisting of this dark, 
egotistic side, which is complemented by a light, outgoing side. The 
dark side must be controlled, and the explicit identification of 
Christianity with the light side seems to have served to emphasise this 
side at the expense of darkness (Hoëm1998:26).  
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Hoëm explains that these complementary sides or oppositional forces are still active 

today in Tokelau society. Her research on this subject is invaluable, in that it highlights 

the fact that dualistic concepts should not be thought of solely as a Western 

conceptualization. 

 

Indeed, there have been big debates in the anthropological inquiry on the 

conceptualisation of time. Although further analysis in this area is beyond the scope of 

this thesis, the following analysis by Richard Scaglion (1999:211) provides some 

insight into cultural considerations of time. Scaglion says that:  

 

Western concept of time is mainly linear, whereas with [people from 
the Oceanic region like] the Abelam of Papua New Guinea it is 
primarily episodic and organized around a cycle of ceremonial yam 
growing.  In episodic time, current events are thought to be repetitions 
in an unchanging temporal reality; in linear time, events cause change 
gradually.  From the Abelam perspective, real change can only occur 
cataclysmically via a total restructuring of the world.  
 

As Scaglion shows, the principal Abelam concepts of time are based around 

‘episodicity, cyclicity, repetition and replacement.’ Yet, as Scaglion (1999:211) 

remarks further, this does not mean that they do not have a full understanding of linear 

time. In fact, he states they ‘do understand and make reference to historical or linear 

[notions of] time.’ It is just that, Scaglion suggests, for the Abelam, this concept of time 

is less important to their everyday social world.  

Dance – as a gift  

 

Clearly, the ‘light and dark’ dichotomy continues to be portrayed in the Tokelauan 

dance performance today. However, I suggest that the dance/drama and the presentation 

of the Bible by the Tokelau dancers to the Pope may be viewed as a contemporary form 

of gift giving delivered through a theatrical presentation. Mauss (1990:13) defines the 

concept of reciprocity in terms of how the giver usually expects something in return for 

the gift. Joel Robbins (2001:55), although speaking about the Pentecostal church, 

postulates that ‘gifts of the Holy Spirit such as healing and prophecy are understood to 

be available to all believers.’ He does not, however, mention any obligatory reciprocity 

of this form of gifting. For Tokelauans, the gift from the Church was a spiritual re-

juvenation for the Townsville Tokelau Catholic community, and in return, their dance 
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performance executed in front of the Pope, hundreds or spectators and captured by the 

media, I suggest was a public offering of their spiritual devotion to the Church. Picard 

and Robinson (2006:13) offer a broader explanation of the gift-giving state. These 

researchers argue that: 
 

 The donor of gifts can usually expect a return: reaffirmation of a 
position of authority, peace and friendly relationships, medium-and-
long-term economic and social benefits, etc. Political and spiritual 
stakeholders and other doorkeepers of heaven can transform 
individual conditions by ‘granting’ people symbolic promotions, 
purifications and social passages. 

 

Guided by Picard and Robinson’s (2006) work, I argue further that the gift offered to 

the Pope by the Tokelau dancers have long lasting reciprocal benefits for the Tokelauan 

Catholic community that include a renewal and unity of Christian faith for all 

Tokelauans. 

 

Taken from this perspective, the Sydney religious festival, as a performative space, is 

where the Pope and other religious dignitaries were able to express their dominance and 

spiritual power over their followers. The Pope displays his spiritual power and his 

Tokelauan followers accept this dominance through the giving of the dance 

performance and the bible. As I have stated above, the dance/drama, in ancient times, 

was an offering to their spiritual priest. It was a way of bowing or curtsying to their 

chief, to show him respect, love and loyalty, and this ritual performance persists today; 

the dance is now part of the Christian religious celebrations both in the islands and in 

Australia.    

World Youth Day Pilgrimage 2008 

 

Historically, the World Youth Day 2008 (WYD) is a Catholic Church youth religious 

pilgrimage that was first initiated in 1987 by Pope John Paul 11 and is held every two 

or three years at different locations around the world. The 2008 WYD was the first 

religious event to be held in Oceania. The WYD is currently one of the largest youth 

religious gatherings in the world. In an overt display of religious unity, thousands of 

young Christians travel long distances from diverse countries to attend a week of 

structured events (World Youth Day.com).  
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The WYD’08 (the tenth international World Youth Day) was held from the fifteenth to 

the twentieth of July 2008 in Sydney, Australia. This festive event was the twenty-third 

World Youth Day global celebration and was also the fourth Papal visit to Australia. 

The Church’s main vision was to view the WYD as a ‘once in a lifetime opportunity to 

engage and reengage young people in the life and mission of the Church and renew the 

whole Church in the process’ (WYD08 Clergy Conference 2008). In Australia, it was 

estimated that around 500,000 people, mostly young people from many different 

countries, would attend and participate in the week’s religious events. Those pilgrims 

who registered to attend prior to the event were eligible to attend many different 

religious activities that were held in various parts of the Sydney CBD during the week 

(WYD08 Clergy Conference 2008).  

 

Some of these events included the Papal welcoming ceremony at Barrangaroo, 

participating in dance performances held at Darling Harbour and Hyde Park, attending 

organized Masses, catecheses, a re-enactment of the Stations of the Cross held at the 

Opera House and at other locations across the Sydney CBD, theatre seminars. The 

closing Papal Mass given by Pope Benedict XVI was held on the 20 July at the 

Randwick Racecourse where around 250,000 pilgrims slept overnight in the grounds so 

that they could participate in the Final Mass given by Pope Benedict XVI.  

 

Prior to the WYD event, a large 3.8 metre wooden Cross and a 15 kilogram Icon of the 

Virgin Mary arrived in Sydney on the 1st July. Called the Journey of the Cross, 

volunteers had carried the wooden structure on a pilgrimage journey to different parts 

of Australia. Entrusted to the world’s youth, the WYD Cross was ‘a symbol of Christ’s 

love for humanity’ (WYD08 Clergy Conference 2008). Once in Sydney, the Stations of 

the Cross were placed strategically throughout the CBD. 

 

Tokelauans living in Townsville decided to apply to the Catholic Church to showcase a 

dance-drama of the arrival of Christianity to the islands for the festival. At the Sydney 

WYD, the Tokelauan dance troupe, as representatives for all Catholic Tokelauans, 

offered a gift of a gold-embossed bible to the Pope during their dance performance. In 

return for their efforts, Tokelauans aspire for a reciprocal gift in the form of hope for a 

re-juvenation of their spirituality. Some of the Tokelau elders told me at one of the 

practice meetings that some of their youth had drifted away from the church. Because 
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of this, they hoped that this pilgrimage, and their active participation in the week’s 

ritual celebrations, would instill in their youth a renewed sense of religious faith. A 

Catholic Priest, Father Glen, reinforced this hope in his speech to the Tokelauan 

community at one of the monthly services at Saint Patrick’s Catholic Church, you must 

not lose your faith. He went on to say that God calls upon you all to serve him every 

Sunday, not just once a month. He added that the elders brought with them a strong 

Christian faith from the Tokelau Islands and this strong faith must go on with the 

younger generations of Tokelauans. This Priest concluded the service with a 

congratulatory speech to the young people for being involved in the pilgrimage to 

Sydney, and for their dedication to the role that they will play while in Sydney.  

 

In the next section of the chapter, I provide an ethnographic account of how the 

Tokelauan dance troupe and some of the elders dedicated many hours to dance practice 

sessions, their organization of fund raising activities prior to the religious event; the 

religious ritual of the blessing of the canoe that preceded their departure to Sydney, and 

their journey to Sydney and the gathering of transnational Tokelauan pilgrims at 

Fairfield and Parramatta. Then, I describe the special coming of the light dance and 

song performance by the Townsville Tokelauan troupe for the Pope.   

Dance Practices 

 

Dance practice meetings began in March 2008 and were organized by the elders and the 

youth performers. On these nights they would also set aside some time to plan the 

costumes and organize for the making of them. As the pilgrimage was to be held in 

winter, a special jumper was ordered for the dance troupe with the logo ‘Townsville 

Tokelau’ inscribed on the back of them. These jumpers were worn every day by the 

dance troupe and served to identify the troupe as Townsvillian. Besides the costume 

design, other issues such as fund raising activities, travel arrangements and organizing 

the Tokelau reunion in Sydney were also discussed and worked out during these 

meetings. 

 

The dancers and family members met every Sunday night at the church hall situated 

behind St Mary’s Catholic Church in West End. The dance troupe was made up of 

seventeen teenagers and young adults. These dancers are children of both the first wave 
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and second wave of migrant settlers. Usually the dance troupe, the children of some of 

the dancers, parents, aunts and uncles would arrive at the hall after work somewhere 

between 5 and 6pm. Although most of the dance practices were attended by the same 

people every week, I noticed that the number of family members fluctuated during the 

months of practice. At times, Tokelauans from the islands, New Zealand or from other 

communities in Australia, who were in Townsville visiting family, would also attend 

some of the dance practices. The members of the dance troupe, though, attended every 

practice session. Occasionally, one of the women would make pancakes and bring a 

large platter of them to share with everyone after practice session. Most practices ended 

around nine or ten o’clock. 

 

Much anthropological research has been done in recent years on performance, theatre 

and social drama inspired by the earlier work of social scientists (see for example 

Blacking and Kealunohomoku 1979; Grau 1998; Hanna, 1988; Kaepler 1985; Turner 

1982; Schechner 1985). These theorists and as well as many others, have contributed 

substantially to the understanding of human movement and dance-associated gatherings, 

and how dance can be illustrative of the broader social world. As a non-verbal form of 

communication, dance can represent many different spheres of society. For instance, 

dance can represent political agendas such as rebellion and resistance, gender, sexuality, 

ethnicity, and nationalism, as well as convey historical and present day events.  

 

Moreover, Susan Reed (2002) understands that human movement often reflects the 

multi-layered aspects of society, as dance is profoundly linked to many areas of the 

social world. Andrée Grau (1998:72) sums up the representations of dance by stating 

that ‘human beings live in a socially constructed world and the body can be seen as a 

metaphor for society as a whole.’ Similarly, Blacking (1985:72) states that structured 

forms of human creativity seen in ritual ceremonies, songs and dances, reflect the 

society from which they stem. Following the reflections of Heidegger’s (1973) notion of 

dwelling, Rosita Henry (2012:14) in ‘Performing Place, Practicing Memories,’ argues 

that ‘[i]n the process of their practices and performances, people bestow agency on 

places, so much so that they come to experience those places as inherently powerful and 

materially determinative of collective identity.’ For many social researchers, then, 

culturally-patterned forms of dance resonate with social meaning, as it is reflective of 
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the society from which it was created. This relationship between society and 

performance is clearly demonstrated through the Tokelauan songs and dance routines.  

 

The dance routines consisted of a variety of different Tokelauan dance and song 

routines.  Some of the dance (known as fātele) and song routines were taken from old 

Tokelauan stock, while some new song and dance routines were added. For instance, 

one dance routine was invented by one of the Tokelauan elders. The routine portrayed a 

story about an Australian kangaroo, but was executed in Tokelauan dance style. In the 

dances, the females and males are always segregated and consist of two rows, one male 

and the other female. In the majority of the dances both males and female dancers 

remain standing. At other times, though, the dance routine may call for just the males to 

dance, while the females remain seated on the floor in front of them. Then, in others, the 

situation is reversed with the females dancing while the men sit behind them. Before the 

start of each practice, one of the elders would set up a large- framed easel on which he 

or she would pin up sheets of paper that had been written on with songs in Tokelauan 

language. The songs would then be learnt in conjunction with the correct dance routine. 

The performers were told by the elders that they needed to learn all the words of the 

songs and the accompanying dances before they left for Sydney.  

 

The two songs shown below were used in the WYD’08 pilgrimage in Sydney. The 

songs originally came from Nukunonu, while the dance sequence was re-worked 

especially for the event.  

 

‘Coming of the light’ songs 

 

Ta Whoe O  (The Paddle) 

(Note: this song originates from Nukunonu). 

Hapini pini te ikuimuli 

Te Whoe te whoe 

Kaveke ki luga ia lah 

Te whoe te whoe 

Ha hav ki lalo te puhi 

Ta whoe   o 
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Whilimomono   

Te whili momono    

Te whili momono  

Whaka tulolo        

Whaka tulolo     

Te whili momono 

Te whili momono 

Whaka tulolo 

Whaka tulolo 

Na ko fohotu te gaulua  

Na koia te whilitupua    

Na ko fohotu te gaulua 

Na Koia te whilitupua 

Whata tulolo    

Whaka tulolo 

 

The first song used in the performance for the Pope, called Nunu mai ko is a relatively 

short song. The second song, Ta Whoe O was sung immediately after the first. Both 

were sung in time to special dance routines. Unfortunately, my informant did not know 

the meaning of this first song, and she only knew a few English words of the second 

one. The words in the two songs are from ancient Tokelau language stock of which 

some was lost when the Catholic and Protestant missionaries brought Samoan religious 

fesoasoani (helpers) with them to the Tokelau Islands to teach the Islanders the new 

religious way. These Samoan pastors and catechists did not know the Tokelau language, 

and therefore, taught Tokelauans the Word of God in the Samoan language. As a result, 

much of the original Tokelauan language was irretrievably lost.53  

 

Tokelau elders attended weekly dance practices, and their presence and untiring support 

to the youth was profound.  Even though some of the Tokelau elders are very old and 

frail, they still managed to come to most practices. They are extremely dedicated to 

                                                 
53 Under the continued guidance of the missionaries, the local village church became  Samoanised, that 
is, the church would essentially be shaped by the Samoan culture through its indigenous teachers.  
Although [indigenous] teachers were working amongst their own people, by 1839 LMS missionaries 
began to implement teaching programs for selected Samoan people, and by 1842 there were around 
200 indigenous teachers actively working in Samoa (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). 
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their families and to the Tokelauan community. Although not very well, one lady in her 

eighties attended many dance practices until the last month when she was hospitalized. 

During the practices, the elders sit quietly for hours, although occasionally one or more 

would stand up and give their advice (in Tokelauan) to the youth about how a certain 

dance sequence should be executed. During these times, the troupe would stop what 

they were doing and listen intently to what the elder was saying. Respect for the elders 

is paramount. Children were ever present at these practice meetings. But they were 

never allowed to run around the room or play loudly with other children during 

practice. Mostly, the children were controlled by their parents, older children or by 

some of the elders. At the end of the evening one of the elders, usually the community 

catechist would say a closing prayer. 

 

Before the closing prayer, it was common practice for one of the elders to end the night 

with a speech. Most of these speeches usually addressed some aspect of the coming 

Sydney event. At other times there would group discussions that centred on 

preparations like what logo was going to be used on the youth T shirts and jumpers. At 

times, there would be disagreements would be worked through by the elders and the 

dance troupe before everyone went home. However, if a decision could not be reached 

at the end of the night, a time would be set the following day or so for all parties to 

resolve the issue. 

 

Fundraising  

 

As with the practice meetings, the Tokelauan elders and the principal dancers organized 

fundraising activities. According to some of the Tokelauan elders, there were 

approximately twenty people in the pilgrim party who were traveling to Sydney for the 

Papal celebrations. Out of this group, six were Tokelau elders. To transfer this many 

people to Sydney and back to Townsville was quite a financial undertaking for them. 

To raise the substantial amount of money needed, the Tokelauans began fund raising 

activities. The Townsville Catholic Diocese also contributed a large amount of money 

towards their fares. Beginning early in the year, the Tokelau community used various 

ways to raise the required money needed to finance the Sydney trip, the return air fares 
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and other essentials such as new dance costumes, jumpers and food. Some of the fund-

raisers were highly organized and financially successful events. 

 

The two main fund-raising socials that I will focus on were held in local Townsville 

community halls. The first social that I attended was held in early March 2008, about 

four months before the pilgrimage. It was held at the Heatley community hall. This hall 

is regularly used by the first families who settled in Townsville during the early 1990s. 

Since their settlement here, they have gathered together on many Saturday nights. The 

hall is an ideal place to hold social functions, and is hired for a small fee from the 

Townsville City Council. The Heatley hall has its own well appointed kitchen, and 

large entertainment area suitable to accommodate a medium sized crowd. Like all 

Tokelauan fund-raising socials an entry fee was charged. For the first social the entry 

fee was $10 for adults and $5.00 for students and children. In return for this donation, 

guests received a meal ticket which they exchanged for a plate of traditionally cooked 

food, drinks and a night of music and dancing.  

 

Community support is vital for a successful fundraising, as the primary economic 

source of food and beverages served as such socials comes from Tokelauan families. At 

many at these functions I marveled at how well organized and efficiently run they were. 

Everyone pitches in and helps with the work load. The womenfolk are responsible for 

most of the cooking, although sometimes the men also do some of the cooking. Often, 

the female Tokelau family members would gather together at someone’s house to 

prepare the food. Main foods, such as white rice, taro, kumara (sweet potato) chop suey, 

fish, cooked and raw, chicken; coconut and green bananas cooked in coconut juice and 

the ever present and puta rolls, a donut-style bun, a popular meal accompaniment. Like 

all Tokelauan feasts, there is a heartfelt feeling in the food when they eat it. 

 

After the supper is finished, the young men are charged with the more mundane but 

important side of the activities. Some of them are responsible for the mostly non-

alcoholic beverages, setting up of the tables and the cleaning of the community hall 

afterwards. Furthermore, they help clear and move the tables and chairs to one side of 

the hall. Used plates are disposed of by the older boys and any leftover food is given 

out to family members. The large aluminum pots and pans used to hold the large 

amount of prepared food are scrubbed clean as is the kitchen. All this work is carried 



158 

out with the minimum of fuss, and is overseen by the elders who alternatively swing 

between admonishing their efforts and offering helpful bits of advice (in Tokelauan) to 

the youth who, quietly and stoically, keep working until it is all done. It is only after the 

hall is relatively clean of foodstuffs and other miscellaneous items that the next part of 

the night’s entertainment can begin. 

 

The social at the Heatley hall began around 7pm, although some people did not arrive at 

the hall until around 8pm. A few of the young adult women had decided on an eighties 

theme for the night, and even though not everyone came dressed accordingly, the 

colourful outfits and eighties hairstyles worn by some of the young females heightened 

the festive air of the night. By the end of the night there were about 80 people who 

came to support the Tokelau Catholic youth whether they were Catholic or Protestant. 

During the earlier part of the night, young Tokelauan children participated in games 

that were organized by a couple of the young female adults. As it was close to Easter 

time, the prizes given out to the winners consisted of small bags of chocolate eggs.  

 

The young males organized the musical entertainment for the night. The music was 

disco style and played from a computer. The younger generation prefers to listen to 

reggae and hip hop, and rap music and a modern version of Polynesian music. Loud 

music continued to be played through the night and people danced to the tunes until a 

late dinner was served around 10pm. The dance wound up around 12pm, although 

many of the youth had already left the hall to sit and talk amongst themselves outside in 

the front of the main entrance to the hall. At this point, in the fund raising activities, the 

Tokelau youth had raised a total of $400 toward the trip to Sydney.  

 

The second and largest fund-raiser social was held in June just prior to leaving for 

Sydney. It was held at the Townsville Police Community Youth Club in the suburb of 

Aitkenvale. An entry fee of $20 was set for adults and $5 for children. This amount 

entitled the guests to a meal ticket and a chance to win a prize. Unlike the fund raiser at 

the Heatley community hall, this social was advertised to the broader Tokelau 

community and to other interested people. Approximately 200 people attended this 

function. Some of those who attended were from diverse backgrounds such as the 

Philippines, Thursday Island and Papua New Guinea. Most of these people were well 
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acquainted with the Tokelauans, either through their associations with the Townsville 

Multicultural Support Group, the Townsville Migrant Group or the Catholic Church.  

 

The evening got off to a great start with most people arriving at the hall around 7pm. 

Like the first social at the Heatley community hall, the music for this social was 

organized and run by the Tokelau adult men and youths. Upon entering the hall, I was 

struck by the sense of energy and excitement that permeated the room. People and 

children of various ages filled the large room, some were sitting talking, while others 

were carrying out some tasks. Children ran around amongst the tables and chatting 

adults playing games, but under the eyes of an ever watchful family while some of the 

youths served drinks to the guests and others worked in the kitchen preparing the food 

for supper.   

 

The food, always an important part of any Tokelau gathering, was Hangi-style. It had 

been cooked in a specially prepared earth oven during the earlier part of the day by 

some of the Tokelau men. The food consisted mainly of roasted pig, corned beef, and 

various vegetables which were wrapped in sheets of al foil. After the food was cooked, 

it was brought to the hall kitchen during the latter part of the afternoon where the 

women dished out ample proportions onto poly styrene plates. Accompanying the meat 

and vegetables were other types of food like rice, chop suey and coleslaw.  

 

The highlight of the evening’s entertainment was a dance display presented by the 

Tokelau Youth troupe. After supper, the youth group performed a series of dance 

routines that they had been practicing during the previous months. They dressed in the 

newly made outfits that they would be wearing at special events in Sydney. The 

performers wanted to showcase their dances; a culmination of the many months of 

dedicated practice. After each dance, the crowd cheered them enthusiastically. 

Everyone young and old thoroughly enjoyed their dance performances. While they 

were dancing one of the Tokelau men passed a large bowl around the guests in order to 

collect spontaneous donations. Surprisingly, people willingly contributed and some 

generously, including the on-duty policeman. 

 

At the end of the night, one of the most influential Tokelauan spokesmen gave a thank 

you speech. He told the crowd that so far, $4000 had been collected through the 



160 

rigorous fund raising efforts. This elder remarked that it had been an enormous task to 

raise enough money to fly the youth to Sydney. In all, the social fundraiser was an 

overwhelming success and the Tokelauan community was extremely happy with the 

result of all their fundraising. Preparations were almost finalized for the trip, the dances 

were selected and the performances well practiced. The long hours of meetings and 

dance practices were drawing to a close as the Sydney party prepared for their 

imminent departure. 

Blessing of the Canoe 

 

 
Figure 15: The specially built canoe for WYD by the Townsville Tokelauans. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

Before the Tokelau troupe left for Sydney, a special ceremonial was performed to bless  

the miniature outrigger canoe built specifically in Townsville to transport the Bible, the 

special gift from the Tokelau people to the Pope during the dance/play re-enactment 

(see Figure 15). This ritualistic ceremony was held at the Townsville Sacred Heart 

Cathedral, a beautiful and graceful old church perched on a hill overlooking 

Townsville’s city heart. The blessing of the Tokleau canoe was organized by the 

Townsville Catholic Diocese and the Tokelauans just prior to leaving for Sydney. At 

the ceremonial blessing, which was also combined with the usual Sunday Mass, the 

Tokelauan’s Catholic priest, Father Tokua and the Tokelauan Catechist, who is 

currently living in Townsville, was in attendance along with the Archbishop of the 

Townsville Catholic diocese.  
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This special canoe was built by the Townsville Tokelau men, and was carved from the 

trunk of a local gum tree. As one of the elders stated, on the island homelands the canoe 

represents life to its inhabitants, for without a boat, the people would not survive… It is 

our means of bringing in food, like fish and other marine life… It is the sustainer of 

life… The canoe is the people. Another Tokelauan informant told me that ceremonies 

involving the canoe are part of life on the islands, and they (the islanders) use it for 

many different religious and other types of social functions. (Interview 10 June 2008) 

 

In their extended research on the people of the Tokelau Islands, Huntsman and Hooper 

(1996:46) relate a Tokelau proverb that reveals a similar meaning: 

 
 A canoe’s stern is the place of precedence, occupied by the person 

responsible for the welfare and safety of the crew. Its occupant should 
be experienced and knowledgeable, should be aware of all possible 
dangers and know immediately what should be done in any situation. 
He steers the canoe and commands his crew. The canoe in the proverb 
is the village, and those entrusted with its safety, those who direct and 
control it, are those recognized as toeaina ‘elders/ (old men).  
 

In this instance, the proverb refers to the respect of the village elders. Because of his 

age, experience and acquired wisdom, an elder is shown respect and is listened to and 

consulted by the young people. Elders are always served food first at all private and 

social gatherings and their approval is sought before the implementation of new 

activities. The elder is the keeper of all cultural knowledge, which he passes on to the 

younger generations (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). For Tokelau people then, the canoe 

as a symbol was twofold; it denoted life through its use as a vessel to supply 

sustenance, and it represented the continuance of an orderly life through the guidance of 

the elders. As revealed in the work of Judith Huntsman, the canoe was central to an 

orderly Tokelauan sociality. Today, while life does not revolve around subsistence 

living, the canoe remains a very important part of Tokelauan culture. 

 

The canoe also holds great religious significance for Tokelau people, as the word of 

God was brought by Christian missionaries who arrived in boats. As such, it has 

become a symbolic ‘faith carrier.’ Surrounded completely by treacherous reefs and 

dangerous surf, the Tokelau Islands proved to be almost impenetrable to all but the 

Islanders themselves. The only way over those hazardous reefs was by island canoe, a 
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wooden-crafted boat, guided by a skilled hand that could breach the reefs and ride the 

incoming waves that washed over the reefs at high tide, with relative ease. The canoe, 

from that time onwards, became the symbolic carrier of the Christian faith to all 

Tokelauans. As in the words of one Tokelau lady, the carrying of the bible on the back 

of a canoe was to show that the people respect the teachings of the church – and 

respect between the church and the Tokelau people. (Interview July 2008). Thus, the 

canoe represents the symbolic attachment to the Christian religion, and also, to the 

everyday survival of Tokelau people living in the islands.  

 

The ritual blessing of this canoe was performed at the entrance to the Cathedral. It was 

blessed by the Archbishop of Townsville, with Father Tokua and the Tokelau Catechist 

in attendance. The Archbishop prayed for its safe journey to Sydney. After the short 

blessing, six of the Tokelau male troupe members picked up the canoe and carried it 

inside the church. Other Tokelauan men from the dance troupe and the elders danced 

slowly in front, leading the way up the aisle while simultaneously holding onto 

miniature canoe paddles. The female dancers followed behind chanting, singing, 

clapping, and dancing to the beat of the music they were creating until they finally came 

to a halt directly in front of the Archbishop who stood at the church altar.  

 

After the Priest delivered a speech to the congregation about the significance of the 

canoe and its role in the World Youth Day, the Tokelau troupe then proceeded to carry 

the canoe back outside the church and placed it on benches in the driveway in front of 

the church for all to see and admire. The service finished with hymns beautifully sung 

in the Tokelau language after all other usual hymns had been sung, while the rest of the 

congregation watched curiously on. After the service, the canoe was packed by the 

church organizers into a wooden crate and sent on its journey south to Sydney by air 

cargo the following day, one week ahead of the troupe. 
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Townsville Tokelauans in Sydney 

 

 

Figure 16: Pilgrims gathered at St Mary’s Cathedral, Hyde Park, Sydney. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

The dance troupe left for Sydney on Saturday the 11 July 2008. My husband and I had 

already arrived in Sydney a couple of days earlier. During this time, we were able to 

visit St Mary’s Cathedral which was the pivotal point of the religious celebrations (see 

Figure 16). Upon their arrival in Sydney they made their way to ‘dongers’ (or cabins) at 

Olympic Park in the suburb of Homebush  allocated to them by the Townsville Church 

organizers. After sleeping there one night they decided to stay with a close relative and 

his family. This man is an uncle of one of the men from Townsville (he is shown in the 

left front in the picture below with the Townsville dance troupe) (see Figure 17). He 

and his wife and children have lived in the outer Sydney suburb of Fairfield West for 

the last eight years. The troupe stayed at this uncle’s house for a few days there before 

transferring to the Marist Brothers College in North Sydney for the duration of the 

week.  
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Figure 17: Townsville Tokelauan dance troupe. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

After communicating by mobile phone to one of the young men, and being given 

directions to the Uncle’s address, my husband and I caught the train from the CBD to 

Fairfield West. He told us that his uncle was happy to receive us as guests for the day. 

When we finally arrived at the last train stop in Sydney West, we asked a taxi driver to 

take us to the suburb of Fairfield. This taxi driver asked us if we were sure that we 

wanted to go there. When we inquired why he asked us that, he proceeded to bluntly 

inform us that this particular suburb is well known by Sydney people as having the 

highest number of murders in Australia. Needless to say, this bit of information only 

further heightened my already nervous state at being an outsider, and a white woman at 

that, who along with her husband, was about to intrude on a special family reunion. But 

as researchers do, and armed with a false sense of bravado, we set off to find the uncle’s 

address and the Tokelauan troupe.  

 

Fortunately for us, we managed to arrive safely at his house around 11 am. Just as my 

male informant had told me, my husband and I were warmly welcomed into the home 

by the uncle and the young Tokelauans. As I was to learn, this sharing of homes is 

normal in the Tokelau community, as they hold fast to and value family closeness and 

sharing with each other. For example, this man has a large family of his own and lives 

in a very modest home, but he was happy to share what he had with his extended family 
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from Townsville. He generously supplied all the food and drinks for the three days as 

well, and refused all monetary contributions for the extra food that he had to buy to feed 

them all. When I inquired about how he felt about having so many people in his home 

at one time, he replied, I am extremely happy to have them all here. He went on to say 

that he would have felt insulted and hurt had they camped elsewhere. He told me that 

this is the Tokelau way, an old family tradition that has been reinforced in more recent 

times by their Christian faith. (Interview 14 July 2008). When my husband and I arrived 

at the Uncle’s place the following day, they appeared happy but tired after spending the 

night rehearsing their songs, and going to bed late. According to the group’s leader, 

sleeping side by side on sleeping bags with their duffle bags all jumbled together on the 

rather small lounge room floor of their uncle’s home had contributed to their tiredness. 

But tiredness aside, they were very excited about participating in the coming week’s 

events. 

Gathering at Parramatta 

 

Arrangements were made prior to the event for all the Tokelau groups to meet at Saint 

Patrick’s Church in the outer Sydney suburb of Parramatta. People journeyed from the 

Tokelau Islands, New Zealand and Sydney to take part in the reunion and the religious 

pilgrimage. The gathering of the Tokelau transnational community illustrates how 

community is not a fixed or bounded construct (Cohen 1985). Cohen (1985:57) views 

communities as having symbolic boundaries that serve to demark the community from 

all others. Yet, at the same time, he understands the fluidity of communities and how 

they are constantly transforming themselves. These transformations are the result of fast 

growing global connections. Globalization has transformed the way people think about 

travel and conduct their lives (Cohen 1985). ‘The new ease of movement and 

communication has made it possible for many people to live their lives across borders’ 

(Castles 2007:40). In this sense, communities have become flexible and are capable of 

moving in and out of different countries with some ease.  

 

Community today, as O’Farrell and McCarthy 1994:45) note, ‘is where people feel they 

belong.’ A sense of community is no longer tied to a certain place or location. 

Communities now encompass transnational communities that represent the shifting 

spheres of place and location experienced by migrants today. The Tokelauan gathering 
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at Parramatta is a particular case in point. The Tokelauans share a unique history that 

binds them together as a cultural group, what Victor Turner (1974:45) coins 

‘communitas’ or ‘bond uniting…people over and above any formal social bonds…’ 

Wherever they travel, they bring with them a ‘sense of place’ that is always connected 

with the Tokelau Islands. Within the community, Tokelauans consciously enact rituals 

and construct social meanings that are specifically important to the community 

constituents, and following Cohen (1985), it is these ritual enactments and meanings 

that set them apart from other communities. As seen in the World Youth Day 

celebrations, transnational communities, such as the Tokelauans, do not stay put, but are 

able to move around the globe and converge at a designated place to celebrate a 

commonality of social beliefs.  

 

In all, out of the Tokelauan communities, around forty people travelled from the 

Tokelau Islands; ten journeyed from New Zealand, and twenty-one people came from 

Townsville. The Sydney community had the largest number with approximately 150 

people in attendance. Tokelauan elders from all communities organized this social 

gathering for months preceding the event so that while in Australia, family members 

and friends could spend some time together. The Sydney Tokelau community hosted an 

elaborate social function for everyone who had travelled from the three regions. 

 

To get to the Parramatta church from Fairfield West, the Tokelau troupe organized a 

bus to transport the Townsville troupe from the uncle’s place in Fairfield West to the 

Parramatta Cathedral community hall. Once there they hoped to have a dance practice 

before the arrival of the rest of the Tokelau travelers in the afternoon. As it turns out, 

however, the bus did not arrive at the uncle’s place until nearly 1pm, and by the time 

they arrived at the church grounds, it was too late to hold a dance practice as all the 

people from the different Tokelau communities had arrived ahead of them. 
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Figure 18: Townsville Tokelauans arrive at St Patrick’s Church, Parramatta. Photo: Diane Mobbs July 2008. 

 

When my husband and I arrived outside the church, Tokelauans, men, women and 

children were in the process of lugging their bags off the buses and assembling outside 

the parish community hall (see Figure 18). Everyone was in a heightened state of 

awareness and excitement. People greeted each other affectionately, hugging and 

kissing, while older members stood together conversing animatedly in Tokelauan. As 

Somerset (1962:2) articulates, ‘wherever we go in the world, and whatever we do, we 

carry with us the influence of our family. Its effect shows in our behavior, in our 

attitudes to other people, in the way we speak, in the way we see ourselves and 

others…’ This deep sense of belonging to family, transnational or otherwise was 

evident in this initial gathering. Everyone appeared happy just be together, finally re-

united with loved ones from afar, and, moreover, to be part of and experience such an 

extraordinary religious event.  

 

Just prior to the planned evening’s feast and social, everyone attended a mass at Saint 

Patrick’s church. Being a Monday afternoon, this mass was especially arranged by the 

Sydney Tokelau community just for the visiting Tokelau communities while they were 

all gathered together at the same time in one area of Sydney.  
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Figure 19: Tokelauans from the Tokelau Islands, New Zealand, Sydney and Townsville at a specially held 

mass at St Patrick’s Church, Parramatta. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

The service was fully conducted in the Tokelau language by two priests, a Tokelauan 

and an Australian (see Figure 19). During the mass these priests as well as the 

community leaders wore beautifully woven circular headdresses made from freshly cut 

flowers and leaves on the top of their heads. Adults and children alike crowded into the 

church to take part in the service. As with every Catholic mass, the ceremony was 

conducted in the usual solemn religious style, but this somberness was relieved 

intermittently by the soulful communal singing of the participants. As an outside 

observer, I could not help but be emotionally moved by the singing. In all, the mass 

service continued for one and a half hours, and after it ended everyone quietly made 

their way across the small courtyard situated between the church and the community 

hall to begin setting up the tables and chairs for the night’s festivities. 

Social Function at Parramatta 

 

The social festivities began that night as all good Tokelauan gatherings do, with 

speeches. Once the tables and chairs were set up in the structured U shape so favoured 

by Tokelau people for special guests, elders and community leaders, and everyone was 

assembled in the hall, the speeches began in earnest. In traditional Tokelauan manner, 

brightly coloured flowered leis were bestowed upon all the distinguished guests, and to 
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our surprise and delight, this courtesy was also extended to all guests. Tokelau people 

from the different communities were busily putting previously cooked food, catered by 

the Sydney community, into polystyrene containers so that they would be ready to be 

served once the speech formalities were over. Apart from this, everyone else in the 

room sat quietly and respectfully listening to guest speakers. These speeches (in 

Tokelauan) were conducted mainly by the male guests and went on for around one hour 

before they finally drew to a close (see Figure 20). By this time, everyone was ready to 

relax and enjoy the rest of the night’s entertainment and feast.  

 

 

Figure 20: Tokelauan Elders giving speeches at social function at Parramatta, Sydney. Photo: Diane Mobbs 

2008. 

 

Immediately following the speeches, food and drink were offered first to the honored 

guests seated at the head tables. Only after the food and drink had been laid out on the 

tables before them, did the Tokelau workers then bring out the food already prepared in 

the polystyrene containers and offer them to the other visitors and guests. During the 

feasting, a large quantity of freshly cut coconuts, filled with deliciously refreshing juice, 

were distributed to all the guests along with plastic cups for those who preferred not to 

drink directly from the coconuts. During the course of the evening feast, different types 

of food, such as an array of succulent meats, cooked and raw vegetables, and turtle and 

squid delicacies were constantly brought out and offered to everyone by some Tokelau 

community members Most of these workers were young adults and teenagers from the 
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Townsville community. These people worked tirelessly all night long, first, dishing out 

the supper, then cleaning up the empty dishes and leftover food, and efficiently clearing 

away the tables and chairs, to get ready for the much-anticipated dance competition.  

Intercommunity dance competition  

 

The dance competition was the highlight of the night. In contrast to the strict code of 

conduct shown during the speeches earlier, a sense of excitement filled the room as the 

dance groups began to prepare themselves. The dances were held between the 

Townsville group, the Sydney and Tokelau Islander communities (see Figure 21). 

 

 

Figure 21: Tokelauan dancers from the Islands at Parramatta Church hall. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

Essentially, each dance group took turns in performing a couple of dances. At the end 

of each set of dances, the pōkihi (drum box), the pivotal instrument in Tokelau music, 

was passed to the next group of dancers. After each group finished their dances one of 

the elders of each group would get up and ridicule (in Tokelau) the rival dance group 

until everyone subsided in laughter. This friendly rivalry among the three dance groups 

and their families invoked a very happy mood among everyone present. The dances 

went on for hours, each group trying to outdo the other.  

 

Before the dance competition began, the Townsville performers changed into their new 

costumes that were specifically made for their performance for the Pope. The young 
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women looked stunning in their outfits of turquoise and yellow, while the young men 

wore the traditional grass skirts and matching woven arm bands. Each one of the 

Townsville troupe also wore gaily yellow-coloured flower headdresses on their heads 

which enhanced the overall effect of their lovely costumes. The Sydney dancers also 

changed into their costumes which were of a plain basic black relieved only by 

beautiful pearl shell necklaces worn around their necks. The dancers from the Tokelau 

Islands were the only ones who did not change into their dance costumes, but this may 

have been because the costumes were still packed away in their luggage. Regardless of 

this, they danced very well and their lack of costume did little to spoil a wonderful night 

of dancing and singing (see Figure 22).  

 

 

Figure 22: Townsville Tokelau dance troupe at Parramatta. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

When I asked one of my informants from the Townsville group which group had won, 

she replied succinctly that everybody was a winner. (Interview 14 July 2008). The 

dances finally finished around nine pm, and after a few final speeches all the groups 

dispersed to find their accommodations for the night. From the look on their faces 

everyone at the function had thoroughly enjoyed the night’s entertainment and feast. 

Arrangements had already been made to assemble at Darling Harbour the following 

day. 
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Meeting at Darling Harbour 

 

The Tokelau groups from the Tokelau Islands and Townsville met again the next 

morning at Darling Harbour. All the Tokelauan dance troupes assembled at Darling 

Harbour early in the morning so that they could practice their dances before 

participating in the various dance performances arranged for that day by the World 

Youth Day organizers. A stage had been set up especially for these performances in the 

grounds in an area of Darling Harbour called Tumbalong Park for this very purpose. 

Throughout the entire length of Darling Harbour, pilgrims (including dance troupes) 

moved through the park, flying their banners and dancing and chanting religious songs. 

The whole atmosphere was one of festive joy and happiness. It was obvious to all there 

that the young pilgrims wanted to express how much their Christian faith meant to them 

and to share their joy with others in the Park. The picture below shows the Townsville 

Tokelau elders with the dancers from the Tokelau Islands (see Figures 23 and 24). 

 

 
Figure 23: Tokelau Island dancers at Darling Harbour. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 
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Figure 24: Townsville Tokelau dance troupe leaders with Tokelau Islanders at Darling Harbour. 

Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

Leaving the pilgrims behind, we made our way through the city CBD and to Darling 

Harbour where we found the Tokelau groups near the main stage arena. The elders of 

the groups were resting in a quiet corner after their long walk from Central Station, 

while the youths assembled in the stage area watching the other cultural performances 

already taking place. 

 

There were many other cultural groups taking part in the day’s dance presentations. 

Different cultural groups had journeyed from many regions of the Pacific to participate 

in the weeks religious activities and to showcase their spectacular cultural dances. Some 

of these groups came from Samoa, Niue, Tokelau, Cook Islands, New Zealand, Tonga, 

the Philippines, Papua New Guinea and the Torres Strait Islands. The permanent 

performance arena equipped with a stage was set aside especially for the performers. It 

was meant to be a relaxed area for pure entertainment where dance groups could enjoy 

themselves and show off to the public. During every day we were there, cultural groups 

took turns in dancing, including the Tokelau groups from the different Tokelau 

communities. Their costumes looked spectacular amidst all the other brightly coloured 

group costumes and they danced many of the routines that they had practice back home 

in Townsville (see Figure 25).  
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Figure 25: Tokelau Island dancing at Darling Harbour. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

By mid morning, the whole of Darling Harbour was teaming with thousands of tourists, 

visitors and pilgrim groups alike. For kilometres along the entire Harbour area an ocean 

of human bodies could be seen; a veritable kaleidoscope of colour and movement. 

During the course of the afternoon, as it got closer to the arrival of Cardinal George 

Pell, the crowd numbers seem to swell, if that was possible, as more people began to 

make their way to Barangaroo. Geographically, Barangaroo is situated at the end of 

Darling Harbour. In this area, only registered pilgrims were allowed to enter into the 

one and a half kilometre security guarded cordoned off area. This area was set up 

especially for the honoured Papal and distinguished guests and registered pilgrims to 

see and hear firsthand the opening Christian message by Cardinal George Pell, the other 

entertainment planned for the night, and where they would again assemble to see and 

hear the Pope the following Thursday afternoon.  
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Figure 26: Pilgrims at Darling Harbour. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

 
Figure 27: Pilgrims making their way to Barangaroo. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

Everyone there that afternoon seemed to be a state of movement – walking, walking, 

continually walking slowing, singing religious ditties like ‘aint not a party like a 

Catholic party ‘cause the party don’t stop.’ They were drunk, not on alcohol, but on 

love, love for their Christian faith. Many of them carried and waved brightly-coloured 

religious banners while surging inexorably onwards towards Barangaroo (see Figures 

26 and 27). By mid afternoon, the crowd inside the secured area in Barangaroo was 
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already overflowing with people. The crowd continued to grow as people who had been 

walking the long way from Darling Harbour had finally arrived at their destination. 

 

The religious pilgrimage to Sydney is experienced by people who journey to a specific 

designation in order to seek affirmation of their faith in the company of like-minded 

people. Like many Christian pilgrimages, the Sydney pilgrimage reflected similar ritual 

aspects that some researchers discovered in other religious pilgrimages (for example 

Turner and Turner 1978; Morinis 1992; Eade and Sallnow 1991; Schechner 1985). 

More specifically, pilgrimage is ‘a journey undertaken by a person in quest of a place or 

a state that he or she believes to embody a valued ideal’ (Morinis (1992:4). The 

important point that these researchers make is that a pilgrimage ‘is the journey that a 

seeker undertakes to work a transformation of self’ (Morinis 1992:13).  

 

Turner (1978:8) states that ‘there is undoubtedly an initiatory quality in pilgrimage.’ 

During the pilgrimage journey, the pilgrim passes through three stages: ‘separation, 

limen (or margin) and aggregation’ in order to reach his or her transformation (Turner 

and Turner 1978:2). The individual is motivated to leave ‘the social structures of kinship 

and locality’ (separation phase) to travel to unknown territories (Turner and Turner 

1978:13). Ritual ceremonies and pilgrimages can be understood in terms of Turner’s 

(1982) concepts of ‘liminality, ‘communitas’ and ‘flow.’ He sees that ‘liminal 

phenomena tend to be collective, concerned with calendrical, biological, social-structural 

rhythms or with crises in social processes…’ (Turner 1982:56).  

 

The “natural breaks” in normal daily activities, such as ceremonial gatherings for 

weddings, births, death or other ritual events, are considered by Turner, to represent the 

liminal sphere in which there is a spatial separation in which people suspend normal 

activities and move into the boundaries of sacred space. It is in this liminal state that 

communitas develops. For Turner (1982:44), communitas means ‘being acutely 

conscious of membership in some corporate group such as family, lineage, clan, tribe, 

nation etc.’ The ‘flow’ that Turner describes, is the ‘holistic state’ that comes from the 

experience of being totally involved as a unified group (Turner and Turner 1978:254).  

 

Additionally, the unpredictable circumstances of a new environment, and the sacredness 

of the journey, as the liminal or anti-structural stage of the pilgrimage, are completed 
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with the attainment of the desired state (religious education, jobs, money, status or 

sometimes a religious renewal) (Turner and Turner 1978). As a result, the pilgrim, as 

Turner and Turner (1978:9) propose, ‘sometimes enhances [his/her] mundane status 

through having made the journey.’ Communitas, in effect, is concerned with the 

comradeship or the unity of that comradeship that forms during the luminal stage of the 

rite of passage. The Tokelauan pilgrimage to Sydney was endowed with many of the 

characteristics of Turner’s notions of a pilgrimage and its transformative power.  

 

Each stage of the Tokelauan’s preparation played a vital role in the pilgrimage ritual. For 

instance, Townsville Tokelauans decided to form a special dance troupe to perform for 

the Pope at the Sydney pilgrimage. Intense dance training practices were implemented 

months before the event. Each dance practice was well supported by many Tokelauan 

families over the course of the practices. At the date of their departure the dance troupe 

and the supporting family members left their own families behind in Townsville to travel 

to Sydney. At the Sydney World Youth Day pilgrimage the Tokelauan pilgrims mixed 

with other Christian pilgrims during the week long celebrations. Each day of the 

Christian celebrations, Tokelauans and other pilgrims gathered at various venues in the 

Sydney CBD to worship and display their love and devotion to God. In Hyde Park and 

throughout Darling Harbour, groups of Christian pilgrims sang and chanted Christian 

songs. As an observer, I witnessed first- hand, the euphoric sense of camaraderie or 

communitas experienced by all pilgrims, most of whom were strangers to each other 

before this event.  

 

As Turner and Turner (1978:13) point out, ‘it is only through the power ascribed by all 

to ritual, particularly to the Eucharistic ritual (which in part commemorates the pilgrim 

saint), that likeness of lot and intention is converted into commonness of feeling, into 

“communitas.” The third stage, the aggregation, or the return to normal but in a 

transformative state occurred once the week’s celebrations were completed. According 

to Turner and Turner (1978:11), ‘pilgrims have often written of the “transformative” 

effect’ that they experienced by simply being part of the ritual procedure. Afterwards, 

the Tokelauan pilgrims returned to Townsville, and their mundane lives were 

transformed by the pilgrimage experience. This change was brought about by their 

participation in the pilgrimage that effectively served as a religious renewal for the 

whole Tokelauan community, and strengthened their Christian faith and love of God. 
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Pilgrims welcome the Pope 

 

Those people who were allowed inside the main arena were squashed tightly in the one 

and a half kilometers of Barrangaroo. When the security guards finally stopped people 

from entering the grounds, the pilgrims overflowed into the side streets and down 

laneways directly behind Barrangaroo, and milled around the back entrance gates 

outside just to get a glimpse of the Pope. This event was considered to be the largest 

non-papal mass in Australian history with an estimated figure of around 150,000 people 

in attendance (see Figure 28). 

 

 
Figure 28: Registered pilgrims including Tokelauans at Barangaroo on Super Thursday.  

Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

Known as Super Thursday, 17 July 2008 was the day of the official welcoming speech 

by the Pope. After travelling around Port Jackson in a ‘boatacade,’ the Pope arrived at 

the designated area Barangaroo. The boat trip around Port Jackson was specifically 

designed so that tourists, pilgrims and other interest spectators could get a glimpse of 

him and his entourage at different stages along the way to the final destination at 

Barangaroo. Some of the vantage points for unregistered people to get a glimpse of him 

as his ‘boatacade’ slowly progressed towards its final destination included the shore 

area surrounding the Botanic Gardens, Circular Quay, Milton’s Point, The Rocks and 

The Opera House.  
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On the day of the Pope’s arrival the atmosphere in Darling Harbour was electric. It was 

a brilliantly clear and cold winter’s day, and all the pilgrims were in a heightened state 

of euphoric happiness. Just as two days before at the opening ceremony, the pilgrims, 

international and national, once again spilled in never-ending flows through Darling 

Harbour, chanting and singing, beating drums, waving flags, strumming guitars to 

religious tunes. All along the boardwalk lining Darling Harbour thousands of pilgrims 

packed close together on the rather narrow road leading to Barrangaroo, and by 2.30pm 

the crowd started to pick up momentum as the Pope was due to arrive by launch at 

Barrangaroo around 3.00pm. Inside the grounds thousands of registered pilgrims poured 

into the allotted area over the course of the afternoon to wait patiently for the eventual 

start of the ceremony (see Figure 29).   

 

 
Figure 29: Gathering at Barangaroo to hear the Pope’s message. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

The previous day, my husband and I had climbed the steep hill directly behind the 

staging area at Barangaroo to watch the Tokelauan troupe practice their performance. 

This spot was ideal, and we had decided to come back the following day. But, 

unfortunately, when we arrived at the same destination on the day of the Pope’s arrival, 

the Police had already cordoned off much of the choice areas that looked directly over 

Barangaroo and the stage area where the Pope would give his opening speech and mass, 

and where we would have had an excellent view of the performance routine. After a 

futile search for a good viewing spot, we decided to go back to Darling Harbour and 

watch the event unfold on the huge television screens. These screens had been 
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randomly placed at intervals throughout Darling Harbour so that unregistered visitors 

could watch the arrival of the Pope and the following ceremony. 

The Tokelau dance/drama 

 

Directly after the Pope’s address to the packed audience, the Tokelau troupe made their 

entrance to perform their well rehearsed dance in front of the Pope and the world and to 

present him with the gift of a Bible The day was extremely cold and blustery, and the 

Tokelau dancers came out of the change rooms in the tent set up at the beginning of the 

aisle way leading to the stage, dressed only in their summer costume. The girls had 

made a small concession by donning a long sleeve white skivvy underneath their tops to 

help ward off the chill of the afternoon. However, the boys in the group braved the cold 

and remained shirtless as in the normal attire for their part in the dance/drama with a 

grass skirt (malo) worn over the top of a pair of shorts. One of the elders had donned a 

warm jacket which was fashioned island-style, over his traditional grass skirt. 

  

As practiced, some of the young men danced out in front of the other youths who 

walked slowly up the aisle towards the Pope, carrying the miniature outrigger canoe on 

their shoulders. Resting on top of the canoe was the Bible that they were intending to 

present to the Pope. The men were flanked on each side by some of the Tokelau leaders 

with the young women following behind, singing and dancing to their own music. The 

Tokelau dancers then moved onto the stage where the canoe bearers lowered the canoe 

down a little to allow a Priest to take the Bible from its resting place. After he took it 

down, one of the Tokelau women placed a garland on the top of the Bible. The priest, 

with the bible in hand, walked slowly up the ramp to stand in front of the Pope who had 

been watching the whole performance from his seat at the top of the stage. The Priest 

then handed the Bible to the Pope. With that the Tokelau performers retraced their 

steps, carrying the canoe back down the staging, down the aisle, and disappeared inside 

the tent. The ceremonial performance was over. The whole ceremony was performed 

perfectly, just as planned. Later, after the performance was over, I spoke to one of the 

youth leaders. I asked him how he felt out there in front of thousands of people. He said 

that ‘it was awesome.’ (Interview 16 July 2008). He also said that their knees had 

shaken the entire time, because they were extremely nervous, but also because it was 

freezing cold out in the open. 
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During the week in Sydney, the group, as registered pilgrims, also attended special 

religious classes and forums and theatrical concerts held at the entertainment centre in 

Darling Harbour. Most of the religious functions and seminars were specifically for 

registered pilgrims only. At this stage the group had moved to the Olympic stadium at  

Parramatta where they camped in shared accommodations until the final overnight vigil 

with the Pope at Randwick Race course. It was here that thousands of registered 

pilgrims flocked to hear and see the Pope one last time before he returned to Rome. 

After the WYD was over, the dance troupe stayed on in Sydney for a few more days to 

spend some more time with family and friends from the other communities before they 

headed back to Townsville. Upon their return home, a special social was arranged to 

celebrate the success of the pilgrimage and the dance troupe’s performance. 

Conclusion 

 

The coming of the light dance performance for the Pope illuminates the continuing 

strong spirit of the Christian faith for Catholic Tokelauans today. Grounded in history, 

the coming of the light dance ritual performed for the Pope in front of a world-wide 

audience portrays much of the earlier concepts documented by many earlier researchers 

as the rupture or break between pre-Christianity and modernity. Using the dichotomy of 

‘light and dark’ to describe this temporal break and the coming of Christian 

missionaries this metaphorical image has been useful in understanding the dramatic 

social changes that the people throughout the Pacific region (including the Tokelauans) 

experienced during the mid nineteenth century. Although the change to Christianity was 

indeed a radical one, with almost all the Pacific Islands becoming Christian within a 

century, the social change was welcomed and embraced by the majority of the Island 

people. For the Tokelau Islanders, Christianity marked the end of the days of war that 

was endemic in the three Islands at that time in history. The songs and dances are a 

living memory of a major historic event; one that changed the lives of people living in 

the Pacific. Christianity continues to play a very important part of the Tokelauan way of 

life today in Townsville.  

 

Examining the ‘coming of the light’ song and dances from a different angle, they may 

be viewed as part of the process of gift giving; the gift of the bible carried by a canoe to 

the religious leader. Seen in this light, the dance performance depicts the giving back to 



182 

the Church for the gift of God to the Tokelau people that was bestowed upon them by 

the Christian missionaries. The dance performance by the Tokelauans and their 

participation in the many religious forums, seminars and other celebratory activities 

gave Tokelauans and others who attended the week the opportunity to renew their 

religious faith and devotion to the Catholic Church.   

 

The pilgrimage was a rite of passage that contained many of the qualities that Victor 

Turner (1982) and Turner and Turner (1978) discovered in similar religious pilgrimages. 

During the Sydney World Youth Day, pilgrims, including the Tokelauans, were bonded 

together in a liminal space in which they experienced a collective sense love, devotion 

and a deep sense of belonging to the Catholic faith. As an outside observer, these 

pilgrims appeared to be drunk on the love of the Lord. The communitas, as explained by 

Turner and Turner is built through the collective experiences of being part of the 

religious pilgrimage.  

 

The trip to Sydney also gave the troupe a chance to show Australia and the world that 

they identify themselves as Townsville Tokelauans. This new identity was clearly 

visible in the writing on the special jumpers that the troupe wore at the Sydney 

pilgrimage and at the Tokelau gatherings in Parramatta. The wearing of these jumpers 

was also a visible sign of their sense of place and belonging to Townsville. Tokelauan 

migrants, particularly those who have lived in Townsville for over fifteen years now see 

themselves, although, first and foremost Tokelauans, as Townsvillians. They feel that 

they now belong in Townsville and they call Townsville home.  

 

Simultaneously, Tokelauans also belong to multiple Tokelau communities both in 

Australia and overseas as Glick-Schiller (1999) has described. The ethnographic data 

taken during the Tokelau gathering at Parramatta and during the Christian celebrations 

in Sydney demonstrates not only their strong religious faith, but, also the continuing 

close relationships that exist between the Townsville Tokelauans and the Tokelauan 

families and friends living in other communities elsewhere. Rather than severing family 

ties, the act of moving from one destination to another simply serves to weave more 

threads of transnational connections to each settlement. The maintenance of these 

transnational ties will be discussed further in Chapter Seven.  
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Chapter 6.  Cultural Fest, a sense of place, identity and belonging 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter explores the social significance of the Cultural Fest for Tokelauans.  

Tokelauans have voluntarily performed their spectacular cultural dances at various 

Townsville community events including the Cultural Fest since their arrival in 

Townsville during the 1990s. Today, there are second-generation Tokelauans who have 

grown up in Townsville performing at the festival. At times, the Cultural Fest has been 

a public platform that Tokelauans used to voice their some of their social concerns in 

gaining Australian residency, citizenship and social security benefits. In this chapter I 

begin with a discussion of the Townsville Cultural Fest, and the objectives of the 

Queensland State Government to promote cultural festivals as a way to socially 

incorporate migrants into a new community. I then situate the Tokelauans within the 

Townsville Culture Fest to show that by taking an active role each year in the festival, 

Tokelauan migrants have gained a sense of place and local and national belonging in 

Australian society. 

Australian Cultural Festivals  

 

In Queensland, the population is approximately 4.3 million people of which there are 

over 200 different migrant cultures. As part of its ongoing multicultural social inclusion 

strategy, the Queensland State Government provides financial support each year to 

promote cultural diversity, social harmony and a sense of belonging through migrant 

participation in cultural festivals (Palaszczuk MP 2009:1). Over the past few decades 

the number of culture fests in many of the regional towns and cities across Australia has 

grown, and many feature prominently in the annual events calendars. Cultural festivals 

mobilise people from diverse backgrounds to showcase aspects of their culture to the 

local community, and to an increasingly tourist oriented spectatorship. Townsville now 

hosts one of the largest best-known cultural festivals in Australia. As with many other 

cultural festivals held throughout the world, such as England’s, Notting Hill Carnival, 

and the  Edinburgh ‘Mela,’ the Townsville Culture Fest has become a celebration of 
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diasporic cultures, symbolising everything ‘colourful’ ‘about diaspora, transforming 

ethnicity into a cultural showcase for growing numbers of ...participants and tourist 

audiences’ (Carnegie and Smith 2006:256).  

 

Each August, the Townsville Cultural Fest is held at The Strand Park adjacent to 

Townsville’s picturesque foreshore. In the third week, the Strand is transformed into a 

temporary space of community activity; creating what Arjun Appadurai (1991:192) has 

aptly called modern society; an ‘ethnoscape, a fluid landscape of tourists, immigrants 

exiles and other moving groups and persons.’ During this time, people from all walks of 

life come to the Strand to participate in or enjoy the festival’s main events, and to enjoy 

the many different culinary delights, and to buy the enormous array of arts and crafts 

that are for sale in the global village. 

 

Cultural festivals, such as the Townsville Cultural Fest also represent a little of the 

homeland to immigrants. While new memories are made in the new country, old 

memories of home are revived through festivals. The painstaking cooking and sharing 

of food also denotes a sense of belonging to a community and place (Hage 1998). 

Different cultural foods are one of the highlights of the festival, and a major drawcard 

of the Townsville community and tourists. The festival has become renowned for its 

fine cuisine over the years. The transactions between the migrant and the public in the 

form of food at cultural fests foster social acceptance and close the cultural gap between 

the mainstream society and migrants from diverse cultures.   

 

The Cultural Fest began in 1995 as a one-day event and was originally held each year in 

Anzac Park. Today, there are around 10,000 people who visit the festival and it has 

sixty-five cultural performance groups.54 The Cultural Fest is rapidly becoming ‘the 

crown jewel’ of Townsville’s tourism creations.55 Hosted by the Townsville 

Intercultural Centre and the Townsville City Council, the festival’s major sponsor since 

its inception, the Cultural Fest is a Queensland Government initiative, backed by the 

Queensland Events Corporation, the Department of Education and Training and the 

Department for Main Roads. In 2006, seventy-seven Queensland multicultural festivals 

                                                 
54

 Townsville City Council, 2011. http://wwwtownsville/qld.gov.au/community/culturaldiversity/ 
55 Chappel and Loades (2006:194) described the Camp Oven Festival in Millmerran as the ‘the crown 
jewel.’   
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and projects shared in over $700,000 of funding, and the Townsville Cultural Fest was 

one of the many financial recipients.56  

 

The State’s major aim is the promotion of cultural festivals as a way to encourage 

harmony and equality among Australians, and to encourage a sense of collective 

nationalism among Australians (Kapferer 1996). As Judith Kapferer (1996:258) 

remarks, ‘the recognition and tolerance of cultural diversity is [also] particularly 

important for promoting economic success and the industrial harmony which is 

understood to be a necessary condition of such success.’ Yet, underlying the State’s 

implementation of cultural festivals is a politically driven agenda.  

 

In an effort to achieve its objectives, the state maintains varying degrees of presence 

within cultural festivals (Henry 2008). Discussing the subject of the increasing levels of 

cultural difference in Australia brought about by immigration, Castles et al (1998:110) 

in their book, Immigration and Australia: Myths and Realities, ask the question: How 

well have Australians coped with change? According to Castles et al (1998: 116), 

 
There are some ‘observers [who] argue that immigration and 
multiculturalism are a threat to social cohesion and national identity, 
while others believe that Australia has devised one of the world’s 
most successful models for dealing with cultural diversity. 

 

Castles et al (1998:128) argue that their studies reveal little evidence ‘to support ...the 

view that immigration and cultural diversity are leading to a breakdown in social 

cohesion or national identity.’ Indeed, they say, the strategies by the Australian 

Government to integrate migrants into mainstream society, while simultaneously 

encouraging the maintenance of culture have been extraordinarily successful (Castles et 

al 1998). Instead of leading ‘to social exclusion and the breaking down of Australian 

culture, immigration has provided Australia with a new identity based on a sense of 

shared environment and common experiences...’ (Castles et al 1998:128). Effectively, 

what these researchers are saying is that, Australia, through its immigration policies and 

                                                 
56 Diversity Matters (2006:11). Other festivals that receive financial aid from the State Government 
include the Paniyri Greek Festival, South Brisbane, the Mount Isa Multicultural Festival, the Australian 
Italian Festival, Ingham Festival, the Multi Media and Music Workshops at Central Queensland 
University’s Multicultural Fair and the Folklines Multicultural Program at the Woodford Folk Festival 
(Diversity Matters 2006:11). 
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social programs, has transformed a dominant white society (the discourse of the White 

Australia Policy) into a vibrant and diverse society that we know and are a part of today.  

 

Despite these governmental practices, racism, to some extent, continues to be a problem 

in Australia (Hage 2002 and Hyndman-Rizik 2009). To overcome these social problems 

that are part of becoming a multicultural society, ‘religion and other traditional cultural 

forms become the resources for survival and resistance’ (Castles 1998:135). Cultural 

festivals are, thus, highly valued for their contribution in encouraging Australians to 

experience and participate in the cultural diversity that migrants bring with them, and, 

importantly, to close the gap between the migrant minorities and the Australian people.   

 

Castles et al (1998:30) argue that research into the ways that immigrants have 

contributed to the overall cultural richness of Australia, and how much impact 

immigrants and their customs have had on the wider community have not been fully 

explored. While it is not the intention of this thesis to pursue the entire merits of 

multiculturalism and cultural diversity, the research contributes to an understanding how 

migrants, like the Tokelauan people, contribute to the cultural transformation of 

Australian society and the celebration of cultural diversity.  

The Culture Fest in Townsville 

 

From its inception, the Townsville community has supported the Cultural Fest in many 

ways. Some of the support comes from volunteers, diverse cultural and religious 

groups, and local agencies that generously provide discounted products and services 

each year. As the festival is a non-profit community-based enterprise, community 

support has been invaluable to its overall success to achieve the Queensland State 

Government’s ongoing implementation of its multicultural policies and programs.  

 

A recent addition to the Cultural Fest is the local Citizenship Ceremony. According to 

The Department of Immigration and Citizenship ‘a citizenship ceremony is an occasion 

for celebration with friends and family and members of your new community.’57 

Ghassan Hage (2002:56) has found in his research on Arab Australians living in 

                                                 
57Australian Government Department of Immigration and Citizenship, Australian Citizenship 
Ceremonies. http://www.immi.gov.au/media/fact-sheets/ 
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Sydney’s Western suburbs that ‘the role of communities and non-government 

organisations is typically a passive one in citizenship ceremonies’ and, in most cases, 

only the immigration department and local government ‘have been involved in 

organising citizenship ceremonies.’ The Department of Immigration states that 

citizenship ceremonies: 

 

…provide an important opportunity to officially welcome new 
citizens as full members of the Australian community. Becoming a 
citizen represents a commitment to Australia and its people. It gives a 
sense of belonging because you can fully participate in all aspects of 
Australian life.58  

 

In Townsville, the Citizenship Awards are held on the festival’s main stage in front of a 

large audience including family members of the recipients. The ceremony is officiated 

by the Mayor and the Member of Parliament for Herbert. Holding the citizenship 

ceremonies during the Cultural Fest fosters a sense of cultural inclusion and belonging 

to all who visit the festival. It gives the public a chance to witness first hand, the 

welcoming of people from different cultures who wish to become Australian citizens. 

The place where the ceremony is conducted becomes a symbol for multiculturalism and 

its guiding principles of attaining a sense of belonging and social inclusion.  

 

Relph (1989:27) tells us that ‘belonging to a place, feeling part of it, gives many people 

a positive sensation of security...’ Places, whether well known or little known, ‘are set 

apart in time and space because they have distinctive meaning for us’ (Relph 1989:27). 

The place where migrants receive their citizenship status, the Cultural Fest, has a 

distinctive meaning because it resonates with migrants’ emotions and feelings of 

becoming Australians.  

 

The festival attracts performers of all ages, and Tokelau elders encourage their children 

to participate in the series of dances that are held over the five day event each year. 

Some of the other dance troupes at the festival include the Cook Islanders, Maori, 

Fijjian, Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander; Greek, Persian, Indian, Sri Lankan, Philipino, 

Thai, Argentinan, Chinese, Spanish and Scot. Some groups travel intrastate from Mount 

Isa and Brisbane while other dance groups come from the Pacific regions of Papua New 

                                                 
58 Australian Citizenship Ceremonies. 
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Guinea and Fijii to participate in the festive activities. The coming together of these 

diverse cultures at the Townsville Cultural Fest effectively transforms ‘ethnicity into a 

cultural showcase for the growing numbers of....migrant participants, [local community 

members] and tourist audiences’ alike (Carnegie et al 2006:256).   

 

Some of the more popular features include a parade the day prior to the event in which 

the Tokelauans take an active part. This parade is held in the main street that borders 

the picturesque strand foreshore. During the parade, Tokelauans carry their wooden 

crafted canoe. Some other points of interest that I have observed at the festivals I 

attended include: a Culture Fest breakfast, a Mega Drum Circle and Cultural Fest Idol 

competition, a Tropico Street Carnival Parade, Fireworks, a Peace Pigeon Release and 

Inter-faith prayers for peace; a cultural workshop, Art and Craft Exhibition, Poster 

Competition, a Kid’s Corner, a Bollywood night Concert; a Didgeridoo Competition, 

Mediterranean and Pacific dancing; fashion parade, a Youth Hip Hop concert59 and a 

Global Village complete with its own centre stage. In 2001, an Ocean Village Beach 

Theatre was added to the program in which the Tokelau dance groups were actively 

involved in both the structure of the event and the dance performances (see Figures 30 

and 31).  
 

 
Figure 30: Performers from the Tokelau Islander Cultural Society of Townsville group. 

Photo: Diane Mobbs 2009. 

 
 

                                                 
59 For more information see The Townsville Intercultural Centre. http://www.townsvilleic.com.au 
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Figure 31: The Tokelau Islander Cultural Society of Townsville dancers performing on the  

Ocean Village Beach Theatre. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2009. 

 

The program also includes displays of ball room, rock and roll and belly dancing by 

local clubs and groups, making it a very inclusive cultural festival that incorporates a 

representation of migrant and the established mainstream groups. 

   

Inside the main festival marquee, dance and music groups perform non-stop day and 

night to an appreciative audience. Each group is allocated approximately fifteen 

minutes to showcase their dances and a further fifteen minutes to perform on the Global 

Village stage. The Tokelauan groups usually participate in the dance performances at 

least once a day or night over the five festival days. As can be seen, a lot of time and 

energy is given to the Festival by the Tokelauan dance troupes and by their supporting 

families, as do the other performing groups who support the Cultural Fest each year.  

 

The Mega Drum Circle and Cultural Fest Idol competition are held on the last night of 

the festival. For the Mega Drum Circle, performers incorporate an array of musical 

instruments used by musicians during the festive period. The Cultural Fest competition 

is held on the stage inside the main marquee. Voting sheets are handed out to the 

audience assembled inside the main marquee which they use to score the dance and 

song presentations. These score cards are then collected and collated to find the most 
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popular performers who are then given the prestigious title of ‘Best of the Fest.’60 The 

largest of the two Tokelau performing troupes, the Tokelau Townsville and Thuringowa 

Community Association, was voted ‘Best of the Fest’ four years running from 2004 to 

2008.  

Welcome to country performance 

 

In 2001 a ‘Welcome to Country’ ceremony conducted by the local Indigenous people 

and Pacific Islanders on the Beach Theatre was included into the festival agenda. The 

‘Welcome to Country’ ceremony, performed each year at the Townsville Cultural Fest 

focuses on performing a welcome ceremony for the Pacific Islander ‘visitors’ to their 

country. Henry (2011:179) argues that these ceremonies may be construed as an act of 

‘diplomacy,’ whereby it is ‘a form of political engagement in which the participants 

employ various performance tactics of etiquette, to anncounce whatever claims are at 

stake and with the intention of avoiding open conflict.’ Each year, Tokelauans always 

follow the protocol of acknowledging the traditional owners at the beginning of their 

dance performances at the festival. The origin of the ‘Welcome to Country’ ceremony is 

unclear, but, Emma Kowal (2010:15) writes that the ceremony (WTC) has become an 

important part of public events in Australia. The ceremony is an ‘acknowledgement of 

country’ by the traditional owners of the land on which the festival event is staged. The 

ceremony itself may vary, but usually includes either a ‘speech, a didgeridoo 

performance, dance or smoking ceremony.’  

 

Now a popular event of the festival, the ‘Welcome to Country’ ceremony is held on the 

second night of the Cultural Fest, and is executed on the beachfront adjacent to the 

foreshore esplanade and adjoining park. It features a smoking ceremony in which local 

Aboriginal performers welcome the arrival of the Polynesian voyagers. In the last few 

years, Tokelauans from both dance groups have been heavily involved in the planning 

and staging of the opening night’s event. The elders have told me that they really enjoy 

this part of the festival, as they have a lot of input into the creation of the performance. 

On this night, the beach is transformed into an open theatre which features the dramatic 

arrival and landing enactment of Townsville Polynesians (who originally migrated from 

the Cook Islanders, Tokelau, Samoa and New Zealand) in outrigger canoes, and the 

                                                 
60 Townsville Intercultural Centre. http://www.townsvilleic.com.au 
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official ‘Welcome to Country’ smoking ceremony by the Aboriginal people (see 

Figures 32, 33, 34).  

 

      
Figure 32: canoes transporting Tokelauans and other Pacific Islanders to the beach. 

Photo: Diane Mobbs 2010. 

 

 

   
Figure 33: Tokelau and other Pacific Islanders making their way to the  

Welcoming Ceremony. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2010. 
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Figure 34: Tokelau dancers waiting on the beach for the welcoming ceremony to start. Photo: Diane 

Mobbs 2010. 

 

At the beginning of the event, hundreds of spectators lined the esplanade facing the 

beach, while others make their way down closer to the water’s edge. Spectators have a 

very important role in this event by supporting the performers. Scott McCabe 

(2006:112) remarks that, ‘spectatorship is an intrinsic part of establishing the 

community,’ which, in this case, is the festival community. Bruce Kapferer and Angela 

Hobart (2005:11) define performance/s as ‘fundamentally symbolic in that [they 

embed] orientations to existence that are meaningful, that is, they are human 

constructions...It is through performance that the compositional dynamic of aesthetic 

forms is set in play’ (Kapferer and Hobart (2004:11). At the Townsville Cultural Fest, 

spectators witness an aesthetic performance that is played out in front of them in a 

unique open air arena where land and sea is the theatrical backdrop. 

 

This particular landscape has taken on a deeper meaning of place and place making for 

the people who dedicate their time and effort to bring this spectacular event to the 

public. Place, for migrant participants takes on a deeper significance as they experience 

the actual ‘doing’ (performance) part of the festival. It is through their efforts of the 

performance that they move from what Relph (1976:49) terms, being on the ‘outside’ to 

being on the ‘inside;’ a transformation brought about by the ‘lived experience’ and 

understanding of a place. A sense of place for Basu (2001:340) may be experienced as 

if it were emitted from or dwelt in place itself, an animus loci, but such a sense derives 

from the experiencing subject, or rather from the juxtaposition of subject, place and the 
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specific circumstances of the encounter.’ A sense of place is created through what 

Casey (1996:18) describes as the experience and knowing of a place and our 

unconscious perception of that place; ‘there is no knowing or sensing a place except by 

being in that place and to be in a place is to be in a position to perceive it.  

 

Moreover, this sense of place as Steven Feld (1996:98) explains in the acoustic sense, 

‘the idea of place as sensed, place as sensation – can proceed through a complex 

interplay of the auditory and the visual, as well as through other intersensory perceptual 

processes.’ In other words, the spectators and the performers experience the ‘sonic 

presence and awareness’ of the immediate surroundings, people and sounds of the sea 

that, in turn, create an embodied experience of a sense of place. A sense of place at the 

beach theatre is thus achieved through the combination of the performative act, the 

performers, the spectators, and through a fusion of sights, sounds and smell of the 

ocean, and the sand beneath one’s feet and smoke from the camp fire 

 

At the beginning of the ceremony, a group of Indigenous people dance a welcoming 

smoking ceremony around a small camp fire while two large canoes, one manned by 

Tokelauans and the other by members of other Polynesian groups rowed their canoes 

across Cleveland bay in full sight of all the spectators (see Figures 35 and 36). After a 

short time, the small group of Tokelauans, dressed in island regalia, land on the beach 

in front of the Indigenous people who continued to dance while the Tokelauans beach 

their canoes. Once their dance is completed, the Tokelauan group performs a couple of 

their dances for the Indigenous group. From both these vantage spots, the audience was 

afforded a clear view of the ceremony.  
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Figure 35: Aboriginal ‘Welcoming to Country’ ceremony at the Townsville Culture Fest 2009.  

Photo: Diane Mobbs 2009. 

 

 

 
Figure 36: Tokelauan male dancers greeting Aboriginal welcoming party on the beach during the 

2009 Culture Fest. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2009. 
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Figure 37: Tokelauan and Aboriginal dance performers meeting after the ceremonial  welcoming 

dance.  Photo: Diane Mobbs 2009. 
 

In keeping with the festival’s main agenda, the welcoming ceremony is a show of 

solidarity between the two groups, the Australian Indigenous people and Pacific Island 

migrants (see Figure 37). In a broader sense, the Welcoming Ceremony also represents 

the celebration and inclusion of all immigrant arrivals by the local Indigenous 

population into both the Townsville festival community and the broader Townsville 

community. After the ceremony has finished, the Pacific Islanders, including 

Tokelauans perform more dances on the small stage set up on the beach directly in front 

of the esplanade. 

Tokelauan performers  

 

The Welcoming Ceremony is just one of many cultural performances that the two 

Tokelau dance groups are involved with in the festival. The two groups, reflecting the 

split in the community mentioned previously, are the ‘Tokelau Townsville and 

Thuringowa Community Association,’ and the ‘Tokelau Islander Cultural Society of 

Townsville Incorporation.’ Both groups actively support the Cultural Fest each year. 

Some of the members of one group of around 60 members initially participated in the 

Cultural Fest in the 1990s. Altogether, this group has performed for over fifteen years, 

and their children have grown up to be an important part of the dance performances. 

Today, some of these young adults have children of their own, and they, also, are 

encouraged to learn the dances. Each dance troupe has its own name, and they choose 

different dances and songs as well as costume styles. On the whole, the Tokelau troupes 
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share the same basic aims of the festival organisers, and are eager to support the 

Cultural Fest through their continued participation. Both dance troupes are well 

established with the festival now, and the organisers are very appreciative of their 

ongoing support.  

 

It has not always been easy, though, for some Tokelauans to keep performing each year. 

While the festival organisers have embraced the support of the two Tokelau dance 

troupes, and the audience enjoys their dances, many Tokelauans who moved to 

Townsville since 2001 face financial hardship on a daily basis. Festivals, Picard and 

Robinson (2006:13) point out, are places ‘for the overt exhibition of political power in 

particular demonstrated by the practices of spectacle, play and gifting.’ As Picard and 

Robinson have observed in other festivals, the Townsville Cultural Fest can also be 

used as a platform to voice political concerns. The Cultural Fest provides Tokelauans 

the space in which to perform and showcase their identity. Yet, some Tokelauans have 

used it, at times, as a platform to voice political statements.  

 

One of these political statements voiced by a Tokelauan elder just prior to the 2008 

Cultural Fest concerned some social problems that some Tokelauans have experienced 

since migrating to Townsville. In an interview with the ‘Townsville Daily Bulletin’ on 

the 10th July 2008,61 that was intended to highlight their dance performances at the 

Cultural Fest, the then president of the Tokelau Townsville and Thuringowa 

Community Association made a statement during this interview about his concern that 

some Tokelauans who came to Townsville from 2001 onwards are not allowed to 

access many of the much needed welfare benefits. Under the 2001 Australian 

immigration guidelines, Polynesians who emigrate from New Zealand are allowed to 

stay in Australia to live and work, but, are excluded from accessing all welfare benefits. 

To stay here permanently, they must find regular work, and this is not always easy, 

particularly during the global economic crisis that began in Australia in 2008. This man 

stated that the people of Townsville really enjoy their dance performances, but do not 

know how they are suffering financially. Over the years, Townsville people have come 

to know the Tokelauans through their voluntary dance performances at various 

functions in the city including the Cultural Fest. 
                                                 
61 For more information on this article see the Townsville Daily Bulletin. ‘Stuck in limbo.’ 
http://www.townsvillebulletin.com.au/article 
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At a local level, the aim of the newspaper article was to put them in the public spotlight 

where people from the wider community would read about their plight. In Townsville, 

Tokelauans are well known through their public dance displays. Their emotional plea 

through local newspapers, however, would unlikely to affect changes at a government 

level. Despite this, it was important for Tokelauan migrants to inform the public in the 

local region of their plight. In addition to contacting the Townsville newspaper, 

Tokelauans have also sought legal advice regarding the access to welfare payments and 

residency issues. They were told by the Legal Aid Officer that other Pacific Island 

groups were also lobbying for change in this area, but this would not likely happen in 

the near future.  

Costumes and dance practices 

 

Costume making and dance practice begin well before the Cultural Fest and are held at 

local schools or local community halls in the Townsville District. As I explained in 

Chapter One, in both communities, making the dance costumes and headdresses and 

adornments worn over the costume skirts are completed by Tokelauan women. In 

Tokelauan society women and men have complementary roles (Huntsman and Hooper 

1996:49). In contrast to the dance costume making, dance preparation is the domain the 

older Tokelau males. Huntsman and Hooper (1996:49) concur, that in the islands, 

‘women are neither excluded from public affairs nor inconsequential as members of the 

village united.’ In fact, they argue, Tokelau women ‘have an essential complementary 

role to play whether in concert with their menfolk or as the ‘women of the village 

(Huntsman and Hooper 1996:49).62 

 

Besnier (1996:95) found similarities to the Tokelau complementarity social structure in 

Nukulaelae, an atoll of the Tuvalu Island Group whereby ‘leadership is enacted, at a 

very microscopic level...in the Women’s Council’ (Besnier 1996:95). This social 

structure, he maintains, may be ‘characteristic of [Pacific] atoll societies’ (Besnier 

1996:95). These Committees and Women’s Groups can be judged as either being 

considered ‘a peripheral or subordinate section of the polity’ or ‘a complementary half 

                                                 
62

Huntsman and Hooper (1996:49) add that Tokelauan belief system on gender explains why men are 
prominent in the planning and administration roles and women are usually seen on the ‘peripheries of 
village activity.’ 
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of the polity with distinctive spheres of activity, domains of concern and a separate 

authority structure’ (Besnier 1996:69). Both perspectives, Huntsman and Hooper (1996) 

maintain should be entertained as there is no one commonly belief or view held by 

Tokelauan women or men. However, the Islands’ Womens’ Groups have become an 

essential part of village life, and Women’s Groups are seen today in Tokelau migrant 

communities (Huntsman and Hooper 1996).  

 

The making of festival costumes is an essential part of festival preparation. Allan 

Thomas (1996:97), a researcher who undertook extensive research on Tokelau dance 

and song performances in New Zealand explains that costumes are ‘the visible sign of 

the unity of the dancing group.’ For the women, a new colour and pattern design is 

usually picked each year. Colourful skirts and t-shirts over which a grass skirt girdle is 

fixed around the waistline have replaced the fibre skirt that Burrows saw during his visit 

to the islands in the early twentieth century (Thomas 1996:99). Thomas comments that 

the replacement of cloth instead of the more traditional costumes made from palm 

fronds, pandanus and coconut leaves, kanava bark and fern, was heavily influenced by 

Samoans. However, the head and neck ornaments are much the same, and these are 

usually made from leaves or flowers, or at times, from plastic imitations. Men’s 

costumes are perhaps more consistent than the women’s apparel with the traditional 

style of a knee length grass malo
63 (worn over a pair of bike shorts) grass arm and ankle 

decorations and flower headdress and neck adornment. Overall, the dance costumes 

today are a combination of the old and the new and reveal the complementarity of the 

gender-based dances. 

 

The Tokelau community dedicate months of hard training towards ensuring a highly 

polished hiva (cultural dance performance). Getting together for dance practices 

mobilises those in the community who take an active role in the festive performance. 

During these practices there is a high attendance of young adults, teenagers and 

children. At these gatherings, they are able to learn more of the Tokelau language 

through the songs that accompany their dances. Learning the dances begins very early 

as often during the many intense practice sessions all children are encouraged to 

                                                 
63 Thomas (1996:100) an ethnomusicologist, explains that a malo is a fibre skirt attached at the waist 
with a woven band. This skirt is only worn by men.  
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participate. By the time the children become primary school age they know the song 

and dance routines and love to join in with the main dancers. 

 

 
Figure 38: Tokelau female youth dancers at the 2007 Townsville Cultural Festival. 

Photo: Diane Mobbs 2007. 

 

Taking part in the festival performances has a number of benefits. Most importantly, it 

encourages the youth to keep the language alive who, then, are able to pass on their 

cultural knowledge of the songs and dances to the next generation. Yet, dancing at the 

festival also gives Tokelauans a sense of place-making, belonging and of being part of 

the festival community and the Townsville community. It also provides them with a 

sense of identity building as Townsville Tokelauans. Figure 38 shows a group of female 

dancers who are from the Tokelau Townsville and Thuringowa Community 

Association, many of whom arrived in Townsville in the early 2000s. 

 

One of the questions on the survey form asked about the importance of maintaining the 

Tokelau dances. Ensuring that the Tokelau dances continue with future generations is 

paramount to the majority of Tokelauans living in Townsville. Some of the remarks 

made by the respondents in this survey question included: 

 

Yes, part of my culture.  

These are values that have to be known and carried on/ belonging. 
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I love and care who I am 

It is our culture. 

Good for children to learn dance and language. 

This is the only best ways of keeping our culture going. 

Very important to keep the dances alive. 

 

The 28 people surveyed responded that the dance performances remain a vital part of 

Tokelau culture. Most of these respondants, however, were mainly the first generation 

migrants. Their responses illustrated their wish that the Tokelauan dances be passed on 

to future generations. Although not included in this survey, when I asked the same 

questions to some of the younger Tokelauans, they responded with similar answers to 

their parents. One Tokelau woman remarked to me in an interview (16 July 2007) that: 

 

We love to show off our dancing – our culture. We put so much effort into 

our dancing. Everyone likes dancing, especially the young people. We 

practice and practice, and well, everyone likes dancing. If you mention 

dancing, that’s when you see all the Tokelau there. Otherwise if there was a 

meeting you only see the old people coming. 

 

It is also a way of keeping the language going. To dance well, they have to 

learn the Tokelau words. At home, if they don’t pick up the language now 

where would they learn the language? Dancing teaches them about Tokelau 

culture. It is important to keep the culture alive. It is a way of remembering 

old folk tales. But I don’t think that the dancing will ever disappear because 

we enjoy doing it. The dancing makes us happy; it is spiritual.   

 

The parents passed it down through the generations, and the kids will learn. 

Because we did not have any written word, you know, that’s how our stories 

were passed down. Today we still use the old songs, but also sing and dance 

to new ones. They are not all the old songs anymore. This is because on our 

island the old music is different to our dancing now. The language is 

different. I would not understand it if I heard it. Some of the songs are very 

old and I don’t know what the words mean. Probably my mum wouldn’t 
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know either. Nowadays, we use, you know, plain language, not the 

shortened words.  

 

For our dances, the language is easy because we just keep repeating the one 

song. And the hand movements; they tell a story, like the fishing songs. The 

festival is important to us, but it is a big effort, especially as it runs for five 

days now. The cultural dancing reinforces our culture as does our weaving. 

We have to maintain our dancing, or otherwise it will be gone. 

 

These words address the concerns and feelings of the Tokelau immigrants. Their 

dancing and language have remained the two essential features of their culture 

throughout their quest to seek a place to call home. Performing their dances is a kind of 

living memory of what life used to be in the homeland islands. Connerton (1989:4) 

argues that ‘images of the past and recollected knowledge of the past [that is, social 

memory]...are conveyed and sustained by (more of less ritual) performances.’ For 

Tokelauans, mnemonic images of their past lives in the islands come alive through the 

songs and dances, many of which portray ancient stories and myths. Tokelauan youth 

performers thoroughly enjoy dancing, and their passion and enthusiasm for dancing are 

most obvious at the Cultural Fest. When they are on stage the audience (including 

myself) is immediately drawn to their enjoyment and passion of the dance performance 

that is expressed openly on their features and in their dynamic dance movements. At the 

end of each dance, the audience shows its appreciation by cheering loudly and clapping, 

and as I have mentioned, the audience have consistently voted one of the Tokelau dance 

groups, the best overall performance of the festival. 

 

During my research, I observed and participated in many Tokelauan dance practices 

and festival dance performances. I found that dance practices are quite intense, serious 

sessions and are conducted by one of two dance leaders who have the knowledge of the 

songs and dances. Before the first practice, the dance and song routines that are to be 

used in the festival are picked by the elders. Their dances are fluid and dynamic and 

these characteristics are expressed through the actual performances and practices. At 

times, they may change their minds about some dances or the elders may add something 

different to them. At times if the young dancers do not know how to execute a dance 

sequence, an elder, who watches intently from the side of the hall, immediately stands 
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up and shows them how it is done. According to Allan Thomas (1996), the purpose of 

rehearsals is to ensure that everyone gains a full understanding of the song and dance 

routines, so that a well orchestrated uniformity is achieved. In Townsville, these 

practices continue until the elders are satisfied with their performances. 

 

As I have stated, these sessions are highly supported by Tokelau elders, the performers’ 

parents and relatives. Whenever I ask a young Tokelauan person if they like dancing, 

they always say yes, and that they genuinely participate in the performances because 

they enjoy it. Yet, according to one Tokelauan woman, some teenage Tokelauans do not 

always turn up at every practice session. One woman commented to me that her 

children seldom participate in the festival anymore. While the youth are not forced to 

go to practices, they are encouraged to do so by their parents. Thomas (1996:89) found 

that the motivation to attend practices varies depending upon the strength of enthusiasm 

shown by family. Thomas (1996:89) clarifies the Tokelauan way by pointing out that: 

 
In some parts of Polynesia this was called one’s “path” to the event; 
these “paths,” or the reasons for participating, are frequently kinship 
ties. For Tokelauans this is puikāiga, the family connections which 
bind individuals to the person or persons at the centre of the event. 
The active participation in groups has a fluidity about it as various 
options and obligations are exercised. 

 

This ‘fluidity’ that Thomas talks about is also a feature of Townsville Tokelauan 

practices. Like Thomas, I noticed that although there is always a core group who 

regularly attend practice meetings, others may come for some then drop out, or others 

may join in at various times. At a most basic level though, as Thomas (1996:89) found, 

the dance group is ‘primarily a community group’ effort in which Tokelauans mobilize 

themselves to ensure a successful public dance presentation.  

 

The Cultural Fest provides Tokelauans with an environment where they can practice 

their dances, but also it affords them the opportunity to offer their cultural dancing as a 

form of entertainment to others in the Townsville community. One elder related to me 

that the dances were a gift to be shared with others. (Interview 25 July 2007). Faumui, 

of the Tokelau Cultural Group, told me that they come back to dance at the festival each 

year because it gives them a chance to share their culture with the wider Townsville 

community. (Interview 28 July 2007). Faumui and his wife, along with his four brothers 
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and their wives and children formed the group after migrating from first the islands, 

then New Zealand and Sydney in the early 1990s. After they began to perform at the 

Townsville Cultural Fest, they included some new songs and dances about their new 

way of life in Townsville (see Figures 39 and 40). 

 
Figure 39: Tokelau dancers from the Townsville Tokelau Cultural Group performing at 

the 2010 Townsville Culture Fest. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2010.  

 

 
Figure 40: Tokelau dancers from the Townsville Tokelau Cultural. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2010. 

 

Cultural festivals can be described as ‘one of the many practices that humans evolve in 

the process of connecting with their places, making homes for themselves and carving 

out landscapes in their own likeness’ (Quinn 2000:228). Quinn’s description of cultural 

festivals aptly fits the relationship between migrants, like Tokelauans and Townsville 
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Culture Fest. The festival connects people from diverse cultural backgrounds and 

countries, bringing them together in a shared place to celebrate and share cultural 

differences. Festivals are also occasions that offer ‘possibilities’ to people (Picard and 

Robinson 2006:8). Within this environment, migrants can re-affirm their culture in a 

secure environment to practice a sense of belonging. Henry (1999:37) argues that ‘it is 

through the practice of place, through placing themselves, that people constitute 

themselves in terms of identity and difference.’  

 

Moreover, performers, Duffy (2000:63) contends, re-connect with other participants 

and organisers in the same place each year ‘to make claims of belonging.’ Being 

involved in the planning process and participating in the festival produces ‘a sense of 

connection to others that is always in the process of being actively achieved’ (Garbutt 

2009:84). Although there is an interval between each festival event in Townsville, the 

Cultural Fest is not a temporary state; planning continues in a never-ending cycle each 

year, as does the associated web of social connections among all festival performers, 

organizers and volunteer workers. These social connections help migrants become 

members of the local community. The process of migration turns full circle as new 

migrants to Townsville who participate in the Culture Fest acquire new memories and 

begin to re-capture the spirit of community membership, which, in turn, creates for 

them a feeling of place and belonging in Townsville. 

The fātele 

 

Performing their songs and dances (fātele) remains a crucial part of Tokelauan identity, 

and being part of the festival environment and dancing for the public encourages 

Tokelauans to hone their dancing skills. One Tokelauan woman stated in an interview 

that without the festival, there would be no reason to come together and practice our 

dances (interview 28 July 2007). Performing dance and song presentations each year at 

the Cultural Fest and taking active roles in the collaboration of some events have 

become for Tokelauans ritual performances of their cultural identity (Kaeppler 1988). 

Tokelauan songs and dances performed at the festival are a mixture of old and new, 

effectively inventing new acts for a contemporary cultural festival (Hobsbawn and 

Ranger, 1983) (see figures 41 and 42). See Appendix 2 for some dance and songs used 

by the Tokelauan dance troupe at the Sydney WYD ’08 and also at the Cultural Fests. 
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Figure 41: Tokelauan male dancers of the Tokelau Townsville Group at the 2010 Culture Fest.  

Photo: Diane Mobbs 2010. 

 

 
Figure 42: Tokelauan female dancers of the Tokelau Townsville Group at the 2010 Cultural Fest.  

Photo: Diane Mobbs 2010.  

 

In performing the fātele at the festival, Tokelauans have a strong sense of place there as 

performers combined with a strong sense of story and dance. Thomas (1996:80) notes 

that group dances, like Tokelauan dances, are found in many Pacific Islands and were 

introduced in the Tokelau Islands during the twentieth century. Burrows (1923) 

recognised the similarity of the Tokelau dances to those performed in the Ellis Islands 
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(Tuvalu) and to a Samoan dance. In his ethnology of the islands, Macgregor (1939) 

found that much of the ancient dance stock have been forgotten, due to missionary 

influence. In line with Burrows, Macgregor concurs that the structured line formation 

and accompanying song is a modern version of the earlier dance styles. According to 

Thomas (1996:xiii): 

 

The fātele is a vigorous form. Introduced early in the 20th Century and 
by now deeply known and loved by all Tokelauans the fatele is 
nevertheless adventurous – testing new imagery in dance and text, 
improvising vocal parts with consummate skill, responding to 
different events and audiences, and composing new repertoire at a 
remarkable pace. But interwoven in this fabric are features of the past 
which connect the society to its roots. This is a living tradition which 
is both old and new.  
 

Following Clifford Geertz’ work in Indonesia, Thomas describes the fātele as a 

metaphor for Tokelauan society, and sees it ‘as a “stage” for the acting out the 

paradoxes and drama of Tokelau concerns, and an ‘arena’ for the presentation of 

Tokelau ideology (Thomas 1996:xiii).’ Like the Balinese understanding of ‘Balinese 

experience,’ the Tokelauan performance is ‘a story they tell of themselves’ (Geertz 

1973:448). In the fātele, the dance begins slowly with an opening stanza that is 

‘repeated to an increased pitch and tempo.’64 At the same time the dancers sing in time 

to a pokihi (woodenbox) or sometimes an apa (tin container) which is situated behind 

the dancers and controlled by the pokihi players. The dance leader (takitakihiva) is in 

charge of the dance troupe (Thomas 1996:84).  

 

Thomas (1996:xiii) explains that the pokihi (box-drum) from behind the rows of 

dancers controls the accelerating tempo and mounting excitement which is the 

distinctive feature of the fātele dance. The plywood box-drum is at the centre of a small 

group of singers and instrumentalists who are also known as pokihi; the pokihi support 

and control the dance. The pokihi player controls the tempo of the dance which 

gradually increases. Furthermore, Thomas (1996:29) contends that it is not just the 

accelerated speed that is the objective of the dance; it is also the ‘release of excitement 

in the fātele, achieved by raising the pitch, increasing the volume, [and] greater 

emphasis within the dance’ performance.  
                                                 
64 Diversicare Queensland in conjunction with Tokelauan elders in Townsville provided a web-based 
Tokelauan cultural profile.  http://www.diversicare.com.au/wp-content/uploads/Tokelauan.pdf. 
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Within the performance structure, men and women dance separately in rows. At the end 

of each dance, the dancers in the front row move to the back and vice versa. The 

changeover is executed gracefully in time with the beat of the pokihi. Some dances 

begin with the front row of performers remaining seated while the one in the back rows, 

usually the males, dance standing up. Other dances, such as those used by the Tokelau 

Cultural Group at the festival are accompanied by canoe paddles (foe) that are used to 

mimic the rowing of canoes. Many of the dance styles that Thomas documented have 

not changed over the years, but new dances are added continually to the repertoire and 

are usually introduced during the practice sessions well before the festival.  

 

After each festival, videos of some of the dance performances are sent to family living 

overseas. Posting onto You Tube has also become a popular way of sharing the dance 

performance by the younger Tokelauans with family living across the diaspora. Sending 

videos is part of the ‘transnational culture’ that incorporates the social networking flow 

of ‘meanings and material objects’ that occur between multiple migrant communities 

(Schiller et al:1992:10). These videos are very well received. One of the comments 

posted onto You Tube in response to seeing a dance performed by Tokelau men at the 

Cultural Fest that tells a story of hunting turtles in the deep ocean surrounding the 

Tokelau Islands states: Well done my fellow Tokelauans, a pleasure to watch. E tutu 

tauanoa na moge,i tautou tuku,haha. Simply "AWESOME."  These videos have now 

become part of a library of videos taken of dance performances by Tokelauans living in 

the different diasporic communities. 

Planning and preparation 

 

The Tokelau community group leaders take an active role in the planning and 

preparation stage of some of the events through collaboration with other cultural group 

leaders and the Festival’s main organiser. According to the Tokelauan leaders, while the 

event organiser, Farvardin Daliri is responsible for much of the planning and direction 

of the overall event, he consults cultural groups before implementing any new concepts. 

The event organisers give cultural group leaders certain licence to structure their own 

showcases. All those involved in the organisation and production of the festive events 

attend meetings at least two months prior to the festival to discuss and provide new 

ideas for the staging of certain festival events. For example, the Tokelauans decide on 



208 

their own dance and song repertoire and costumes, as well as how they will approach 

the welcoming re-enactment on the beach, and what merchandise and produce they will 

sell and for what price at their stall which is situated amongst other cultural stalls in a 

specific area located behind the main festival tent. This area is called the Global 

Village. 

 

To help offset some of their financial expenditures such as dance costumes, each year 

Government agencies offer prospective performers financial grants. Even though 

Tokelau women make all the costumes, the community relies on these grants to buy 

new costume material and T-shirts. In 2007, the largest Tokelau dance group received a 

State Government grant of around $2000. The community complete grant proposals 

months before the festival, so that there is ample time to receive the funds, and to make 

the costumes. The community must ensure that the money spent is fully justified; 

otherwise, the Tokelauans must hand back any unspent funds to the grant organisers. 

Without these grants, the Tokelau community would struggle to buy the necessary 

fabric, as the dance groups usually consist of a large contingent of some forty or more 

men, women and children.  

 

The only other financial aid offered to the performers comes in the form of prize 

money. The festival organisers offer prizes each year to the best performance voted by 

the public. Initially, prizes consisted of gifts such as paintings. However, in 2008, one 

of the Tokelauan dancing troupes who won best performance group over four 

consecutive years, received $800 for first prize. Any prize money that the troupe wins 

goes towards the building of a Tokelau community hall in Townsville. 

The Global Village 

 

Like other cultural groups, the Tokelauan community collaborated with the festival 

organisers to establish the Global Village. The Global Village was set up as a way for 

the public to meet and interact with the artists to learn more about the cultural aspects 

of migrant groups and, to provide much needed revenue to meet the growing expenses 

incurred in the production of such a large festival. Smith and Forest (2006:146) found, 

the ‘commercialisation and commoditisation of local culture and the drift from socio-

cultural objectives toward economic imperatives’ is one strategy to manage the rising 
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costs of a modern cultural festival. Over the five festival days, each stallholder is 

charged a small fee for the use of the Global Village stalls. At the 2007, 2008 and 2009 

festivals that I visited, I noticed that there were numerous island-style huts made of 

thatch and grass which were placed strategically around the peripheral edge of the 

Global Village grounds. These small individual huts are designed to provide the feeling 

and setting of a typical Pacific Island village. They are manned by a different cultural 

group who decorates it in their individual cultural decor. During each day and night of 

the festival, the huts display diverse arrays of arts, crafts and produce that are for sale to 

the general public.  

 

Apart from receiving a small amount of financial assistance through festival grants, the 

sale of goods is the only avenue that Tokelauans and other cultural groups have to raise 

money at the festival. Tokelauans and other stallholders grasp the chance to earn extra 

funds by selling produce and other wares throughout the five festival days and nights. 

Goods range from coconuts, hats and brooms to hand crafted wooden objects. In 2007, 

the Tokelau community raised $3000 from the sale of their produce and merchandise at 

the festival. The proceeds from the sale of goods at the Tokelau stall are saved for the 

future building of a community hall. Goods that were sold included coconuts which the 

Tokelau men collected the week before from the Townsville region, Tokelau crafted 

island style hats, brooms and hand crafted wooden objects. Overall, the Global Village 

is a welcome addition to the Cultural Fest’s attractions, as it allows the public to meet 

and interact with the artists and to learn more about the cultural aspects of each migrant 

group. 
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Figure 43: Tokelau stall at the 2009 Cultural Festival. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2009. 

 

The Global Village is by its very nature, a community within the large festival 

community (see Figure 43). All stall holders share similar migration experiences and re-

settlement issues. As the festival is of a temporary nature, the Global Village is a 

temporary community that comes together annually, and as such, members of this 

community are bonded together to form a sense of communitas (Turner 1982) through 

their shared values, shared migrant background, knowledge and festival activities. 

Rather than being based on shifting locations and temporality, this global community 

reforms yearly in the same place and time, and, for most festivals, with the same people 

(although the flow of people, new and old fluctuates). This cyclical event emits a sense 

of permanency and belonging for those who return year after year. The place that this 

global community relates to and shares a sense of identity with during and after the 

cultural fest is the whole of the Townsville region and community, not simply within 

the confines of the Global Village itself.  

Conclusion  

 

The aim of this chapter has been to explore the relationship between festivals and 

migrants. In particular, the chapter has argued that through participation in festivals, 

migrants acquire a local sense of belonging and sense of place. The Townsville Cultural 

Fest provides a setting for meaningful social activity where cultural diversity is 
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celebrated and reaffirmed, and where the mainstream Australian public can engage with 

and learn about people from culturally diverse backgrounds. Known locally as the 

annual global party,65 the Cultural Fest has grown over the years, and is now one of 

Townsville’s main tourist features, attracting locals and spectators, many of whom 

return every year. Townsville people witness a combined display of rich spectacle of 

artistic performances, craft, and fine food.  

 

The Festival has ostensibly achieved the Queensland Government’s strategy of 

promoting a sense of belonging and social inclusion in the migrant population. While 

the festival organisers bring in outside acts to attract a larger audience, the festival’s 

backbone are the migrant settlers, such as the Tokelau people, who return steadfastly 

each year to support the festival and to showcase their culture to the public and to 

family and friends across the diaspora through transnational activities of sending of 

videos and posting performances onto You Tube. As a result, the festive ‘culturescape’ 

emits a sense of permanency of place, and migrants who have put down their roots in 

the Townsville district have gained a sense of belonging and inclusion in the broader 

community.  

                                                 
65  2010 Cultural Fest Booklet. 
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Chapter 7.  Constructing Transnational pathways 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter explores the ways in which Townsville Tokelauans maintain strong social 

networks with kin living in Australia, New Zealand and the Tokelau Islands. Today, 

pathways crisscross the three main regions of settlement places, and because of the 

growing complexity of transnational networks, relatives keep in contact with one 

another through different means of communication. Keeping in touch with family in the 

diaspora strengthens the feelings of belonging to these multiple Tokelauan 

communities. Transnationalism, thus, forms the warp and the weft of the fabric of 

Tokelauan lives.66 Townsville Tokelauans also make periodic return trips to visit 

relatives living in Australia, New Zealand and the Tokelau Islands, and they, in turn, 

receive sojourn visits from extended family members. These trips often coincide with 

special social events. Some of the older Tokelauan migrants who have not made return 

visits to the Tokelau Islands since their initial departure hold onto nostalgic thoughts of 

going back one day. They also encourage their children to visit family members living 

in other places. As part of their ongoing interest in global family affairs, Townsville 

Tokelauans actively engage in the politics of the Tokelau Islands, and some families 

continue to be involved in remittance practices.  

 

Tokelauan cultural identity is formed and maintained through their experiences and 

memories of life in the homeland islands and in New Zealand Tokelau communities. A 

sense of who they are now as Townsville Tokelauans is directly related to the frequent 

and sustained communication with other Tokelau communities in Australia and New 

Zealand. To illuminate some of their transnational activities in Townsville, I draw on 

some ethnographic research on two social events that I attended during my fieldwork. 

Data collected through structured surveys completed by participants in Townsville 

between the period of 2008 and 2009 and some informal interviews will also be 

                                                 
66 This phrase was adapted from Glick Schiller, Basch and Szanton Blanc (1995) where they talk about 
the warp and the woof as being the interwoven theme of transnational ties. 
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examined. This data focuses on return migration, remittance practice and the use of 

virtual communication.  

 

The first social event that I analyse, took place in New Zealand where my informant 

spent the 2008 Christmas holidays with her extended family in the Tokelau community 

of Naenae in the Lower Hutt District, near Wellington. Her visit coincided with the 

tombstone unveiling ceremony of her deceased father that was also attended by other 

family members from Australia, New Zealand and the Tokelau Islands. The second 

social event was held in Townsville to honour a visit by the three Mayors of the 

Tokelau Islands. The annually elected Mayors visit Townsville and other Tokelau 

communities in cities throughout Australia every year. Taking part in transnational 

activities such as these, I argue, creates, what Vertovec (2006:19) calls a ‘diversity of 

attachments and belonging...to people, places and traditions outside of the containing 

limits of nation-state residence.’  

Maintaining ties to Tokelau 

 

Transnational activities are a critical feature of the diasporic formation activities of the 

Townsville Tokelauans. Maintaining ties to family living in global communities was 

recognised in the 1990s by social researchers like Nina Glick Schiller, Linda Basch and 

Cristina Szanton Blanc (1992, 1995). These researchers defined transnational migration 

in their ground-breaking research as ‘the process by which immigrants forge and sustain 

simultaneous multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin 

and settlement’ (Schiller et al 1995:48). As transmigrants, Tokelauans retain a strong 

feeling of belonging to family living in different communities. How they discern 

themselves as Tokelauans today is based on the knowledge that they are all related and, 

regardless of where they have re-settled, within the Tokelau psyche there remains a 

deep sense of commitment and obligation to kinfolk across the diaspora that transcends 

time and place. 

 

Valerie Green (1998:233) found in her research on Tokelauan migrants in New Zealand 

that Tokelauan kāiga (family) ‘networks revealed the extent to which Tokelauans had 

migrated around the world.’ She adds that Tokelauans living in Rotorua confirmed that 

kāiga who resided there maintained kinship ties with Tokelauans in Western Samoa 
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(now Samoa). These residents of Rotorua also ‘had brothers and sisters in Australia and 

the United States, cousins in Hawaii and American Samoa, and other kin in the South 

Pacific  [islands] such as Cook Islands and Tuvalu’ (Green 1998:233).   

 

In Townsville, Townsville Tokelauans keep in contact with family members living 

elsewhere through a number of ways. The older Tokelauans prefer to contact their 

relations via the telephone and letters, while the young generation use email Twitter, 

Facebook, phone texting and You Tube. As we have seen in Chapter Six, Townsville 

Tokelauans post videos of their dance performances onto You Tube. Tokelauan 

weddings are also put onto You Tube for other family members across the diaspora to 

enjoy. Similarly, in the Australian Tongan community, young Tongans want to ‘feel 

that they “belong” as Tongans living in a global community, and … they fully embrace 

the internet and You Tube as a way of achieving this sense of belonging’ (Lee 

2003:239). Apart from You Tube, there are many Tokelauan sites found on the web 

pages. Significantly, the Government of Tokelau recently launched its official website 

at http://www.tokelau.org.nz/. This website provides a comprehensive list of 

information concerning the local Tokelauan culture and language as well as the latest 

government bulletin updates. Other websites are dedicated to tourism in the Tokelau 

Islands, for example, http://www.sitesworld.com/Tokelau/. These web sites help to keep 

Townsville Tokelauans connected with people and remain informed about current 

activities occurring in other communities. 

Keeping in contact 

 

Among the Tokelauans in Townsville, Filo is married with two children, and he also 

has two adult children from a previous marriage. His adult children, their mother and 

her partner also live in Townsville. Filo and his family moved to Townsville in 2002. 

He still keeps in contact with family in the Tokelau Islands and New Zealand through 

email and telephone. In return, he and his family receive emails and letters from family 

living overseas regularly, which effectively keeps them informed of events occurring in 

both overseas places.  

 

Filo is a hardworking leader in the Townsville Tokelau community. He is also 

extremely dedicated to keeping family ties connected throughout the diasporic 
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communities. During his life overseas, Filo held a high position on the Tokelau Islands 

and in New Zealand as this interview taken in August 2007 shows: 

 

I was a director of public works. I was in charge of the power 

and the water utilities in the infrastructure. I had a workforce of 

95 technical people. 

 

Because of the job I had work in New Zealand.  I had to visit the 

Minister of Foreign Affairs. I used to do some works, co-

ordinating, placing orders, co-ordinating, importing materials 

from New Zealand. transport. Our orders came from New 

Zealand.  

 

I grew up in the islands.  Back in the islands, I miss them very 

much.  I was so involved in the community events in the island, 

not only the dancing, the work itself, the traditional work itself.  

I even build the first ever traditional Tokelauan house in the 

island. 

 

Here, Filo reveals his dedicated commitment to family overseas and his genuine love 

for the Tokelau Islands. He was very involved with his job servicing the islands, and 

was also deeply involved in the islands’ cultural events. In her work on Tongan 

migrants in Australia, Lee (2003:83) found that ‘older Tongans are the most obviously 

“transnational”...actively working to maintain the ties between their dispersed family 

members.’ ‘Younger people, Lee (2003:83) adds, are the least likely to have frequent or 

regular contact with family in Tonga, and many have no contact’ (Lee 2003:83). While 

a similar situation can be found among Townsville Tokelauans, I also found that many 

of the second generation are keen to keep in touch with family abroad as the following 

interview shows. 

 

Tefono, a twenty year old, who grew up in New Zealand and later moved to Australia 

with his mother, is an example of a Tokelauan youth who is interested in keeping in 

touch with family overseas and in Australia. In an interview (12 August 2010) Tefono 

mentioned that: 

 

If you have family, no matter where, especially brothers and 

sisters, it is always important to keep ties and I think that just 

falls on the Christian side of things. Just maintaining that 

friendship and connection and making sure that you know what 

is happening and be involved in each other’s lives. So I think 
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that is why everyone knows what is happening. Like, if 

something is happening in New Zealand, within a couple of 

hours, if not a day, it has already reached Townsville and 

everybody knows what has happened. You know.  

 

I guess that news comes from phone calls, internet and most 

people have Facebook. Word gets around pretty fast. When my 

sister was visiting family in the Tokelau Islands, she used the 

internet and was on Facebook, talking to family in New 

Zealand, and to some of the kids in Townsville.  

 

In this interview, Tefono talks about the importance of maintaining family and 

friendship ties with those living in other communities. He mentions how his sister used 

Facebook and the internet to keep in touch with family and friends in both New Zealand 

and Townsville while on a visit to the islands. Social networking, as this interview 

reveals, is not centred on the social capital theory, as mentioned in Chapter Three, 

where initially migrants form social networks by drawing on ‘social ties to relatives and 

friend who have migrated before...’ (Massey et al 2005:43), but, is part of transnational 

theory that focuses on how migrants continue to maintain ‘multiple relations’ with 

family and friends across borders after they have migrated (Schiller et al 1992:1). I 

suggest that by maintaining close contact with family members in both countries and 

encouraging their children to also make contact with their extended family, particularly 

second generation cousins, and to visit these families abroad can ensure that these ties, 

although weaker, will continue with future generations.  

 

Faumui and his siblings are second generation Tokelauans who now reside in 

Townsville with their mother and step father. This case study is important in that it 

reveals that the children and the initial migrants are interested in continuing to nurture 

the social ties initially set up and maintained by their parents since their migration to 

Townsville in the early 1990s. 

 

In addition to these two interviews, a survey was undertaken with a group of thirty 

Townsville Tokelauan participants during my fieldwork to show how often Townsville 

Tokelauans communication with family abroad. The survey gave a clear indication of 

how many people are keeping in contact with family abroad. Out of the thirty people 

who participated in the research survey, twenty-seven said that they mostly used the 

telephone to contact family members elsewhere. Three of these people also used email 
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and wrote letters; and four people used the phone and letters. The total number of 

people using email was seven, ten preferred to communicate by letter, and three ticked 

the ‘other ’column, one commenting that he/she preferred to visit family members. 

Returning to Tokelau 

 

           
Figure 44: Falefa, Nukunonu      Figure 45: Nukunonu Resort.  

 

         
Figure 46: Fakaofo.       Figure 47: Atafu at sunset. 

Source : The New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade: Tokelau Photo Gallery. 

http://www.mfat.govt.nz/Photo-galleries/Tokelau-gallery/index.php 

 

Unlike the forms of communication discussed above, return visits to the Tokelauan 

Islands are not as accessible or sought after by everyone in the local community (see 

Figures 44, 45, 46, 47). For instance, although some Townsville Tokelauan migrants 

who left the islands in their youth maintain strong emotional ties to their homeland 

islands, they do not always get a chance to visit the islands. On the other hand, the 

children of these first settlers were either born or spent the majority of their childhood 

and/or teenage years in New Zealand. The Tokelau Islands are seen by the youth as a 

utopian place of belonging that is experienced vicariously through their parents’ 
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memories, narratives and return visits. Nostalgic yearnings or homeland attachment are 

centred on their ‘sea of islands’67 and their extended family living there.  

 

Drawing on Turner’s (1978) notion of pilgrimage as a type of ritual process, Loretta 

Baldassar (2001) analysed the relationship between the migrant diaspora and the 

homeland, and she discovered that it was the second generation migrants who were 

most eager to make the journey back to their parents’ homeland. She argues that 

‘members of the second generation see their visits as transformative, as important to 

their sense of ethnic identity’ (Baldassar 2001:210). Similarly, both the young and older 

Tokelauans have their own reasons for wanting to visit the island homelands and the 

yearning to go back is interwoven with their cultural identity and attachment to what 

they describe as ‘the Tokelauan way.’  

 

Baldassar (2001:71) posits that the first generation Italian ‘immigrants remain 

“attached” to their homeland and that they still identify with being part of that place for 

decades after living in Australia.’ Yi-Fu Tuan (1979:149) argues that within the human 

mind there is a very strong sense of homeland attachment, and that ‘human groups 

nearly everywhere tend to regard their own homeland as the center of the world.’ For 

Tokelauan migrants, the islands are viewed as their centre of the universe. 

 

Yet, Tuan (1979:150) adds, humans are extremely resilient and have the ability to 

adjust to new ‘circumstances’ and places. From years of out migration Tokelauans have 

adapted to a changing landscape, and rather than abandoning where they have come 

from, they establish new pathways that link people and places. Their ability to re-

configure a sense of place and identity has also been noted in Samoan migration. Gough 

(2006:32) stresses that ‘Samoans have always gained a sense of place through their 

ability to form new pathways, ‘that connect and reconnect themselves to place...’ Like 

Samoan migrants, Tokelauans have created and maintain an ‘enduring’ Tokelauan 

identity and sense of ‘Tokelauanness’ throughout the migrant communities.68 It is this 

sense of being Tokelauan, combined with a natural curiosity and fuelled by stories of 

life in the islands that spur many young Tokelauans to see and experience their parents’ 
                                                 
67 This phrase is borrowed from Epeli Hau’ ofa’s (1994) article, ‘Our sea of islands.’ 
68

 I have adopted this phrase from Gough (2006:32) who argues that Samoans have an ‘enduring 
Samoan identity both in Samoa and amongst its diasporic communities,’ and an ‘enduring sense of 
‘Samoanness.’ 
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place of origin. It is by experiencing the pilgrimage to the islands, and spending time 

with family there that second generation Tokelauan migrants’ identities are 

strengthened, as is their sense of communal belonging to each Tokelauan place.  

 

Because of their geographical remoteness, however, the journey from Australia to the 

Tokelau Islands is not an easy one. Firstly it is time consuming, and secondly, it is a 

costly venture. There are basically two routes that people from Townsville may go. 

Tokelauans may catch a direct flight to Apia in Samoa via Brisbane or Sydney or they 

may fly to Samoa via New Zealand. From Apia, visitors board the ship, the MV 

Tokelau or the Lady Naomi, two passenger and cargo ships that, although very old and 

in need of constant repairs and maintence, are capable of carrying 65 people at one 

time. From Apia, the ships visit the three Tokelau Islands.69 

One Tokelau woman living in Townsville told me that the only way to avoid sea 

sickness was to lie down flat on the deck, and this is only possible if the ship is not 

carrying too many passengers. Regardless of the risk involved, people from Townsville, 

as my research shows are prepared to make the long and sometimes hazardous journey 

to visit their extended family living there.  

 

In normal conditions, the ship takes 27 hours to reach Fakaofo, the most southern and 

closest island to Samoa. Once passengers disembark and the cargo is unloaded, the ship 

travels a further three and a half hours to Nukunonu, and then another 6 hours to Atafu, 

the most northern island atoll. In total, the journey around the three islands and back to 

Apia may take 6 to 11 days ‘depending on inter-atoll and national activities or training 

and consultation requirements.’70 

 

Upon arrival at each island atoll, passengers disembark into a small launch which takes 

them through a man-made gap in the reef. The ferry returns to the islands to pick up 

passengers every two weeks. According to my informant, the Tokelau Islands are not 

set up for tourists, although there is a guesthouse, the Luanaliki, in Nukunonu. 

                                                 
69 Tokelau Department of Transport and Support Services. http://www.tokelau.org.nz 
70 Tokelau Department of Transport and Support Services. http://www.tokelau.org.nz 
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Arrangements for alternative accommodation on the other two atolls are usually 

acquired through a private arrangement with a family.71 

 

Notwithstanding the difficult journey back to the Tokelau Island homelands, 

Tokelauans return at varying times and for various reasons. ‘Going back’ (home), 

Loretta Baldassar (2001:3) argues, ‘is a secular pilgrimage of enormous importance for 

migrants, particularly, for the first generation, for whom the return is to their place of 

birth.’ The elders that I interviewed spoke of their desire to visit the islands at some 

stage. While visiting relatives remains the main reason for the visits, they also express a 

yearning to see the beautiful islands and to take part in cultural pursuits such as dances 

and fishing; two pastimes that Tokelauans continue to enjoy in Townsville. There were 

only one or two families who said that they would like to return to the islands 

permanently when they retire. Another family returned permanently during my field 

work period. Returning to the islands on a permanent basis entails leaving some of their 

adult children and grandchildren behind in Townsville.  

 

Other Tokelauan migrants talk of visiting the islands before they get too old. One man 

told me that he had not been back to the islands for over forty years, and that he wished 

to return before he reached sixty. The main reason that he has not visited the islands is 

because he has a large family and he has to work to support them. His four other 

brothers, expressed the same wish. All of the brothers left the islands when they around 

the age of fourteen to live and work in New Zealand and most of them have returned 

since. Faumui told me that he would like his son to go to the islands in order to find a 

Tokelauan bride. He also remarked that one day I would love to go back to the islands. 

(Interview August 2008). The brothers have fond memories of life in the islands and 

love to reminisce about their early years growing up there. However, the brothers said 

that as they have families living in Townsville to look after, first and foremost, visiting 

Tokelau was low on their list of priorities. Yet they are still hopeful that they will return 

to the islands some day.  

 

One Tokelau woman also left the islands at fourteen to stay with relatives living in New 

Zealand so that she could attend secondary school in New Zealand. She finally went 

                                                 
71 Tokelau Department of Transport and Support Services.  http://www.tokelau.org.nz 
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back to visit her brother and other relatives on Nukunonu where she was born during 

the Christmas holidays in 2010, after a break of some thirty-four years. Another woman 

returns regularly to the islands where she still owns land.  

 

The Christmas holidays are a popular time for Tokelauans to visit the islands. One 

explanation is that many Tokelauans in Townsville are employed at the local meat 

works. This industry shuts down for around six to eight weeks beginning in December 

and workers are stood down during this period. Tokelauans living in Townsville take 

advantage of this break to visit their relatives living in other communities, even though 

the stand down means that they suffer financial loss during this time.  

 

One woman told me that the reason she goes back regularly at Christmas time is that 

there are many celebrations and social events in Tokelau during this period. My 

informant told me that visits to the islands during the year when there are no 

community celebrations is quite boring as there is little to do. However, she was quick 

to point out that it is good living in the islands except that education for their children is 

limited. This woman mentioned that while December is the cyclone season and the 

Tokelau Islands are extremely vulnerable to them during the summer months, this does 

not deter most people from returning to the islands. She added that although she goes 

home regularly to visit her family, she now regards Townsville as her home. (Interview  

September 2008) 

 

Another Tokelauan woman, a mother of four children commented to me during our 

conversation that she was planning to go back but not to stay there. Later on at the end 

of my fieldwork, I heard that she had indeed gone back to visit her family in the 

Tokelau Islands. If I mentioned that I had not seen a certain person for a while at one of 

the many Tokelauan gatherings that I attended during my fieldwork, I would be told 

that person had returned to the islands or New Zealand to visit family. (Interview 

September 2008) 

 

Aside from travelling back to other Tokelau communities in Australia and abroad, 

parents actively encourage their children to travel to the islands during the Christmas 

holidays. It is their greatest desire that their children experience their ancestral home. 
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Parents or other adult family members accompany the younger children while young 

adults and teenagers may choose to make the journey alone or with relatives.  

 

Naomi, a young teenager who had just finished grade 12 went to the islands 

accompanied by one of her close family members after she had finished her Grade 

twelve exams in December 2009. She said that she had been looking forward to 

this trip for a long time. To pay for the trip, this young girl worked after school at 

a local shopping centre. Money that she saved from working there was 

supplemented with money raised through a fund raising social. Naomi stayed with 

family who live on Nukunonu and Atafu. Her mother’s family comes from 

Nukunonu while her father’s family is from Atafu. In an interview her brother 

Faumui stated that, when my Mom’s brothers found out that she was there, they 

wanted her to stay in Nukunonu. But, because she went over with my Dad’s side, 

she had to stay with them. They just wanted to spoil her. She had lots of fun, and 

she did not want to come back. (Interview 10 September 2010)  

 

Tefono, Naomi’s twenty year old brother, wanted to go to the islands with the express 

desire to visit relatives and to learn the Tokelauan language and other cultural aspects. 

However, as he had just finished university where he studied law, was in the Australian 

Reserve Army and was looking for full time employment in Townsville he has had to 

postpone his visit to a later date. 

 

One participant stated in the the survey that he visits the Tokelau Islands every two 

years; another wrote that he had never been back to Tokelau since leaving the islands. 

However this person has taken his children back to the islands four times in the past 

seven years. One person wrote that she returns occasionally to both New Zealand and 

the islands. 

 

Although there are many different reasons for returning or not returning to the islands 

or New Zealand, the research survey showed that over 50% rarely return.  However, it 

must be noted that this survey was undertaken with mature-aged Tokelauan migrants, 

and, therefore does not represent the younger generation, many of whom do visit 
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family in New Zealand from time to time, and express a desire to visit the homeland 

islands at some point in their lives as the above case studies illustrate.  

 

The amount of time that the visitors stay varies from person to person depending on the 

reason for the visit. One family, a young Tokelauan man, his Australian wife and their 

young baby stayed in the islands for around six months. Unlike some other return 

visitors, this couple incorporated a holiday on the islands with work. Prior to their 

travel overseas, the young woman, a teacher, made arrangements with the Education 

Department in New Zealand to teach in one of the Tokelau Island primary schools. In 

contrast to Australian Tongans who go back to the islands to work sometimes and to 

attend school there (Lee 2003). Australian Tokelauans usually journey to the islands to 

visit family and perhaps to help them in their daily activities. Tokelauan visitors do not 

return to the islands specifically to find paid work. This is because paid employment in 

the islands is limited, and, therefore, work is carefully shared amongst the inhabitants 

who live there permanently. In this way, everyone of working age gets a chance to earn 

money.  

 

More often than not, members of the younger generation who visit the islands, do so, in 

the hope of learning the ‘real’ Tokelauan culture and lifestyle. Journeying on a quest to 

find the true ‘culture’ and way of life is also aspired by second generation Tongans 

(Lee 2009:45). Like second generation Tokelauans, Australian Tongans know some 

aspects of their culture, and desire to know more. Townsville Tokelauans that I 

interviewed believe that the authentic Tokelauan culture is practiced only in the 

Tokelau Islands. Learning the Tokelauan language and the dances and songs were cited 

as the two most important part of the culture that they wished to learn.  

 

Going back often stimulates a desire for other Tokelauans to emigrate to Townsville. 

When people from Townsville describe the Townsville’s attractions and its climatic 

similarities to the Tokelau Islands to family members, some decide to move to 

Townsville. For instance, one woman stated that we tell them what it is like here, and 

they want to come. I met one family who came direct from the islands to visit family 

members living in Townsville. They stayed in Townsville for a few months before 

returning to the islands. Later I found out that they had returned to Townsville with the 

hope of staying permanently.   
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Visiting other Tokelauan communities 

 

Some Townsville Tokelauans return to New Zealand periodically to visit family and 

friends. For others, returning to New Zealand is harder to accomplish because of their 

work and family commitments. Townsville Tokelauans make return trips to family 

living in New Zealand, Sydney and the Tokelau Islands for a number of reasons. When 

visits are planned, they usually coincide with special social functions like weddings, 

funerals and other major community events. Visitors always stay with family members. 

At times when finances permit, children and teenagers accompany their parents or a 

close relative. While some go back for special family occasions or to spend holidays 

with their close kinfolk, others may decide to move back to New Zealand or Sydney 

permanently. This situation occurred while I was working at the Townsville 

Multicultural Support Group (TMSG). A Tokelauan employee of TMSG returned to 

relatives living in a New Zealand community to spend the Christmas break with them. 

When I enquired to staff at TMSG when this woman was due back to work, they replied 

that she and her family were not coming back because they had decided to stay in New 

Zealand so that they could be near their family.  

 

As in the islands, December is a popular time for visiting relatives living in other 

Australian communities and New Zealand. Others travel to different communities 

during the year to attend weddings. For instance, in 2010, an informant and her son’s 

girlfriend travelled to Sydney for her nephew’s wedding. This young Tokelauan man 

has lived in Sydney for quite a few years. His father, my informant’s brother and his 

wife live in New Zealand and they travelled to Sydney for the wedding. People from 

distant communities also travel to Townsville to attend family weddings. Although 

weddings are regularly attended by family members living elsewhere, other life cycle 

events such as christenings, funerals, wakes and tombstone unveiling ceremonies are 

also attended by people from the diasporic communities. 

 

Unveiling ceremony  

 

Tombstone unveiling ceremonies such as the one that I describe below are untaken by 

close families of the deceased. In the Tokelau Islands, New Zealand and Australia, 

tombstone unveiling ceremonies are usually held approximately one year after the death 
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of a family member. I was told by a Tokelau woman that originally there were no 

formal tombstone unveiling ceremonies held in the Tokelau Islands. However, some 

form of celebration was conducted on the first anniversary of the passing of the 

deceased person. A more formal tombstone unveiling ceremony began in the islands 

some seven years ago. (Interview 13 September 2012)  

 

Jeremy Beckett (1987:1) claims that in the Torres Strait Islands, the tombstone 

‘opening’ or ‘unveiling’ ceremony ‘marks the end of mourning.’ The ceremony gives 

people the chance to say a final farewell to the deceased person before getting on with 

‘the business of living.’ The intermittent time allows for family to save for a suitable 

gravestone and for the feast that is held afterwards to honour the deceased and to mark 

the deceased ‘final transition’ (Sinclair 1996:231). In her research on Maori culture, 

Sinclair (1996:231) states that ‘the completion of the mourning sequence comes a year 

or so later when the close kin of the deceased unveil a gravestone at the local cemetery.’ 

An example of this ritual procedure in Tokelau society occurred in December 2008, 

Hina, her eldest son and his partner scheduled their visit to New Zealand for an 

unveiling ceremony held in honour of her deceased father. The time lapse, according to 

Hina, also gives the body time to settle. It also gives the family time to organise for the 

ceremony, and to raise money to pay for the large feast offered at the formal gathering 

held after the ceremony. 

 

Moreover, Hina explained to me that it allows time for the immediate family to organise 

the event and to raise money for the trip to New Zealand (interview 10 December 2008). 

In consideration of those who wanted to spend some time with family, this particular 

ceremony was held in December, two days after Christmas instead of June which would 

have been exactly twelve months from Hina’s father’s death. The most recent unveiling 

ceremony was held in Townsville in September 2012, just one year after the accidental 

death of a teenage Tokelauan boy in the city. Family members of the deceased boy 

travelled from New Zealand to attend the unveiling ceremony. 

 

The protocols of these mourning ceremonies have been influenced largely by European 

burial rituals. In pre-colonial times, according to Salmon (1975:193): 
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..the body was buried for a period, then exhumed, and the bones were 
scraped and coated with a red ochre. A second mourning ceremony 
was held before the bones where finally hidden away...With contact 
this custom was discarded, and Maori people began to erect grave 
stones over their dead instead. The unveiling ceremony is not as a rule 
used by Europeans in New Zealand...and it seems in this case, 
elements of European ceremonial have been transformed during the 
period of contact into a peculiarly Maori event. 

 

After immigrating to New Zealand, Tokelauans adapted the contemporary version of 

the tombstone unveiling ceremony practiced by the New Zealand Maori.  

 

In Chapter One of this thesis I began with a short introductory description of a 

tombstone unveiling ceremony in New Zealand to which a Townsville Tokelau woman, 

Hina, had invited me to. I continue here with the ethnographic account of this event, 

which ultimately evidences the active transnational ties among Tokelau diasporic 

communities. My husband and I arrived at the Tokelau community hall in Naenae just 

prior to the unveiling ceremony (see Figures 48 and 49).  

  
Figure 48: Tokelau community hall in Naenae.  Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 
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Figure 49: Tokelau hall. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

After greeting Hina, she decided that she would come with us in our rented Toyota 

Corolla so that she could guide us personally to the local cemetery. As it turned out, the 

cemetery was only about one kilometre from the community hall, and it only took about 

five minutes to drive there. When we arrived, I noticed that a large crowd of Tokelau 

people were already at the cemetery, crowded around Hina’s father’s grave site. Others 

arrived at the same time we did. Some were crowded around the grave site, while others 

were standing huddled together slightly further away, quietly talking. Even though it 

was summer, the air was very cold out in the open field, and just before we arrived at 

the cemetery a seeping misty rain began to fall, further enhancing the chilliness of the 

morning air. Everyone in attendance wore either warm winter jumpers or thick sheep 

skin padded parkas, and all had their umbrellas up to protect them from the rain. 

Obviously, the family and other visitors were quite used to the fickleness of New 

Zealand climes and came prepared for the inclement weather. Luckily my husband and 

I also came prepared for the unpredictable New Zealand weather. Just the day before 

our arrival in New Zealand, my husband and I had sweltered in the heat and humidity of 

a North Queensland summer.  

 

The deceased’s gravesite was completely shrouded by two long pieces of sheer 

material. Prior to the ceremony, a lei (wreath) had been placed over the headstone. 

Under the material, small white decorative river stones covered the entire area of the 

grave. On top of these decorative stones artificial flowers were placed around and on 
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top of the grave. A modest black headstone with a picture of the deceased person rested 

at the head of the burial mound, and his name was inscribed on the headstone. 

 

The service was given by Father Tokua, a Tokelauan Catholic Priest who visits back 

and forth among the Tokelau Islands, Australia and New Zealand Tokelau 

communities. Tokelauans from these communities consider Father Tokua to be a very 

important person. He moves frequently among the diasporic communities looking after 

their spiritual and social welfare. As a well respected Priest, Father Tokua’s job is 

multifaceted. In a transmigrant sense, the role of Priests like Father Tokua, may be 

considered crucially as a transnational node or a channel in the Tokelauan network, 

working amongst the Tokelauan people living in different communities to keep their 

ever widening flock in some fashion of togetherness and belonging. To add further to 

his role as a servant of God, Father Tokua is also close kin to all Tokelauan attendants 

at the unveiling ceremony (see Figure 50).   

 

 
Figure 50: Father Tokua officiating at the unveiling ceremony. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

Around forty Tokelauan people attended the unveiling ceremony. These people were 

mostly family members, Hina’s brothers and sisters and cousins, some of whom had 

travelled from the Tokelau Islands and Sydney for the ceremony. As I have already 

stated, Hina’s eldest son and his partner accompanied Hina on her journey from 

Townsville. Faumui, her son, was able to attend the service as he had just finished his 
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last semester at university in Townsville. The service began with two prayers by Father 

Tokua, followed by spontaneous singing of prayers by the spectators gathered around 

the grave site. The service ended with another prayer delivered by the Catholic Priest. 

The whole service was undertaken completely in Tokelauan. Once the ceremony was 

finished, the shroud was removed by family members and one woman placed a large 

round artificial floral arrangement on the front part of the grave.  

 

Following this, people began to take group photos of family members, Hina, her 

brothers, her sister Mele and her cousins who stood behind the new grave marker. A 

family member had previously added the marker to the grave prior to the service (see 

Figure 51).  

 

 
Figure 51: Hina and her family at the unveiling ceremony. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

After the unveiling ceremony was completed, all the attendants made their way back to 

the Tokelauan community hall in Naenae. Upon entering the community hall, I noticed 

that the hall was still dressed in Christmas decorations. There were around one hundred 

family members in the hall. Some of the women were busily setting out the food while 

other people sat around in groups waiting for the beginning of the feast. The tables were 

placed in a U-shaped design. The immediate family members of the deceased were 

seated at the head of one of the formally laid out tables. Hina and her sister sat at one of 
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the tables reserved for the closest family members of the deceased. Father Tokua and a 

couple of Hina’s brothers sat at the centre table.  

 

Food, covered in plastic wrap, was placed on all the tables prior to the seating of the 

guests. The large platters were filled with the favourite food of Tokelauans –  cooked 

taro, kumara, pink potato salad which had been coloured from the addition of beetroot 

during the cooking phase, various types of rice dishes, noodle dishes, platters of raw 

fish (usually tuna) an assortment of cooked meats, for example, corned beef, pork and 

chicken; dishes of sweetened carrots and coconut, green bananas cooked in coconut 

milk, green salads, putu (a type of donut) and many other dishes lined the tables.  

 

Around one hour after everyone had eaten their fill of the sumptuous feast and the 

dishes had been cleared away, some of the women brought platters of dessert out to the 

tables. Dessert consisted of iced cake and plum pudding, served with custard and ice 

cream. The table was lavishly spread with an assortment of foods (see Figures 52 and 

53). Hina told me that the local Tokelauan women had cooked the day before and into 

the night. During the feast and the formal part of the occasion only cordial was served. 

However, alcohol, mainly beer, rum and coke, was permitted later in the afternoon and 

evening. 

 
 
 

          
 

Figure 52: Father Tokua and senior family members  Figure 53: Hina and family.  

Photos: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

 

As is customary in Tokelauan social functions the formal speeches began after supper. 

Father Tokua began first and he was followed by several elders who told stories of the 

deceased. Some people were understandably emotional during the storytelling. Once 
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these speeches were finished, some of Hina’s close relatives stood up and sang. Hina’s 

brother and his partner are country music singers and they happily sang some well 

known country songs while Peuto played his guitar. After they finished, another 

Tokelauan group of singers took the stage. The main singer was a fourteen year old girl 

who had already won quite a few awards for her singing. During the afternoon, one of 

Hina’s relatives took on the role as the MC, and directed the afternoon events. After an 

afternoon and evening of singing, dancing and drinking, the social function finally 

finished around one in the morning (see Figure 54). The following day, we were invited 

back to the hall to join Hina and some of her family. This get together was a very 

informal affair, where those who came sat around talking, having a few drinks and 

generally enjoying each other’s company Hina mentioned to me that she was very 

content to spend her entire holiday with her family rather than go sight-seeing around 

New Zealand, as she did not know when she would get a chance to see them again.   

 

 
Figure 54: Hina and family participating in festivities in Naenae.  Photo: Diane Mobbs 2008. 

  

The convergence of family members from the islands, New Zealand and Australia to 

the Lower Hutt to celebrate the final tombstone unveiling rites for Hina’s father 

demonstrated how people from the three main communities, the Tokelau Islands, 

Australia and New Zealand come together to support each other and to share special 

occasions such as the tombstone unveiling. Support for the success of these trips comes 

from the local Tokelau communities who put on fund raising socials where people 
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generously donate money to the person, (in this case, Hina) who is planning to return to 

New Zealand or the islands. In addition to these fund raising events, planning by this 

person in conjunction with family overseas prior to the trip ensures a successful trip for 

the return visitor. 

Mayor’s visit to Townsville  

 

My second ethnographic account depicts the transnational practices of the Tokelauans 

that occurred in Townsville towards the end of my fieldwork. In 23rd September 2009, I 

was invited to a social function held to farewell the three elected Mayors of the Tokelau 

Islands who had spent the previous week visiting family before travelling to other 

communities in Australia. Before describing this event, I first provide some historical 

background information on the rise of the Mayoral positions in the islands.   

 

The Tokelau Islands ancient polity of aliki was replaced with a new form of Western 

governmentality during the latter part of the nineteenth century.72 Modelled on the civil 

structure of the Gilbert Islands, the new local government on Tokelau was specifically 

designed to be a completely separate entity to that of the local religious authority 

(Huntsman and Hooper 1996). Huntsman and Hooper (1996:270) postulate that: ‘[a] 

formal distinction between te pule fakalotu ‘church authority’ and te pule fakanuku 

‘village (civil) authority’ was incorporated to separate church and state.’ They point out 

however, that this introduced political structure was not entirely unusual. In fact, it was 

practiced in the ancient Tokelau polity and the high positions were held by Tokelau 

elders (Huntsman and Hooper 1996).  

 

The new political structure consists of a government system that incorporates the 

Taupulega or Village Councils of Elders, the Faipule (Administrative Officer and 

Magistrate) and Pulenuku (Village Mayor) (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). These names 

and their various roles were borrowed from Samoa, an indication of its heavy influence 

on its nearest neighbours during the early twentieth century (Besnier 1996:100). In 

principal, the Taupulega Council of Elders is the pivotal governing organisation of the 

Islands, and as such, it is responsible for everything that takes place within the village, 

                                                 
72 According to Huntsman and Hooper (1996:270), the new civil order introduced by New Zealand 
included the offices of a magistrate, a scribe, police, and an administrative officer.  
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and in the atoll and its immediate environs; it is charged as well with managing relations 

with the outside world’ (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:50). McQuarrie (2007:206) 

provides a detailed description of role of the Taupulega. He states that: 

 

On Atafu the council is comprised of Matai or heads of each family 
group, together with the Faipule and Pulenuku; on Fakaofo it 
comprises the Faipule, Pulenuku and the village elders (Toeaina); on 
Nukunonu its membership is a combination of elders, family heads, 
the Faipule and Pulenuku. The Taupulega is an elected council of old 
men (Toeaina) and is the seat of deliberative and legislative power on 
each Island. However, the larger group of all Toeaina, the elders, 
holds influence over the Taupulega whose membership comes from 
this same group. 
 

The Council’s control and supervise many of the everyday happenings on the islands. 

Within the Council two members are elected for a three year term, and are paid for their 

services as ‘formal channels of communication for internal and external matters’ by the 

Island administration (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:51). In turn, these men ‘delegate 

their authority on national issues to the General Fono,’ the parliamentary constitution of 

Tokelau (fono literally means a meeting or assembly). The General Fono gathers 

together for three to four days, three times a year when the ‘representatives of each of 

the three atolls make policy decisions and control the Tokelau budget’ (McQuarrie 

2007:206).  

 

Delegates from each atoll make up the General Fono. The number of delegates from 

each island differs and is based wholly on each island’s population. For example, Atafu 

has seven members, Fakaofo eight, and Nukunonu a total of six people. These members 

include the three Faipule (Village Heads) ‘who rotate the leadership of the country’ 

every three years, ‘a position [of authority ‘pule’] known as the Ulu-o-Tokelau’ and the 

Pulenuku (village mayor) of each island atoll (McQuarrie 2007:206). For the times 

when the General Fono are not in session, a situation that McQuarrie (2007:206) argues 

rarely occurs, the executive council, known locally as the Council for Ongoing 

Government of Tokelau made up of three Pulenuku and three Faipule takes its place. As 

I will show, Tokelau Mayors continue to hold an esteemed position in the islands and in 

all their diasporic communities. 
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The ‘Pulenuku ‘Mayor’ is often called upon to take on the role of chairman of the 

Council of Elders. His main position though, is the ‘proper conduit’ between the 

Council and the village (Huntsman and Hooper 1996). The Mayor’s duties cover a 

variety of areas, and although he is entitled to delegate some of his duties to other 

Councillors, he carries out duties such as reporting ‘requests, derelictions and 

problems,’ looking after ‘the village water tanks’ and monitoring water usage as well as 

many other duties within the village sphere. As such, his role is limited to the internal 

affairs of the village (Huntsman and Hooper 1996:51). 

 

Working alongside the Taupulega and the Pulenuku, but in different capacities on each 

island the Faipule is the local representative of the malo, a local umbrella word that is 

used to represent governments overseas including the New Zealand government or 

government officials. Of the three Faipule, only one bears the figurehead title of ‘Ulu’ 

(Head of Tokelau); a prominent position that is rotated each year ‘amongst the three 

men’ and amongst the three islands. Any administrative decisions must be agreed upon 

by the three elected Faipule (McQuarrie 2007:205). The New Zealand officials visit the 

islands a various times throughout the year with the express purpose of conducting 

‘administrative business,’ and as such, are known to Tokelauans as ‘malo abroad’ 

(Hooper and Hooper 1996:101).  

 

Huntsman and Hooper (1996:104) describe how in each village, the malo is represented 

by ‘villagers who are employed by the malo to provide services for the village, and by 

‘the locally elected Faipule and his appointed aides, who are the local officials of the 

malo.’ As a representative of both the malo and the village magistrate office, the 

Faipule ‘Magistrate’ must undertake multiple tasks and responsibilities that arise in 

Island life and issues pertaining to Government administration, although as Huntsman 

and Hooper (1996:105) point out, the Faipule should position himself to confront ‘the 

malo rather than serving the malo;’ a position that often creates a compromising but 

unavoidable situation between the two political spheres. Since their inception, the three 

Faipule have managed a very successful administration role with limited help from New 

Zealand (McQuarrie 2007:205). 

 

According to my informant, the three Mayors visit the migration settlements in Australia 

and New Zealand each year. These yearly rounds of visits to Tokelauan communities 
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serve to strengthen the ties to the homeland between the first and second migrant 

generations. Currently, these visits also serve to secure support, as a collective group, to 

ensure that Tokelau becomes a politically self determining Island State. In short, the 

Tokelau National Strategic Plan is a five year plan which underscores the future plans 

and developments to progress the Tokelau Islands towards self reliance and self-

determination. At present, Tokelau remains part of New Zealand territory and, therefore, 

relies financially on New Zealand. But in recent times, Tokelau has made the gradual 

move towards self governance with the intent of changing its legal position with New 

Zealand. This change in legal status will allow Tokelau ‘to enter into bi-lateral or multi-

lateral funding arrangements with other external donors,’ and be less reliant on New 

Zealand.73 Townsville Tokelauan migrants always look forward to the Mayors’ visits, as 

they are interested to hear all the latest news from the islands. Sharing this latest 

information on the self-determination plan with the Tokelau communities in Australia 

and New Zealand strengthens the transnational relations between the homeland islands 

and the Townsville community. 

 

The maintenance of transnational ties through the inclusion of all migrant community 

localities into homeland politics, as shown, has been similarly recognised by Glick 

Schiller, et al (1995:58) in studies undertaken on Caribbean immigrants. Basch found 

that Caribbean leaders ‘are developing constructions of their nation-states that 

encompass those residing abroad as part of their body politic’ (Glick Schiller et al 

1995:58). These constructions have been described as “deterritorialized nation-states.” 

Deterritorialized nation-states, according to these researchers, means that ‘the borders 

of the state spread globally to encompass all migrants and their descendants wherever 

they may settle and whatever legal citizenship they may have attained’ (Glick Schiller 

et al 1995:58). The reasons for the Mayors’ visits to Townsville highlights the fact that 

Tokelau is becoming a deterritorialized nation-state through its transnational practices 

that extend beyond the typical communication practices, remittance practices and return 

visits. 

 

Before flying to Australia, the three Mayors visited various Tokelau communities in 

New Zealand. They arrived in Townsville on the Saturday before the farewell social 

                                                 
73 Tokelau National Strategic Plan 
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and left the following day to travel to Brisbane. Once in Brisbane, the Mayors planned 

to spend some time with the Tokelau community there before travelling on to Sydney, 

and visiting with the Tokelau communities in that city before flying back to the islands.  

 

In Townsville, the evening began around 8pm when people began to arrive at the 

meeting place. Hina picked up the three Mayors from the Townsville Mecure Hotel, 

and drove them to the hall. When I walked into the upstairs hall, I noticed that many of 

the older, stalwart Tokelauans were already seated, waiting patiently for the social to 

begin. By the time of the Mayors’ arrival there were approximately fifty people and 

their children who had come to farewell the Mayors. Inside the hall, the tables were set 

up in the same way that I have observed all Tokelauan functions are arranged. The head 

table was set aside especially for the visiting Mayors. Included at this table was Father 

Michael, a Townsville Catholic Priest, two novice South African priests, and Tavita, the 

Catechist from Townsville, and his wife. Everyone was dressed in their colourful shirts 

and dresses, and most people wore flower leis on their heads (see Figure 55 and 56). 
 

 
Figure 55:  Father Michael and two South African Priests. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2009. 
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Figure 56: The Three Mayors from the Tokelau Islands. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2009. 

 

Chairs for the Townsville community were set up facing the guest table. The event 

began with a prayer and speech by one of the Mayors who came from Nukunonu. After 

a very long speech by the Nukunonu Mayor, the Tokelau community, headed by Filo, 

sang a hymn. More speeches by the other Mayors followed the hymn singing, but these 

speeches were much shorter in duration. Following the speeches, one Mayor held up the 

latest booklet on the Tokelau National Strategic Plan, 1 July 2010 – 30 June 2015,74 

towards de-colonisation and Treaty of Free Association to show the audience. This 

booklet is the culmination of many years of dedicated work by members of the General 

Fono and New Zealand government. 

 

During the speeches, the Mayor from Atafu held up a flag to show everyone in the 

room. This is the first Tokelau flag and has been sanctioned by the Queen and is now 

the National Symbol of Tokelau.75 The flag depicts a picture of a Tokelau canoe sailing 

towards the manu or Southern Cross. 

                                                 
74 The Tokelau National Strategic Plan can be viewed at: www.tokelau.org.nz/strategic+plan.html 
75 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade. http://www.mfat.govt.nz 
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Figure 57: Tokelau Island flag. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2009. 

 

The concept of the Tokelau canoe represents the Tokelau journey toward self-

determination. The Southern Cross is believed to have guided and navigated 

Tokelauans through time on their journey to find the best governance structure for their 

people (see Figure 57). The stars of the Southern Cross are white as a symbol of 

Christianity in the lives of the Tokelauan people. The stars also signify the cooperation 

and unity of the people of Tokelau for a better and secure life. Yellow signifies the 

happy and peaceful co-operation of the people of Tokelau and the blue symbolises the 

ocean which Tokelauans depend on for their livelihood. The blue also signifies the 

colour of the sky that directs the stars of Tokelau. Like the Australian Aboriginal 

people, the flag, ‘marks their separate and unified status’ (Tonkinson 1990:196). For 

Tokelauans, it is a representation of belonging, togetherness and identity for all 

Tokelauans and as such, has a very special meaning for Townsville Tokelauan 

migrants. The flag also carries a motto “Tokelau mo te Atua” (Tokelau for God) which 

is interpreted as ‘the Nation of Tokelau is forever founded on God.’76  

 

Along with the flag, Tokelauans have another national symbol in the form of a carved 

wooden ‘tackle box.’ In the islands, Tokelauan fishermen use this tackle box, known as 

a Tuluma, to hold their fishing gear. In front of the Tuluma, is a white cross and the 
                                                 
76 The information on the Tokelau flag was given to me by the Townsville Tokelau elders in September, 
2009. 
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inscription, ‘Tokelau mo te Atua,’ (Tokelau for God).77 In Townsville, I have observed 

that Tokelau have another use for it. At the many social functions that I attended that 

this box is ever present and is placed on the table inside a building and all entry fee 

money collected on the night is placed inside the box.  Because this social function was 

not a fund raising event, I did not notice the Tuluma in use. 

 

After the formal speeches were concluded, I interviewed two of the Mayors. These men 

told me that they were school teachers. They proved to be very informative, spoke very 

good English and were well travelled. One of the Mayors told me that he is always 

away on business, and that after he arrives back in Atafu, he intends to fly directly to 

Samoa where he will stay for one month before returning home. I asked this man if he 

enjoyed his stay in Townsville, and he said that he always does. He noted how large the 

community had grown since the last time he visited here. He also told me that he was 

trying to get an official Tokelau website set up. Since the Mayors’ visit, their official 

website has been put in place and can be found at http://www.tokelau.org.nz/. During 

their time here, the community had put on two other social events for them. When I 

spoke to the Mayor of Atafu, I remarked about how the language is being lost, and he 

replied that he was surprised that most of the children could speak a fair amount and 

could understand what was being said. The fact that all social events are held in the 

Tokelau language, and the language is also spoken at home ensures that the children are 

regularly exposed to the language. 

 

After all the speeches and prayers were said, the chairs were put to one side and the 

table containing the food was set up in the middle of the room, forming a T shape. 

Around 9pm, the food was brought out of the kitchen, where some of the women had 

been busy preparing it. By the time all the food was brought out, the table was 

completely covered. Correct protocol is always observed at these functions. Guests are 

always served food first before others. After they had been served everyone else moved 

to the main food table and helped themselves to cooked prawns, green bananas, puta, 

corned beef, chop suey, breadfruit etc, raw and cooked fish. 

 

                                                 
77 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade. http://www.mfat.govt.nz 
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Once everyone had their fill, and the empty dishes were taken back into the kitchen to 

be cleaned, the young boys began to clear the hall and sweep the floor. Only when this 

was finished did the dancing begin. As usual the dancing was spectacular. When the 

women and men were lined up, Hina, a woman elder, grabbed a handful of leis, and put 

one around each of the dancer’s necks. She also placed a lei on top of their heads. 

Everyone was laughing and enjoying themselves immensely (see Figures 58 and 59).  

The music tempo sped up and the dancers applied themselves to the task of entertaining 

the guests. 
 

 
Figure 58: Townsville Tokelau dancers. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2009. 
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Figure 59: Townsville Tokelau dancers. Photo: Diane Mobbs 2009. 

 

The Mayor told me that most of their dances are about fishing. After watching these 

dances, it becomes clear through the dancers actions that the dances do indeed mimic 

some fishing motions. The dancing went on for about one and a half hours until 

everyone was totally worn out and sweating profusely. After this, Filo gave a final 

farewell speech, and then one of the Tokelau men got up and began to tell jokes. The 

night’s festivities eventually drew to an end around 11pm. 

 

This social event highlights the incredibly close ties that exist between the people living 

in different communities in Australia and abroad. This event was also a great 

opportunity for the younger Tokelauans, many of whom had never visited the islands to 

see and hear these island leaders firsthand rather than just hearing stories of the islands 

from their parents. The Mayors’ visits re-invigorate each community that they visit, 

effectively binding these communities together. They ensure that all new Tokelau 

communities are involved in the political process towards making the islands a self 

managed state.  
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Remittances 

 

The terms ‘transnationalism’ or ‘transmigrants’ are used only when specific 

characteristics are met (Faist 2000:198). As I have shown in the two ethnographic 

accounts, transmigrants or transnational communities are those who communicate 

regularly with the original homeland, and take active roles in the political and cultural 

events of their place of origin (Glick Schiller et al 1992:73). Transmigrants ‘maintain 

emotional and cultural connections with a homeland, combined with the economic 

advantages that come from sourcing certain products from the place of origin or 

supplying the specific needs of immigrants in the place of destination’ (Spoonley & 

Macpherson 2004:177). In the economic model of transnationalism, the flow of 

remittances are ideally ‘a tangible expression of the moral obligations between kin [and 

they are] a demonstration of values such as love and respect’ for close kin (Lee 

2004:137). Remittances in the form of money, and goods such as food items and 

clothing serve to improve the living conditions of families left behind (Castles & Miller 

2003). The introduction of the internet in the 1990s has made it possible for families in 

two or more countries to ‘transfer resources, information and images around the world’ 

(Spoonley & Macpherson 2004:177). For migrants, then, ‘transnational activities’ 

become an integral part of their lives and remain so for at least the next generation of 

movers (Castles & Miller 2003). 

 

As a transnational community in New Zealand, Tokelau migrants maintain their links 

between home and abroad by honouring financial obligations to close relatives in the 

form of remittances. In many instances, one of the most important reasons for Pacific 

migration was to supplement extended family income in the islands (Ahlburg & Levin 

1990:181). Once Tokelau men found jobs and somewhere to live, they would send a 

portion of their pay back home to parents, brothers and sisters, grandparents as well as 

other family members so that they could also migrate to New Zealand. These ‘new 

arrivals lived frugally in established households and saved most of their wages to bring 

their families to New Zealand’ (Wessen et al 1992:105). 
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Remittances are sent to the receiving islands in a variety of ways. While most forms of 

remittance are sent abroad to receiving islands, some remittances in the form of money, 

goods and gifts, are received in the islands through travellers (Wessen et al 1992:121). 

Obligatory custom ensures that return migrants, especially migrant children or 

temporary visitors to Tokelau, offer money to their close relatives upon their arrival 

(Wessen et al 1992:121). At times, these visitors would also be required to deliver 

entrusted remittance money to other families. In other cases, remittance money is 

‘transferred through banks, agencies of various kinds, directly on-line, through 

professional couriers or through social networks’ (Vertovec 2004:979). In practical 

terms, the money and gifts are well received by some family members while others, do 

not rely upon nor want regular remittances from their children or other related families 

abroad. Any remittances that they do receive are treated as gifts (Vertovec 2004:979).  

 

Tokelau kin, nonetheless, expect some monetary support in times of need. For instance, 

remittance money is used for a variety of building projects, as well as many other 

community-based projects in the Tokelau Islands (Wessen et al 1992:121). Such 

monetary arrangements as these are also commonly found in Tongan and Samoan 

communities (Lee 2004; Macpherson 2004). Lee’s and Macpherson’s seminal work in 

these respective island states reveal that remittances support a multitude of community-

based projects, and are especially needed to finance the re-building of houses, schools 

and churches in the wake of natural disasters such as cyclones.  Furthermore, remittance 

money often pays for plane fares of relatives who wish to visit family in New Zealand. 

In these instances, migrant children are also expected to financially support their kin for 

the duration of their visits (Wessen et al 1992:121).  

 

The survey data taken from thirty Townsville respondents revealed the percentage of 

remittances in the form of goods, money or other articles sent to the Tokelau Islands. 

The data demonstrated that remittance practices by Tokelauans in Townsville is still 

active with 10% remitting on a regular basis and 37% sending some form of remittances 

to family living elsewhere. However, it must be noted that this survey was taken on a 

small number of respondents and, therefore, is a snapshot of Tokelauan remitting 

practices. On the basis of the interviews with people, it is clear though, that these 

practices which were very active during the early years of migration are now declining.  
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Information from the survey revealed a similarity in the percentages of remittance 

practices by Tokelauan Islanders to those of the Townsville Tokelauans with 13% 

regularly remitting and 36% occasionally sending goods or merchandise. As I reveal in 

the following case studies and in other research on remittance patterns, these patterns 

have been changing for some time, and will most likely continue to change with the 

second generation migrants. However, one young Tokelauan I spoke to believes that 

there will always be some form of sending and receiving remittances among extended 

family members.  

 

Poutsa, a middle aged woman who migrated to Townsville from New Zealand during 

the early 2000s sent goods to the islands. Yet, as the Tokelau Islands began to import 

households goods, her remittance giving has declined: 

 

We sent a lot of thing to Tokelau when we lived in New Zealand. 

We sent a fridge, freezer, microwave oven, a stove, all sorts of 

things. It is just you know when you feel like doing it. 

 

Now they (the Islanders) have lots of money. Because they are 

not paying rent. They only pay power and the phone bill. All the 

family in Tokelau are now like us. They have modern 

appliances. Everything we use here, they use over there now, for 

example, microwave oven, clothings and DVDs. (Interview 5 
November 2007) 
 

In the interview, Poutsa mentioned that her family in the islands sent her dried fish and 

coconut when she was living in New Zealand, but she has not received any goods since 

she moved to Townsville. 

 
Lepeka, a mother of four children also sends to and receives goods from the home 
Islands: 

 

I only send goods to the islands during Christmas. You know, 

like presents, Christmas presents for the kids. I do not send 

anything back during the year. 

But if I want something, I will call and they will send it, 

especially if it is something special. Yeah, like my brother, his 

son is turning 21 next month. He called me from Tokelau and 

asked me if I would make a necklace and I will send it over to 

him. I pay to send it overseas. 

 

Sometimes I send money to them when they come to Samoa. I 

have to send money over to them to buy stuff. Yeh, but not so 

often. Sometimes I send money over for air fares and cars. My 
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brothers are all working so that’s why I don’t have to send 

money, only to my sister, I send money to my sister, not my 

brothers because they’re alright. We received goods at 

Christmas time such as fans and art work. (Interview 10 
November 2007) 

 
Hina, a mother of seven children stated that: 
 

I don’t personally send money back to relatives in the Islands or 

New Zealand. My husband doesn’t either. They have plenty of 

money over there. They work nowadays. They have more money 

than before. To tell the truth I never send my brother anything, 

but I would like to now and then, but they get their stuff from the 

Islands you know, from Samoa. (Interview 4 November 2007) 
 

In response to my question about remittances, Hina stated that she never sends any 

goods back home, but she pointed out to me that many in Townsville still people do. 

Changing attitudes to remittances 

 

The maintenance of transnational ties through the flow of remittances remains a feature 

of Tokelau and other Pacific migrant societies.  However, some researchers have noted 

that remittances are slowly diminishing over time (see Lee 2004; Macpherson 2004 & 

Spoonley and Macpherson 2004). On the other hand, other researchers (eg Connell and 

Brown 1995) claim that there is little evidence of a decline in remittances. Much of 

their argument is based on the premise that children of migrants who are raised in an 

extended kinship environment, and who remain connected with these social networks 

during the whole lifetime, continue to fulfil obligations and other commitments to kin 

groups on the island atolls (Wessen et al 1992:223). Nevertheless, traditional Tokelauan 

social values such as intergenerational kinship obligations that were fulfilled without 

question by the original migrant settlers are not as strongly maintained today (Wessen 

et al: 222). 

 

Given the fact that it is extremely hard for most migrants to support their own economic 

needs, such as saving for a home and buying other domestic requirements, finding extra 

money for families on Tokelau is an extra financial burden (Wessen et al 1992:120). 

Wessen et al (1992) note that Tokelau community leaders in New Zealand have seen a 

‘slippage in the level of commitment’ by the younger generation to family abroad due 

to exposure of young people to different cultural groups and different social values in 
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New Zealand. Although as Macpherson points out in his study on Samoan migrants in 

New Zealand (1994:84) ‘declining remittance volumes need not necessarily reflect 

declining levels of commitment.’ However, like Wessen et al Macpherson also states 

that remitting stops when people are experiencing times of unemployment (Macpherson 

1994:85).  

 

Parents or close relatives who visit their children in New Zealand recognised the 

hardships suffered by the migrant children to keep remittances flowing. By living with 

them in the new country, they begin to understand the difference between ‘living on 

their land’ at home, and living in a money-driven society such as New Zealand (Wessen 

et al 1992). Thus, as Wessen et al (1992) note, parents urged their children to stop the 

practice of remittance payments, and advised them to use the money to support their 

growing families. In cases such as these, transnationalism is referred to as ‘resource-

dependent transnationalism’ in which ‘migrants try to reconstitute their linkages to the 

country of origin, but they cannot do that immediately upon migrating because they 

lack resources’ (Itzigsohn & Giorguli-Saucedo 2005:898). Here, transnational ties to the 

original homeland become apparent only after immigrants have had time to establish 

themselves financially in the new country, and are in an economic situation that allows 

them to send remittances back home (Goldring 1998).  

 

The diminishing interest in upholding traditional ties by many Pacific migrant 

communities occurs for a variety of reasons. The most noteworthy explanation is the 

decline in cultural knowledge and language by migrant children. A steady decline in the 

use of their languages by migrant groups such as Tokelauans, Tongans and Samoans 

over successive generations has been noted by a number of scholars (see Lee 2004; 

Macpherson 2004 and Wessen et al 1992). The 1998 New Zealand national statistics 

showed that only 46 per cent of Samoan people born in New Zealand were able to 

speak the Samoan language. Although there are no recent statistics on language for 

Samoan and Tokelauan New Zealand-born people, earlier studies show that there has 

been a significant reduction in the use and knowledge of these two languages. For 

example, 1985 statistics reveal that only 4.7 per cent of Samoans could speak their own 

language, while data for the same period highlighted that only 49 per cent of 

Tokelauans spoke the principal island language at home (Wessen et al 1992:209).  
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The data did show, however, that while English was the preferred choice of language, 

many Tokelauan households were bilingual (Wessen et al 1992:210). The lack of 

language skills may deter visits to extended family on the islands, because the majority 

resident Islanders only speak in Tokelauan. Yet, I found in this research that although 

most young Townsville Tokelauans do not speak or write Tokelauan fluently, some 

look to the Island relatives as sources of cultural knowledge and teachers of Tokelauan 

language. Some of these young Tokelauan make the pilgrimage to the Islands 

specifically to learn the true ‘Tokelauan ways.’ 

 

Researchers also argue that the decline in transnational ties may arise from the natural 

criticism by young adults of the traditional values of their migrant parents (Lee 2004; 

Macpherson 2004). Children born and educated in a Western society like Australia or 

New Zealand, have a different ‘worldview’ to that of their parents and grandparents 

(Macpherson 2004:177). Access to broader education and employment, has meant more 

independence from the immediate family, and many second generation youths are no 

longer easily ‘controlled’ by parents and elders, as these parents were in their native 

land. Further, some Tongan youths may ‘perceive Tonga as an imagined homeland 

[rather] than as their real home’ and have no wish to return permanently or to visit 

family in Tonga (Macpherson 2004:177). These migrant children have, in effect, re-

defined their identity (Lockwood 2004:26). They have created a new hybrid identity 

different from that of their parents. As Vertovec (2004:15) argues: 

 

 individuals with post-migration second and subsequent generations 
will probably not maintain the everyday bifocality and practices of 
their migrant forebears, but such parental orientations and practices 
are apt to have an enduring impression on their children’s identities, 
interests and sociocultural activities. 

 

However, many second generation Australian-born Tongan youths do maintain a close 

interest in the countries of origin (Lee 2004). Some of those who do stay in contact with 

their Tongan kin aspire to visit there someday, or perhaps, to become more permanently 

involved in family businesses or in other activities in that country (Lee 2004:143). 

Overall, nevertheless, the maintenance of transnational ties for Tongans, tends to come 

from first generation migrants and from the ‘most recent migrants’ who retain links to 
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home through remittance-giving and the use of modern communication technologies 

(Lee 2004).  

 

Castles and Miller (2003:30) state that ‘transnationalism is likely to go on growing, and 

transnational communities will become an increasingly important way to organise 

activities, relationships and identity for the growing number of people with affiliations 

in two or more countries.’ Further, some migrants may be involved in entrepreneurial 

investments or retain assets for which they remain responsible even though they live 

abroad (Connell 2003). In the long term, the flow of remittances will most probably 

become a more personal choice in the following generations (Brown 1998). 

Nonetheless, according to Connell (2003), while there remain those who rely on 

remittances to sustain their livelihood, there will be kin who will provide financial aid 

and continue social ties to home.  

 

In her latest research on Tongan remittances, Helen Lee (2011:309) found that although 

there was definitely a decline in remitting among the second generation Tongans, these 

people were actively engaging ‘in other forms of transnational engagement’ such as 

‘phone calls, gift exchange,’ and internet use.  As I have discussed previously, although 

time constraints prevented an in-depth research on the remittance practices of the 

second generation Townsville Tokelauans, my preliminary interviews revealed similar 

findings to that of Lee. Second generation Tokelauan cousins continue to keep in 

regular contact with one another across the diaspora and in Australia in a similar way to 

that of Tongans.   

Conclusion 

 

Overall, return trips to the Tokelau Islands depend very much upon the reasons for 

going. It was apparent all during my fieldwork such trips were either in the process of 

being planned or people were going or had come back from the islands. Returning to 

the islands usually occurs during the holiday season, and the majority of return sojourns 

are short-term. Although they reside in Townsville in far North Queensland, the 

remoteness of the city does not deter Tokelauans from travelling long distances from 

place to place. While the nature of transnational communities, like the Townsville 

Tokelau community will no doubt continue to evolve and change, most researchers 
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agree that the key characteristics of transnationalism will remain wherever there is 

human migration (Castles & Miller 2003; Vertovec 2004).  

 

Technological advancement, globally, has given people the means to stay in regular 

communication with family who live in distant regions. Email, MySpace, Facebook and 

YouTube along with mobile phones and texting, provide prompt and easily accessible 

ways of keeping in touch and remaining closely connected with relatives and friends. 

Moreover, air travel today is more affordable for people who wish to travel long 

distances back to the homeland, New Zealand and communities in other Australian 

cities. Cheaper air fares and faster forms of travel make it more affordable and easier to 

visit family who live overseas. This is certainly the case in Australia which has seen a 

rise in Tokelauan immigrants from New Zealand over the past thirty years. Townsville 

Tokelauans take advantage of modern forms of communication and the convenience of 

air travel to visit family, and to take part in social activities held in other Tokelau 

communities in Australia and abroad. 

 

Looking after family who live in the Tokelau Islands and New Zealand is still practiced 

by the some of the older Townsville migrants through remittance giving, although this 

practice will no doubt weaken over time with the subsequent Tokelau generations. 

Nevertheless, it is clear that exchanges of goods, island apparel and some types of 

produce will continue among the multiple Tokelauan communities upon the request of a 

family member. Further, second generation Tokelauans will continue some form of 

‘transnational engagement’ (Lee 2011:309) with family living elsewhere. Some social 

activities like the tombstone unveiling ceremony in New Zealand, the Mayors’ visit to 

Townsville, and the active participation in the political concerns of the Tokelau Islands 

reveal how Tokelauan migrant settlements have effectively transformed into 

transnational communities without borders. As I stated in the introduction to this 

chapter, Tokelauan migration is complicated by the very nature of its multiplicity of 

immigration sites. Because of these multiple sites, participation in transnational 

activities plays a vital role for Townsville Tokelauans in establishing not only a sense of 

local belonging and place-making, but also maintaining a collective sense of belonging 

to extended family members living in Tokelauan communities abroad and in Australia.  
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Chapter 8.  From a distant shore: making place/s 

 
 

 

 Being grounded is not necessarily about being fixed; being 

mobile is not necessarily about being detached (Ahmed et al. 

2003:1). 

 

This quote illuminates the complexities of modern forms of migration, belonging and 

place-making within a global context which is the focus of this thesis. These words 

signify how the forces of globalization have changed the notion of migration as a 

permanent state to one that sees migrants belonging to and moving between one or 

more transnational communities. In effect, home becomes a shifting location. My 

contribution to the anthropological and migration literature is based on the 

undocumented migration and re-settlement of the Tokelau Islanders of North 

Queensland.  This  thesis argues  that  while the majority of  Tokelauan  migrations  are 

economic or family-driven,  the choice of Townsville as a destination is driven primarily 

by a desire to search for a place that offered a more tropical lifestyle;  a place reminding 

them of  their  island  homelands.  Their  re-settlement  in Townsville  is aided  by  the 

continuation  of  their  transnational  ties to other Tokelauan communities.  This  is an 

important re-settlement strategy for Tokelauans in Townsville.  

 

As explained in Chapter One, Tokelauan re-settlement is explored through the concepts 

of migration, place, belonging and transnationalism as demonstrated through the lived 

experience of Tokelauan migrants. Anthropological studies of migration that focus 

through ethnography, on the ‘lived experience of being a migrant,’ and the social and 

cultural transformations that manifest from the move to a new country (Brettell 

2000:118) are central to this thesis. Brettell (2000:118) theorises that studying 

migration through the use of both the emic and etic perspectives78 produces a much 

more holistic view of the migration experience. Completed in this fashion, migration 

studies would add to ‘our knowledge of similarities and differences… to our theories 

about the particular and the general in the experience of migration’ (Brettell 2000:118). 
                                                 
78 ‘Emic’ refers to the migrant’s viewpoint and ‘etic,’ the observer’s viewpoint (Brettell 2000:118).  
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Throughout the thesis, I have sought to explore these lines of inquiry by investigating 

some of the strategies that Tokelauan migrants use to make the transition from migrant 

to settler within the wider Townsville community, while, they simultaneously, create 

new pathways that connect migrant families to multiple places and communities in 

Australia, New Zealand and the Tokelau Islands.  

 

During the re-settlement phase migrants express a desire to belong to the host 

community. For most newcomers, the re-negotiation of a sense of belonging and place 

are important considerations to migrants if they wish to become part of the wider 

community. Acquiring a sense of belonging to a new place, for many, however, 

develops slowly over time. The first Tokelauan migrant families have resided in 

Townsville since the mid 1990s, and they now call Townsville home. Yet, for most 

Tokelauans, the Tokelau Islands remain the centre of their universe as this is where the 

‘real Tokelau culture’ is practiced, and to where first and second-generation migrants 

make return pilgrimages.   

 

Historical and Migration Perspectives 

 

The history of the Tokelau Islands, its people, culture and religion, as examined in 

Chapter Two, informs who Tokelauans are today, their cultural identity, social beliefs 

and migratory practices. For those living in Townsville, their past history and origin 

myths are important to them, and they are passed on to the younger generations by 

Tokelauans elders who talk about their origin stories and what life was like for them in 

the islands. Some of their stories include the history of pre-colonial times when 

Tokelauan Islanders engaged in inter island warfare, sea voyages and migrations to 

other Pacific Islands. Other stories they tell involve colonial history and tell of the 

decimation of the islands’ population through slavery and sickness.  

  

Historically, Tokelauans have always moved around and their sporadic movements 

between their island homelands and other outlying islands continued over the centuries 

(Hooper 2006). As shown in Chapter Two, the arrival of European explorers and 

missionaries in the Pacific region during the nineteenth century triggered movements 

away from the Tokelau Islands. Essentially, the international movement of people from 
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the Pacific region and the dispersal of Tokelauans to New Zealand and Australia is a 

‘Polynesian phenomenon of the past half century’ (Connell 2003:59), and one that has 

its roots in the advent of colonialism.  Massey et al. (2005:1) argue that European 

discovery and colonial settlement in Oceania and other parts of the globe can be traced 

back to the mercantile and industrial periods (1500 to 1800, mercantile period) and 

(1800 to 1925, industrial period). During those times, ‘world immigration was 

dominated by flows out of Europe and stemmed from processes of colonization and 

economic growth’ under the rise of capitalism and industrialism that emerged in Europe 

during those two periods (Massey et al. 2005:1). It was during the colonial period that 

Pacific Islanders, including Tokelauans, experienced extraordinary social 

transformations in their island atolls, which play a role in influencing future population 

movements over the next two centuries. Another consequence of colonialism was the 

irretrievable loss of much of the ancient Tokelauan language through the influences of 

Christianity and Samoan dialect which was used to deliver the word of god. Tokelauan 

elders living in Townsville still remark and lament this loss. 

 

Moreover, colonialism is associated with waves of migration from the Tokelau Islands 

to other regions of the Pacific. A 1910 census showed that Tokelau migration was 

already underway with around 130 Tokelauans moving to other islands including 

Samoa and Olosega. At that time, overpopulation of the Tokelau Islands, and the search 

for employment opportunities, were the two major factors that influenced these 

migrations. The slowing of the Samoan economy forced Tokelauans to look elsewhere 

to live and work. The Samoan situation triggered further Tokelau migrations. At that 

time, Tokelauans basically had two choices; they could either return to the overcrowded 

homeland islands or turn to New Zealand as a prospective source of employment and 

education opportunities. 

 

The effects of colonialism continued to be felt well into the twentieth century with the 

introduction of the Tokelau Islands’ alliance with New Zealand in 1948 and the 

granting of full citizenship to that country. It was not until the mid 1960s that 

Tokelauan Islanders began the first tentative steps towards self government. Although 

still in its fledgling stage, this initiative has provided Tokelauans some sense of political 

and economic control. 
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The introduction by the New Zealand Government of a migration program designed to 

assist Tokelauans re-settle in New Zealand was eagerly supported by Tokelauans. This 

program co-incided with concern by both Tokelauans and the New Zealand 

Government over the growing population levels on the islands. The initial pilot re-

settlement program was so successful that further government-sponsored programs 

were implemented during the 1960s and 1970s.  

 

This type of international migration, according to classical economic migration theory, 

is viewed as the ‘exchange and a reallocation process of human resources among the 

world’s economies’ (Tsay and Lin 2003:273). This process addresses the global 

shortage of available skilled and unskilled labour (Tsay and Lin 2003). As discussed in 

Chapter Two, this perspective, referred to as the ‘push-pull’ framework, highlights the 

reasons why people move away from family and country (push) and the decision that 

people make to search for a country that can offer better employment opportunities and 

lifestyle (pull). This perspective emphasizes how migrants tend to weigh up and 

rationalize the comparative ‘costs and benefits of remaining in the area of origin or 

moving to various alternative destinations’ (Castles and Miller 2003:22).  

 

The Tokelauan migration is a typical case in point as it aligns with this perspective, in 

that, during the mid twentieth century, Islanders realized that they needed to address the 

increasing population on the three tiny atoll islands, and quickly made the decision to 

take up the New Zealand programs and employment opportunities. Older folk saw that 

New Zealand could offer their children job and education opportunities and a better 

lifestyle. The one exception to the push-pull factors in the Tokelauan migration story is 

the fact that their decision to migrate, and where to migrate was made easy because of 

the New Zealand government’s Re-settlement Schemes and programs and the fact that 

Tokelauans held citizenship rights to that country. As I have shown, Tokelauan 

emigration was considered very successful by both the New Zealand Government and 

the Tokelauans with half the islands’ population re-settled in New Zealand by the early 

1990s.    

 

The immigration of Tokelauans into New Zealand saw the rise of new migrant 

communities. ‘Community’ took on a slightly different connotation for Tokelau 

migrants than what they experienced on the islands. In New Zealand, they made new 
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homes for themselves and formed their own communities in towns and cities on both 

north and south New Zealand Islands. In most cases, these communities consisted of 

people from a particular island homeland. The deterritorialisation process, whereby 

cultural groups are no longer territorially homogenously bounded (Appaduarai 1991) 

had begun to change the way Tokelauans perceived home. Tokelauans living in New 

Zealand numbered some 6819. Effectively, New Zealand had become an extension of 

their island homelands with an ever-increasing flow of people moving between the 

islands and New Zealand. 

 

Some social researchers (e.g. Castles and Miller 2003; Connell 2003; Iredale 2003) 

argue that there are specific reasons for Pacific Islander migration, and they highlight 

employment and education opportunities as the two main areas. While migration from 

the island states initially focused on these perspectives, other researchers (e.g. Castles 

2003; Spoonley and Bedford 2003) focused more on family networks, the vigorous 

maintenance of cultural values, and the practice of return migration. For the first wave 

of Tokelauan migrants, economic factors were not the first requirement for moving to 

Townsville. As argued in Chapter Three, Tokelauan interviewees pointed out that they 

wanted to settle in Townsville because of its warm climate and tropical lifestyle. 

Employment, for many, was a secondary consideration. In fact, those who came from 

Sydney voluntarily left their jobs to make their home in Townsville.  

 

Today, the process of climate change and its potential effect on the Tokelau Islands and 

island way of life are emerging as important reasons for emigration. As discussed in 

Chapter Three, some interviewees revealed that their concern about the future of 

Tokelau because of the possible impact of climate change on the islands and their 

populations. This dilemma continues to cause much concern to both Tokelauans in 

Townsville and those living in other communities. 

 

Migration to re-unite with family is another defining factor for Tokelauan migration to 

New Zealand and Australia. A system of chain migration emerged following the initial 

Tokelauan migrations to New Zealand during the 1950s and 1960s. As Castles and 

Miller (2003:28) point out, a chain migration system usually begins with the initial 

migration of single young men. Viewed as part of a complex social network system, 

chain migration is practiced by many migrants who follow in the footsteps of family 
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members who have re-settled into a new area. Massey et al. (2005:42) define migrant 

networks as: 

 
 …sets of interpersonal ties that connect migrants, former migrants, 
and non-migrants in origin and destination areas through ties of 
kinship, friendship, and shared community origin. They increase the 
likelihood of international movement because they lower the costs 
and risks of movement and increase the expected net returns to 
migration. Network connections constitute a form of social capital 
that people can draw upon to gain access to various kinds of financial 
capital: foreign employment, high wages, and the possibility of 
accumulating savings and sending remittances. 

 

For Tokelauans, strong kinship ties to family and community are paramount, and the 

social networking among family that served them so well during their migrations to 

New Zealand were well established before they began to migrate to Australia. With the 

establishment of the first migrant groups, others Tokelauans followed. Many migrants, 

moving for the second or third time in their lives, initially settled in the larger 

Australian cities. Most of these migrants were mature adults with families who had 

journeyed to Australia after hearing stories of plentiful employment prospects and a 

better life. However, for many, life in the larger cities, such as Sydney, was a far cry 

from what they were hoping to find upon their arrival in Australia. It was this field of 

discontent that led Tokelauans to move further north to Queensland. In Chapter Three, I 

discussed how one family group settled in Townsville after they first visited the 

northern part of Queensland.  

 

In Townsville, social networking commenced with the re-settlement of the first wave of 

migrants. Once settled, these Tokelauan trailblazers paved the way for others, and they 

often provided accommodation, food and practical support. The support they offered 

included helping others access jobs, medical services, and social welfare and education 

programs. In essence, these first migrant families and friends were safe havens for the 

newcomers during the re-settlement phase, and today they continue to support new 

arrivals (Castles and Miller 2003:28).  

 

To lessen this burden, new arrivals seek out Government migrant assistance and 

employment prospects. As discussed in Chapter One and Three, the educational and 

training programs and job search programs provided by the Immigration and 
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Citizenship (DIAC) offer migrants a variety of assistance in many areas, including 

finding suitable rental accommodation and liaising between Real Estate Agents and the 

Tokelau families. The Townsville Multicultural Support Group and the Intercultural 

Centre are two local Government-backed centres that provide ongoing assistance to 

Tokelauan migrants.  

 

Along with the Government programs, the Tokelauan community created a 

transnational community. The community, of which there are two sub communities, has 

played an important role in supporting Tokelauans during re-settlement. Family and a 

sense of community are intertwined or linked together in Tokelauan life, and form a 

‘particular kind of social relationship’ (Delanty 2003:44), what Turner (1969:96) 

describes as a ‘communitas;’ a special bonding that is present in such close 

communities. Tokelauan people who make up this community have a sense of 

belonging and a sense of place through their shared language, culture and history. It is 

these attributes that make up a strong community (Castles 2000). As this thesis has 

demonstrated, family and community are central to maintaining the complex network of 

Tokelauan communities across the diaspora. In Townsville, the Tokelauan community 

is formally structured and is the central communication hub of Tokelauan life. All 

important decisions are made through community meetings.  

 

Religion, belonging and place-making 

 

Chapter Four argued that the Church,79 like the established host families and 

community, assumes much of the role of a support base for Tokelauan families, 

particularly to those suffering financial hardship. Tokelauans have used similar 

strategies to those used by the early Tokelauan migrants in New Zealand, who, during 

the 1960s and 1970s, established communities and sought out religious denominations 

to help adjust to life in that country. They found that belonging to a religious group 

provided constancy during the upheaval of moving and re-settlement phases. Belonging 

to a faith community can minimize the rupture to one’s identity caused by migration, 

while, at the same time, it is a safe haven for new migrants. Belonging to such a 

community also assists in the home building and place-making processes. In essence, 

                                                 
79 The ‘Church’ represents all Tokelauan religious denominations. 
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the Church and community represent the stability of the island village (Anae 1998; Va 

‘a 2001). 

 

The Catholic Church community halls in Townsville provide a space for Tokelauans 

where they can gather together for social functions and to participate in cultural 

practices. As discussed in Chapter Four, the local community halls and church owned 

halls where social events, such as fund raising, welcoming and farewell socials, and 

rituals like Mothers and Fathers Day functions and wakes are held are places of 

belonging where Tokelauans can safely and securely practice aspects of their culture 

within their own community. A sense of place and sense of belonging is developed 

through the use of these halls. Social events, like the Mother’s Day celebration and the 

wake held for a family member in the islands is an open display of community 

belonging. Experiencing place through participation in these rituals is an essential 

element in how Tokelauans experience community (Gray 2002).   

 

The development of a sense of place and belonging is also evident in the strong 

religious ties between the Tokelauans of Townsville and the Church and in the Church-

related social activities and events that they attend. Chapter Five provided an in depth 

ethnographic account of the religious pilgrimage to Sydney in which a group of 

Tokelauan Catholics, accompanied by family members, performed a ‘coming of the 

light’ performance for the Pope. This religious pilgrimage was a ‘rite of passage’ ritual 

experience that the pilgrims undertook to seek a transformation. For the Tokelauan 

pilgrimage participants, this transformation came in the form of a re-affirmation of their 

devotion to God. In addition, their performance and transnational participation in 

community social events with Tokelauans from other diasporic communities gave 

Tokelauans an opportunity to assert their identity and to be known as Townsvillians in 

front of the Australian and international audience. Although the performance was 

conducted in Sydney, for Tokelauans, belonging to place, was enriched through being 

part of the pilgrimage experience. In anaylsing the essence of place, Relph (1976:3) 

writes that:  

 
In our everyday lives places are not experienced as independent, 
clearly defined entities that can be described simply in terms of their 
location or appearance. Rather they are sensed in a chiaroscuro of 
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setting, landscape, ritual, other people, personal experiences, care and 
concern for home, and in the context of other places. 
 

Place, in this instance is transcended. That is, even though the performance was 

undertaken away from their chosen place of settlement, their participation and the 

sharing of their culture with all who watched this event on television gave the pilgrims 

and the members of the Townsville Tokelauan community, who worked so hard to 

produce a successful performance, a profound sense of belonging to Townsville and the 

broader Townsville community. In other words, the presentation did not have to be 

performed in Townsville to achieve this greater sense of belonging.  

 

Identity, place and belonging 
 

Chapter Six explored performing place, belonging and identity as important concepts in 

Tokelauan re-settlement and place-making through their participation in local 

community events. An important event of Tokelau community social activities on the 

yearly calendar is the Tokelauan participation in Townsville’s Culture Fest. This 

chapter highlighted the special attachment, sense of belonging and sense of place that 

Tokelauans have for the Townsville Festival 

 

The festival is a setting, a landscape, where Tokelauans are able to find a sense of place 

through the showcasing and sharing of their cultural dances to the people of Townsville. 

Tokelauans are very proud of their culture, and the first Tokelauan settlers have been 

involved with the Festival for almost two decades. During that time, their children were 

raised performing Tokelauan dances each year at the festival. Today, these children 

have children of their own who are also brought up with what has become for them a 

tradition of cultural performance. The second wave of Tokelauan migrants joined the 

festival soon after their arrival, and the numbers of dance performers from this group 

have increased every year. There is no doubt that Tokelauans enjoy dancing at the 

festival, for as they have portrayed in Chapter Six, there would be no reason to come 

together and practice their dances and perform them for the Townsville people if there 

were no cultural festival.  

 

The fostering of cultural festivals by the State and Federal Governments triggered 

different responses from some observers about its impact on both the established 
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Australian society and the migrant performers. While some argue that cultural festivals 

promote multiculturalism in Australia, and serve to heighten social inclusion and 

acceptance of people from different cultures by the broader Australian community, 

others see them as reinforcing difference between the Australia’s multicultural people 

and the mainstream society. These critics, though, fail to take into consideration the 

feelings and aspirations of the people who return each year to perform and celebrate 

aspects of their culture. In relation to Tokelauans, Townsville people have come to 

know and respect them and their culturally-rich dance performances, either through the 

festival or through other voluntary functions during the year.  

  

A transnational sense of place and belonging 

 

In the beginning of this thesis, I briefly described the transnational activities of a 

Tokelauan family living in Townsville through my observation and participation in the 

tombstone unveiling ceremony and the following social function in a small Tokelauan 

community in New Zealand. In addition, the ethnographic data on the unveiling 

ceremony and the social function that was held for the visiting Tokelauan Mayors, as 

examined in Chapter Seven, provided insight into how Tokelauans continue to maintain 

cultural ties with family living across the diaspora and in Australia. These two social 

gatherings illuminate the continued maintenance of social and kinship networks across 

borders which remain critically important to Tokelauan immigrants. Geographically, 

the Tokelauan communities are widely dispersed throughout Australia, New Zealand, 

Samoa and the Tokelau Islands. Despite this, they are dedicated to continuing the strong 

family ties that have always been part of their culture wherever they have settled. 

Steven Vertovec (2007:156) explains that ‘migrants can maintain and act upon a 

particularly strong sense of connection to people, places and senses of belonging 

associated with their places of origin.’ Maintaining these connections, ‘to here and 

there’ he says, is achievable at any stage of the re-settlement process by adapting 

themselves to the new environment while keeping the ‘strong ties of sentiment’ with the 

homeland (Vertovec 2007:156). A vital part of Tokelau migrant re-settlement during 

the post migration and place-making phase is the return trips back to the multiple 

community settlements and the Tokelau Islands. 
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Return trips to the island homelands, Sydney and other places in Australia as well as 

New Zealand are undertaken for different reasons. The majority of visits to other 

communities include weddings, funerals, Christmas holidays, wakes and nostalgic 

visits. In turn, Tokelauan visits to Townsville relatives and friends are done for similar 

reasons. I came to realise during my fieldwork amongst the Tokelauan people that they 

are either going or coming from some other community or, they are receiving visits, 

short or long term, from family members and friends living elsewhere. The unveiling 

ceremony that I attended in New Zealand was a particularly illuminating example of the 

nature of the close transnational ties that exist among the Tokelauans in the four main 

settlement regions. Likewise, the social function held for the Mayor’s visit illustrated 

the active participation and support of the Townsville Tokelauans with the home islands 

which the elders hope will continue in the future Tokelauan generations.  

 

Although second generation Tokelauans are less involved with remittance practices in 

which many of the older Townsville Tokelauans participate, they are keen to visit the 

homeland islands where many of their parents were born. These youth have been reared 

with the knowledge that the ‘real’ Tokelauan culture is found in the island communities. 

Accordingly, their visits to the Tokelau Islands are seen as a rite of passage that they 

look forward to completing at some stage. Cheaper and faster modes of travel are 

available today for people moving internally and globally to visit family. The modern 

age of technology has also improved the lines of communication between Tokelauan 

communities. Facebook, electronic mail (e-mail) and YouTube have proved more 

popular with the younger generations than older generations. The use of these forms of 

communication and return visits will ensure the continuation of close transnational ties 

into the future.  

 

I have shown in Chapter Seven that maintaining contact with family living in diasporic 

communities is a very important part of the place-making and community building 

process in Townsville. Furthermore, it is an investment in the continuation and renewal 

of Tokelau culture, as keeping connections opens up pathways to multiple Tokelauan 

communities. As Castles and Miller (2003:30) state, transnationalism will continue to 

be a feature of migration worldwide, and the formation of transnational communities 

will remain a vital part of migration. My research shows that by retaining kinship ties 

and belonging to the homeland, while simultaneously, creating new ties and making a 
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home in Australia, Tokelauan migrants and their communities are transformed into 

what Castles and Miller call ‘dynamic multiple identities’ through the cultural and 

social influences of their new place of residence and their continuing transnational 

practices (Castles and Miller 2003:39). The people of the Townsville Tokelauan 

communities made a conscious choice to live in Townsville, a place in the tropics that 

closely resembles the distant shores of their beloved Pacific Island homelands. As 

active transnational migrants, Townsville Tokelauans have attained a unique sense of 

belonging to the region by living locally and attaining local knowledge of Townsville 

and its community, while at the same time maintaining their ties to Tokelau.  
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Appendix 1. 

 

Tokelau hymns used at Church Services 

Source: All hymns were printed by members of the Townsville Tokelau Community 

 

Tatou fakafetai kia lehu keliho 

Tatou fakafetai kia lehu keliho 

Ona kua tatou maua 

Tona fooki mo tatou 

Kua tatou talia 

Ma tali fakafetai 

To na tino mate fiafia 

 

Ko ona manuka e lima 

Na tigaina ai 

Na kamai foci 

Ko ki tatou ke kokai ki ei 

E heai he taui 

Ke tauhiai te ola fakavavau 

 

Kau kavea to tino ma fakamanatu 

Mai kia te au io matou loto 

Kua fiafia ai o matou maloh 

Ke oko lava kit e he gata 

 

English version 

Let us thank you Jesus Christ 

Because we are receiving his gift to us. 

Receiving it with thankfulness 

His Body with gladness. 

 

He suffered for us 

You’ve given your body in memory of you 

In memory for us in spirit 
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In body 

For us to live forever. 

 

The following are examples of hymns printed and distribulted to all worshippers 

are sung by the Tokelau congregation at St Theresa’s Parish. 

 

Tatou fakafetai kia lehu keliho 

Tatou fakafetai kia lehu keliho 

Ona kua tatou maua 

Tona fooki mo tatou 

Kua tatou talia 

Ma tali fakafetai 

To na tino mate fiafia 

 

Ko ona manuka e lima 

Na tigaina ai 

Na kamai foci 

Ko ki tatou ke kokai ki ei 

E heai he taui 

Ke tauhiai te ola fakavavau 

 

Kau kavea to tino ma fakamanatu 

Mai kia te au io matou loto 

Kua fiafia ai o matou maloh 

Ke oko lava kit e he gata 

 

English version 

Let us thank you Jesus Christ 

Because we are receiving his gift to us. 

Receiving it with thankfulness 

His Body with gladness. 

He suffered for us 

He told us to eat his body 

Gave to us for nothing 
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No payment 

So we could live forever. 

 

You’ve given your body in memory of you 

In memory for us in spirit 

In body 

For us to live forever. 

 

Takutakuga O Te Fakatuatua 

 

Ohitaulaga:  

Ko matou e fakatuatua ki te Atua e fokotahi, 

Te Tamana, eo ia te manu uma, 

Na ia faia te lagi ma te lalolagi, 

Na mea uma e kitea, ma na mea e he kitea. 

 

Ko matou e fakatuatua kit e Aliki e tokatahi, ko Iehu Keliho, 

Te Ataliki e fokotahi lava o te Atua, 

Na ola mai i te Tamana i te vavau. 

Ko te Atua mai te Atau, ko te Malama katoa mai te Malama katoa, 

ko te Atua moni mai te Atua moni, 

na fanau mai kae he ki faia, 

e Fokotahi lava ki Laua ma te Tamana. 

Ko na mea uma na fai ko ia. 

Mo ki tatou tagata ma te tatou fakaolataga na afio ifo ai mai te lagi: 

Ko te mana o te Agaga Paia 

Na ola mai ai ia i te Taupou ko Hina, na kavea ai ia ma tagata. 

 

Na faka-koluhe ia i te pulega a Ponihio Pilato, mo te manuia o tatou; 

Na tigaina, na mate ma na tanu. 

Ko tea ho tolu na toe tu mai ai 

E ve ko te tuhi i na tuhi; 

Na fanake kit e lagi 

Nofo ai ki te itu taumatau o te Tamana. 
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E toe afio mai ma te mamalu e fakamahino 

Ki latou e oola ma ki latou na momoe. 

Ko te malo foci o ia e heai honi gataga. 

 

Ko matou e fakatuatua kit e Agaga Paia, te Aliki, te tupuaga o te ola, 

Na afio mai i te Taman ma te Ataliki. 

Ko ia te vikia ma fakamamulu fakatahi ma te Tamana ma te Ataliki; 

Nae vagana ia e ala mai I na Pelofeta. 

Ko matou e fakatuatua ki te Ekalehia e fokotahi, e paia, e katoliko  

Ma apohitoliko. 

E fakailoa atu e matou e fokotahi te papatihoga ma te fakamagologa 

O na agahala. 

Ko matou e fakatali atu mo te toe tutu ake o ki latou koa momoe, 

Ma te ola I te lalolagi e tatali. 

Amene. 
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Appendix 2. 

 

Dances and Songs performed by Tokelauan dancers 

Source: Printed by members of Townsville Tokelauan community 

 

Nunu mai 

 

Nunu mai ko te paia 

Nunu mai ko te paia 

Te paia o te tatou po 

 

Toeaina haele mai 

Tokelau omamai 

Te Tinifu tolotalo mai 

Ulu Tunau Mai 

 

Apa 

Mua O 

 

Toku Vaka 

 

Toku Vaka Ka Tele Whakatele Tele 

Whakatele x2 

Ta Paepae Mai Na Whoe (Alo main a whoe) 

Tu Te La  (si, si) 

Tele Loa  (si, si) 

Tele Malie 

Te Telole x2 

Keu Mai La To Vaka Ki Mua 

Keu, Keu    Si Si Sa Hi 
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Hiki Ko 

 

Hiki Ko 

Kiki ko ki luga 

Te vikiga vena ma te 

Faka fetai 

Kua aulia 

Aulia manuia mai 

Te aho nae moemiti 

Ki tatau ki ei 

Tokelau, Tokelau ke loto tahi x2 

 

Naunefe 

 

Naunefe e kave kifea 

E Kave ki mauga loaloa x2 

Hoho atu lava x2 

Tohi lua tolu e 

 

Te Kimoa 

 

Te Kima e ko koe  

E fano ki fea 

E fano ki uta e taPoutsa 

E tu pala luna x2 ha ha 

E tu pala lafo x2 kiki kaka 

 

Fakatofu 

 

Ka fano vehea nei koe 

Te kino o koe te ma it aita e 

Te kaniva loaloa e 

Ma te fetu, ma te fetu ma te 

Te kia lea atu e 
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Na ko pikia koe ma oku hei 

Tofa koe taku pele x2 

 

Mafutaga 

 

Te manaia o te faka ahiga 

O Tupulaga Tokelau 

Ke hiki ake ai te vikiga kia te ia 

Halog te taimi ka mavae ai ki tateu 

Halo ate taimi aue te faigata 

 

Mother’s song 

 

Lalage oki ia atu e 

Te fakagaliga o taku kofe 

Te faka lelega o taku pohina 

 

Fanakae Kola ki tamale (x2) 

E ieu te kua a motuhaga (x2) 

Na lea main a faia 

Na muna main a faia 

Pena laukaiga ki tafa 
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Tokelau Terms 

 
 
aliki      chief 

ao      light 

apa      tin container 

Faipule     elected governor of village 

fano      to go 

fātele      songs and dances 

foe      canoe paddles 

fono      meeting or assembly 

gafa aliki     chiefly geneology 

hiva      cultural dance performance 

island pulotu     Tokelau composers 

kāiga      family 

kilikiti      cricket 

lei      a garland or wreath 

lotu pope     Roman Catholic 

lotu taiti     Protestant  

lotu      church 

malamalama     light 

malo      grass skirt 

manu      Southern Cross 

māopoopo     gathered together, unity or unified 

noa      non-controlled states 

nuku      village or settlement 

papālagi     foreigner/ white person (also palāgi) 

pokihi      box-drum 

pule      a position of authority 

pulenuka     village administrator 

takitakihiva     dance leader 

Poutsa      stories      

tapu      controlled states 

taulaitu     priest 

tāupulega     village council of elders, ruling body 
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te pouliuli     darkness 

te pule fakalotu    church authority 

te pule fakanuku    village (civil authority) 

titi      fibre skirt 

Tokelau mo te atua    Tokelau for God 

Tui Tokelau     stone god statue 

tuluma      tackle box 

tupuma     elders 

tū faka-Tokelau    the Tokelau ways 

tūpulaga     the younger generation 

vaka kaihohoa tagata    people-stealing ships 
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Sample of Survey Form 
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