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I interpret the rights of children as meaning the responsibility of mother, father, 

family, village and nation to do what ought to be done to promote and protect the 

interest of children.  Lapse/s in performance of this responsibility breaches custom 

and/or  village/government policy and/or law. 

Let me begin by identifying boundary between responsibility of parent and the 

rights of the child.  Once conception is established, the mother is subjected to a 

regimen which is intended to protect the life of the mother and the life of the child.  

The regimen is an affirmation of the rights of a child to life and good health. 

Additionally the regimen prescribes a special diet and protection from the 

elements. In the palagi context, the question when does a foetus become a human 

being is an issue.  The issue does not arise in the Samoan indigenous context.  Once 

conception is established, the foetus is referred to as le tagata meaning human being 

and as such, entitled and deserving of every right as a human being.   

From the fifth to the ninth month of conception, there is a change in regimen 

which recognizes the fragility of the mother’s condition and its relevance to the life of 

the child. Here again, the new regimen reinforces the child’s right and entitlement to 

life and good health. When the mother gives birth she is especially protective of the 

newborn child and this is known in Samoan as faafailele or tausi faapepe meaning the 

special care of the mother for the newborn. 

The Samoan word matua moepo is equivalent in meaning.  Pigeon hunting and 

pigeon raising was once core in Samoan daily life.  Noticeable was the way a mother 

pigeon diligently huddles and succors her young in the nest at night  to protect them 

from the elements and predators.  The word matua moepo literally means the parent 

who sacrifices rest and sleep at night for her young.   

After birth, the umbilical cord and placenta are ritually buried in the earth.  It is 

intended to be a religious offering acknowledging God/gods and thanking Him/them 

for their care and safekeeping.  If it is a boy, a lama (pigment for tattoo) is ritually 
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prepared for his initiation later into manhood, the ceremony by which he pledges his 

life to high purpose symbolized by the saying a e mana’o i le pe’a talia tiga meaning 

if you want a pe’a (tattoo) you have to endure pain and suffering. If it is a girl, then 

the family will weave a fine mat known as the ‘ie faatupu  that will be presented at 

her marriage to the family of her spouse.  The ie faatupu symbolizes connection and 

bonding between spouses and their two families.  There is also what is known as the 

nunu fanau which is the presentation of mats, tapa etc after birth of the child to the 

village and the district to thank them for their prayers and their blessing.   

The responsibility to nurture children is expressed in the saying o fanau a tagata e 

fafaga i upu, a o fanau a manu e fafaga i fugalaau literally meaning the young of 

birds are fed with the blossoms of trees whereas the young of humans are fed with 

words - meaning that children are entitled to be nurtured on good thinking and good 

behavior.   

It is this nurturing that provides the moral compass to being, feeling, knowing and 

doing.  Nurturing is a responsibility shared by parents, elders, matai and the village 

hierarchy.   

The principal function/purpose of nurturing is to identify boundaries between 

child and parent, child and elderly, child and matai, child and child, child and village.  

Once identified, the boundaries are then located in the va fealoaloa’i  that is, relations 

between parties.  Recognition of boundaries and their location in va fealoaloa’i 

underpin harmony between man and self, man and man, man and environment, man 

and cosmos. 

 Evidence of shared nurturing is ifoga i.e. the ritual asking for pardon from the 

offended party by the remorseful offender party.  If the breach is light, ifoga is 

performed  by the immediate family.  If it is more serious then ifoga is performed by 

the extended family and the village.  The message of ifoga is, we ask your pardon for 

we who are responsible for nurturing have lapsed in our responsibility and therefore 

are accountable either as a family or as a village. 

 

Some of the guiding principles in nurturing: 

O le au o matua fanau means the pinnacle of the parents’ love are their children 

i.e. love is founded in the hope that their children will turn out right.  If parents 

by word and example undermine the process of good rearing then the saying o le 
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au o matua fanau – children are the pinnacle of parents’ affection – will have 

neither meaning nor substance. 

 

Piipii ama vaevae manava  

Vaevae manava means literally the mother sharing her body to make new life.  

Piipii ama means holding on to the outrigger of the canoe to maintain or retain 

balance.  The message here is that the priorities are: firstly love and secondly 

balance. 

 

Ia ola taofiofi 

meaning exercising discipline and discretion.  Discipline and discretion are 

necessary to avoid unnecessary provocation and confrontation.  Avoidance of 

provocation and confrontation guarantees good relations. 

 

O le ala i le pule o le tautua 

meaning the path to authority is through service.  Service means right 

performance and right motivation – meaning doing right for the right reason.  

It is not enough to do right, one has to do it for the right reason in order to 

qualify for the faamanuiaga i.e. blessing (temporal and divine).   

 

O le faiva o tamalii o le gasese 

meaning it is the mark of good breeding to serve well.  Faamanuiaga i.e. 

blessing will not come through genealogy or the achievement of forbears but 

through how one serves. 

 

E su’e mai ta’ito’alua ma tane o aiga i e faatūina aiga 

meaning select your spouses from those who can  contribute to the family 

welfare by their competence to perform allocated tasks and who by discretion 

and discipline, promote and sustain peace within the family. 

 

Then we come to the sticky point.   

• Where do you draw the line between reasonable and sensible telling-off and 

what is excessive?   
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• And where do you draw the line between reasonable physical discipline and 

excessive physical discipline or what is known in Samoan as limatētē?   

The standard is expressed in the Samoan saying: o le au o matua fanau – the 

pinnacle of parents’ affection are their children.  In other words, what is love 

(concept/context) and loving (process)?  

Matthew 7:12 – (paraphrase) “Do unto others as you would be done by” – 

meaning love and respect for others is love and respect for oneself.  Absence of love 

and respect for others, in the ultimate is absence of love and respect for oneself.  

Therefore excessive physical discipline and excessive telling-off do not reflect 

parental love or love and respect for others and oneself. 

(Proverbs 15:1): “a gentle answer quietens anger”.  If the telling-off is motivated 

by anger, then anger begets anger and resentment and is self-defeating and thus the 

Samoan saying, o le suaga ipo i Falealupo e saele fua – meaning futile work which 

brings no useful outcome.   

There is a Samoan saying, E leai se gaumata’u na o le gaualofa which means 

what you do out of love endures.  What you do out of fear will not endure because 

once whatever motivates fear disappears, then there will be nothing to provide 

guidance and direction in conduct.  The reason is that the origin of fear is extraneous 

whereas love is from within oneself.  So long as love is alive in one’s heart, love will 

provide guidance and direction for good conduct. 

Faa-Samoa and the Bible share common ground on physical discipline. Proverbs 

13:24 : “If you don’t punish your son, you don’t love him.  If you do love him, you 

will correct him” - O lē ua tuuna lana sasa ua ‘ino’ino o ia i lona atalii, a o lē ua 

alofa ia te ia, ua sa’ili le a’oa’iga mo ia.  Proverbs 19:18: “Discipline your children 

while they are young enough to learn.  If you don’t, you are helping them to destroy 

themselves”.  The meaning is that the parents who spare the rod do not have the 

interest of their children at heart.  This is the equivalent of the Samoan sayings: E iloa 

gofie fanau e tuufau e i’uvale.  Children who are not subjected to discipline will end 

badly.  E iloa gofie fanau e ola i le faatonuga e amio pulea.  You can always tell 

children who have been subjected to discipline by the way they do right by others 

meaning neighbor, village, society, government. 

There is nothing in Samoan culture or custom that promotes excessive 

discipline through word or deed.  The word limatētē meaning excessive physical 

punishment has an unfavorable and pejorative meaning in the Samoan language.  
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Thus the Samoan saying, ‘Aua le limatētē ina ne’i ola palaai fanau – meaning - Do 

not expose children to excessive physical punishment lest you break their spirit.  The 

measure is whether or not discipline (word or deed) is an act of love or loving.  

• Where do you draw the line between what is excessive and what is not?  

• How can you define what is limatētē?”  

The fundamental issue is identifying the boundary between love and anger. If it is 

anger, then it has to be subjected to some regimen of restraint or control.  Where 

culture and custom fail to provide anger control, then the law should intervene and 

parents should not be allowed to defend limatētē or excessive physical punishment on 

the grounds that they are parents.  Parents like anybody else are accountable for 

excessive physical punishment.  This is consistent with Samoan custom because the 

village hierarchy which equates with current law, can intervene in cases of excessive 

physical discipline. 

The final question then is:  What is love?  There is no better definition of love 

than St Paul’s (1 Corinthians 13, 4-7): 

 

Love is patient and kind, it is not jealous or conceited or proud; 

love is not ill-mannered or selfish or irritable; love does not keep a 

record of wrongs, love is not happy with evil but is happy with the 

truth.  Love never gives up; and its faith, hope and patience never 

fail. 

 

Soifua. 

 


