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This short paper is an effort to explore the concept of yalomatua. It 
attempts to document the importance and meaning of yalomatua as used in 
both Fiji society generally, and in education, as perceived by thirty Fijian 
elders aged 45 and over. 

As an educationist, I am preoccupied with questions and issues that affect 
positively or otherwise the life of the young Fijian, especially as she or he 
tries to fit comfortably into a world that is increasingly competitive, fast 
and confusing. The search for yalomatua is essentially the search for a 
lifeboat for the Fijian today, for the concept encompasses within it the 
meaningful interpretation of accumulated knowledge and its appropriate 
application to suit any situation. Yalomatua is perhaps more than a lifeboat. 
It is an anchor as well. 

The Fijian today is in a limbo in a society that is supposedly ruled 
politically by Fijians themselves, but in reality is controlled by external 
political and market forces. The development of yalomatua - spiritual 
wisdom - may be the answer, especially in the formal school system where 
the Fijian is lagging behind compared with other groups in Fiji. Yalomatua 
may give ethnic Fijians insight, hope, and the ability to affirm their sense 
of identity. Insight is needed to decide appropriate directions to take. 
Identity is important so people feel secure in being Fijian and hence 
sufficiently confident in mingling with others and, more importantly, 
respecting cultural differences. 

The author expresses appreciation to Dr Tupeni Baba for his guidance, and Ms Zane Ma 
Rhea for her inspiration. 
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Yalomatua: A Pacific perspective 

Baba (1993) attempted a definition of yalomatua with the idea that there is 
an absolute necessity for hard work in any venture in life. According to 
him nothing of worth or significance can be obtained without hard work or 
necessary effort. He also maintains that there is a world of difference 
between education and schooling, and that both are needed for the 
development of a whole person. Alongside knowledge of school subjects, 
emphasis should be given to the development of "...attitudes, values, 
sensitivities, and such other necessary package of skills which were 
regarded as crucial for living beyond the school." (Baba, 1993: 3-4) 

Furthermore Baba (1993) states that yalomatua entails a spiritual dimension 
to life that involves not only the yago or material things but includes a 
spiritual realisation. Yalomatua encompasses more than just the 
accumulation of knowledge, or kila ka. It is deeper, as it incorporates the 
appropriate use of knowledge to bring about a better quality of life: "With 
yalomatua, one is able to face the challenges of life more effectively." 
(Baba, 1993: 4) Baba goes on to argue that the gist of traditional education 
was the attaining of yalomatua, something he believes the schools are no 
longer emphasising sufficiently. It was absolutely a recipe for achievement 
and further promotion in the world of work. 

Kikau's (1981) study of Fijian proverbial sayings concluded that amongst 
Fijians the ability to use such sayings gives an insight into the wit and 
wisdom of the people. Furthermore, the ability to use proverbial sayings 
reflects how well people have adapted to their environment and society: 

In Fijian society one who is able to cite proverbs in their 
appropriate context at meetings and so forth is looked up to as 
one who is 'wise in the ways of his people'. He is talked about 
and praised for his oratorical ability. On the other hand, those 
who are unable to use proverbial sayings or interpret their 
meanings are deemed foolish and ignorant. (: vi) 

Logovae (1982), writing of wisdom in the Samoan context, especially as it 
relates to the matai system and Christian theology, states that wisdom to 
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the Samoan means tofa, moe and fa 'autaga. These, according to him, are 
the full meaning of wisdom and are basic to Samoan societal structures: 
"These three concepts are inherent in the many rituals, ceremonies and 
festivals peculiar to Samoan society and life." (1982 : v) 

Tofa is primarily the chiefs attempt to acquire truth to rule the people 
efficiently. :t is also used to mean sleep, or when bidding farewell to 
someone leaving, as well as referring to the presence and prudence of an 
orator. Moe also alludes to wisdom as it emphasises having enough food to 
enable the family to live well, and in this context is especially used in 
reference to the person who sleeps on the farm to work. A matai is 
supposed to have this wisdom by virtue of his position. Moe also is 
applicable to the wealth of knowledge the orator has acquired throughout 
his life. Logovae adds that the moe of an orator is a distinctive quality that 
he needs to possess to enable him to teach and discipline his family. Moe is 
the wisdom that integrates the whole of Samoan life: it reflects on life from 
the level of a child, to a taulealea, to the orator, and finally to the matai. 

Fa 'autaga is wisdom that is needed by the orator to enable him to relate to 
the matai. It should give the orator depth of insight and the capacity to 
make decisions as he sits on the council of the matais. 

Logovae (1982) points out that a Samoan sees wisdom as a gift to be used 
in the service of others which, if misused, is lost. It is therefore seen as 
both a burden and a blessing. Wisdom is closely linked to the land for, 
according to Logovae, land puts wisdom in its proper context and meaning. 

The social foundations of wisdom are perceived to be twofold: those of the 
family and those of the village. Logovae (1982) notes, however, that these 
foundations are being undone today due to money and secular education. 
The situation is aggravated because the matais, previously the repositories 
of Samoan wisdom, are no longer placing importance on reciprocity and 
respect, but have sold their souls to foreign philosophies, especially those 
associated with profit-making. 

Closer still to the Fijian concept of yalomatua is the Tongan concept of 
poto, which Thaman (1988) defines as the positive application of ilo 
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(knowledge and knowing) so that the tokotaha poto is one who not only 
has ilo, but can apply ilo with positive and worthwhile results: 

Poto is the kind of holistic idea in the sense that one does not 
just acquire the knowledge associated with a certain skill or 
craft, but must apply this satisfactorily. Poto also implies that 
a person needs to master not just the cognitive and practical 
aspects of ilo but also the emotional and spiritual aspects. 
(Thaman, 1988: 200) 

Common to all Pacific cultures is the idea that wisdom must first of all be 
sought after. With reference to education, this suggests that wisdom may 
need to be pursued by teachers so that they can teach the present generation 
for life ahead and not life behind. For the Fijian parent and child, 
yalomatua may be needed for anticipatory preparation for an increasingly 
competitive life. 

Yalomatua: A Fijian study 

To clarify further the rhetoric and reality surrounding yalomatua - a 
concept in traditional Fijian education and/or socialisation - a brief 
exploratory study was carried out. Thirty educated indigenous Fijians over 
the age of 45 were selected for the study. They were leaders in either the 
government or the church, and included a parliamentarian, a former 
ambassador, and a senior legal officer. A questionnaire survey was used. It 
focused on defining the concept; identifying the circumstances of its use; 
explaining its religious, economic and socio-political significance; and 
exploring the importance of the term as it relates to education and the 
affirming of cultural identity. 
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Results of the survey 

Preferred definitions of yalomatua 

Most of the respondents defined yalomatua as having the wisdom and 
ability to enhance one's quality of life morally, spiritually, physically 
and/or economically. Typical responses included: 

Yalomatua is the growth of mind and spiritual understanding 
which may lead to a quality of life in general. 

It is doing the right thing at the right time to improve or boost 
one's life - morally, ethically, spiritually - and to improve 
one's society. 

It is physical and spiritual maturity of mind and soul. 

Yalomatua is to develop a sense of wisdom in mind and spirit 
to be able to face the challenges of life more effectively. 

Respondents also stressed the importance of displaying independence, wise 
use of resources, and the prioritisation of one's goals in life. Yalomatua 
likewise is important in leadership, be it in the family, community, village 
or at national level. Leaders are deemed to have yalomatua if they rule 
with justice and are able to distinguish good from evil. As one respondent 
put it, the term is used: 

...when describing community leaders who provide effective 
leadership and whose lifestyles conform to accepted spiritual 
values... Ideally, role models such as Ghandi and Jesus Christ 
are good standards here to measure one's degree of yalomatua. 

As a leader one needs yalomatua when making decisions, be they at the 
micro level of the individual or the family, or at the macro level of the 
society. Indecision and wrong decision-making both reflect the lack of 
yalomatua. It is thus the ability to use knowledge (kila ka or vuku) to be 
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able to attain a desirable quality of life both for oneself and others. In this 
context yalomatua was seen by respondents as the affirmation of one's own 
cultural identity while maintaining a tolerance for cultural difference. 

Circumstances of use 

The respondents clearly indicated that they used the concept of yalomatua 
interchangeably as a noun, a verb and an adjective, just as Logovae (1982) 
described the concept of wisdom in Samoa. The concept applies in almost 
all the spheres of life from childhood to death. A child, for instance, needs 
to have yalomatua to be able to have a sufficient degree of concern for 
his/her studies, not to be swayed by peer pressure, to use time wisely, to 
pass examinations well and to find a job. Yalomatua is basic to a child's 
attempt to be successful. 

The term is used to denote a positive development towards some 
supposedly adult-like or mature attitude, goal or value. Children with 
yalomatua can be trusted with responsibility, and parents can be at ease or 
confident in giving them a certain degree of independence, be it in relation 
to friendships, management of money, or in the choice of a career. The 
assumption is that all adults 'have it', but in reality this is clearly not so. It 
would be ideal if this was the case because yalomatua is vital in life 
regardless of age. 

In addition to these circumstances, yalomatua is used when emphasising 
good conduct, and when success is displayed. In relation to good conduct, 
respondents made the following observations: 

Yalomatua is needed when and where spiritual and social 
priorities are correctly identified, and correlates with self-
discipline to achieve the most of what has been prioritised. 

It is needed by a person to succeed in any venture in life 
because yalomatua is the inner strength to pursue and 
persevere. Without yalomatua one is easily overwhelmed with 
difficulties and may give up hope easily. 
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Religion and yalomatua 

When questioned on how they perceived the relationship between religion 
and yalomatua, there was a strong correlation between what respondents 
perceived as a religious person, and one who has yalomatua. For example: 

To have yalomatua is to be godly (yakayalo) and not simply 
worldly (vakavuravura). 

Yalomatua itself has often been referred to as spiritual growth 
and becoming a more responsible member of the church and 
community. 

The exalting of God also is seen to be the result of one having yalomatua, 
for it enables one to see things not in a secular or worldly manner, but in 
spiritual ways (yakayalo). A person with yalomatua goes beyond merely 
exalting God. He or she applies religious principles to his or her daily life. 
As one respondent said: 

Religion is something people identify themselves with. Usually 
it has its sets of norms that keep in check the way people think 
and behave. Yalomatua is to be able to identify such religious 
norms and abide by them for a good life. 

These ideas are expounded further in another response: 

Yalomatua in religious dimensions means a lot of impact on 
the conduct, attitude and behaviour of a person. Religion does 
help a person to be yalomatua. Religion is indeed the yardstick 
most people use to measure one''s yalomatua. 

In relation to external threats or forces, yalomatua was seen to be crucial, 
especially as the Fijian has many forces of change to contend with. 
Yalomatua is not inherited, however. One has to work towards achieving it. 
This is where religion is important. Respondents emphasised that the right 
approach to religion will provide divine intervention to support one's 
natural efforts at gaining yalomatua. Divine intervention was seen to be 
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necessary to perfect the process. 

There is also an interesting note of caution running through some of the 
responses with regard to the application of religion and the use of 
yalnmatua, as exemplified in the following response: 

Yalomatua has a religious significance when it emphasises 
spiritual values or a sense of signifying the Brotherhood of 
Mankind, but not where the term religion emphasises the 
physical rituals only, at the expense of spiritual substance and 
contents. ... Unfortunately, in our country today, physical 
rituals and protocols have gained dominance at the expense of 
the spiritual dimensions amongst many religious leaders and 
followers. 

Clearly the misuse of religion does not reflect yalomatua. Religion can 
become a vice, and spiritual wisdom therefore needs to be vigilantly held. 
Respondents felt rather that too much has become secularised; hence what 
we have is a watered down version of 'the truth', in most cases tailor-made 
by our religious elite to fit into the political agendas of some of our leaders 
who sadly reflect yalowai, the absolute antithesis of yalomatua. As one 
respondent noted, however, ours is a society that can put up with both the 
yalomatua and the yalowai. 

Economics and yalomatua 

Yalomatua is needed in the realm of economics, especially as people try to 
improve their standard of living. People with yalomatua can use their 
resources to produce wealth, and know what to do with the distribution and 
consumption of goods and services, especially with reference to costs both 
nationally and internationally. Wise budgeting is also possible. This 
includes the budgeting of one's money, time, talents and resources. 
Extravagance when displayed, especially when it cannot be afforded, shows 
a lack of yalomatua. Respondents cautioned that money should not rule 
one's life, for money does not guarantee yalomatua. Attention to money, 
however, is a necessity: 
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Yalomatua is needed here because, whether we like it or not, 
our lives are subjected to the economic policy of the 
government and we need to know what it encompasses for us 
to plan our survival around that economic policy. 

The majority of respondents emphasised the need to have yalomatua in the 
realm of economics, especially as we try to adopt wise methods of running 
our own businesses and budgeting our resources. The accumulation of 
money should not be overemphasised, however. Instead economics should 
be interpreted more broadly to incorporate the proper management of 
human and natural resources. Failure in business may be the result of a 
narrow search for profit. This perhaps could be remedied given yalomatua. 

Politics and yalomatua 

Most respondents expressed a strong view that politicians need yalomatua 
to ensure stable government and to help their people achieve a good quality 
of life. It is especially important in formulating policies and making 
decisions that are beneficial to the majority of the people. In Fiji, 
yalomatua is especially needed by politicians for pursuing and maintaining 
multiracial harmony. The following statement is typical of many 
respondents: 

It is important that politicians have it \yalomatua] especially as 
they are elected by man not God, hence their decisions can be 
ungodly. Absence of yalomatua... may mean that leaders can 
be corrupt and may lie to their electorates. 

Respondents pointed out that yalomatua in politicians should include 
elements of trust, virtue, insight and prudence, together with a sense of 
responsibility towards voters. Voters in turn need yalomatua to be able to 
choose good politicians: 

Voters need yalomatua to choose good and virtuous leaders 
and parties with practical and useful platforms, and not just go 
with the tide. 
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There was an interesting tendency for respondents to consider the social 
and political spheres of life in combination, thus reflecting how people 
perceive politics today. Ethnic Fijians obviously see political control 
embedded in the social and community spheres; i.e., political control still 
comes under the jurisdiction of the social system. There is thus a strong 
sense of community ownership of political processes, and an absence of 
flexibility in allowing 'important others' to take part. It is therefore 
important that leaders at all levels of Fijian society - family, village, 
community, province and national - fulfil their roles with yalomatua. 

Yalomatua and Fijian culture and identity 

Respondents expressed a strong view that yalomatua is needed to promote 
culture and affirm identity, although not at the expense of others. Fijian 
tradition and protocol are firmly based on yalomatua. One example is that 
of the installation of a lesser chief when the rightful one has been deemed 
unsuitable in the assessment of the chief-makers. It is essential that such a 
process be based firmly on yalomatua. 

Yalomatua will provide people with the insight to preserve the deep values 
and history of the culture thus maintaining a clear sense of their personal 
and cultural identity. Respondents noted that preservation of cultural 
identity in a superficial way for the sake of appearance does not reflect true 
yalomatua. Rather, cultural maintenance should acknowledge the realities of 
external influence and change, yet strive for the active preservation and 
promotion of behaviour and values that are part of the deep fabric of the 
Fijian way of life. In this way, Fijians will be helped to live comfortably 
and successfully in today's world. The following responses may throw 
more light on these important ideas: 

Some of our attitudes need to be checked to suit current times. 
Yalomatua needs to promote a healthy sense of identity or self 
concept. 

Yalomatua will enable the Fijians to have a cultural identity; 
that is, if you use it correctly in the sense that it promotes a 
quality of life. 
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Finally, some respondents noted that ethnic Fijians with yalomatua will not 
pursue cultural identity at the expense of other cultural groups. In other 
words, they stressed that one cannot build true cultural identity by 
degrading others, but only by policies of cultural inclusiveness. 

Education and yalomatua 

Yalomatua is at the core of traditional Fijian education, yet some 
respondents felt that the present-day education system in Fiji seemingly 
does not have yalomatua as a goal. They expressed the view that it is 
important in schooling for, among other things, it gives one the ability to 
set goals and priorities in life. There was also the belief that with 
yalomatua the gap between Fijians and other groups in examination 
performance might be bridged: 

Poor Fijian educational performance as well as non-
performance in other areas is indicative of their lack of 
commitment and direction...non-performance is the same as 
lack of yalomatua. 

Parents are deemed the most responsible people for passing on yalomatua 
to children. Institutions like the school and the church are seen as 
secondary avenues of transmission. 

A learner with yalomatua will display humility and willingness to accept 
the advice and tutelage of others. One cannot force yalomatua onto another 
person. Each one has to gain it in his or her own time. 

The majority of respondents stressed that yalomatua is needed today by 
students, parents, teachers and others associated with schooling. They 
painted a picture of declining yalomatua as reflected in carefree attitudes 
and a general malaise in education. Indigenous Fijians therefore need to 
assess their strengths and weaknesses and identify possible future directions 
to correct this and promote a new sense of yalomatua both individually and 
collectively. Respondents expressed their views in various ways: 
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...western influences brought about by modernism [tend to] 
adversely effect us or catch us unaware. Usually when one is 
caught unaware in transition, one tends to forget one's own 
identity, hence the need for yalomatua so that one can safely 
and firmly stand one's ground. 

...without yalomatua, schooling may be just an avenue of 
wasting time... 

It is a necessity. Without it one cannot find and value what is 
rightly ours. We need yalomatua to be confident in what we 
are and pursue a destiny worthwhile for our children. 

Conclusions 

Yalomatua has been defined largely as a quality of mind that reflects one's 
spiritual wisdom and is evident in one's character, attitudes, values and 
conduct. It should influence both the secular and spiritual domains, and be 
relevant to one's family, profession and community. Respondents viewed it 
as all-pervasive, enhancing the individual's degree of independence; the 
observation of things cultural, especially to promote richness within one's 
group and good relations with others; the quality of leadership; the ability 
to make rational decisions especially in prioritising one's goals; and the 
effective use of resources. It is necessary for the full maturation of the 
child, and for success in any venture. One respondent aptly summarised it 
thus: 

Without yalomatua life would be meaningless. With it, Fijians 
can say they have 'a flavour to their daily lives'. 

Yalomatua is not for secularistic goals alone. At its nub it is perceived as a 
Godly endowment and like all spiritual gifts people must work hard for it, 
just as Logovae (1982) admitted that the Samoan tofa, moe mdfa'autaga 
are bestowed upon people by some transcendental experience. 

Yalomatua is needed in every sphere and stage of life. From childhood to 
death the distinction is made easily between the yalomatua and the yalowai. 
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A person who shows or has yalomatua is respected and hence can be 
assigned roles of responsibility and status. Hence, when it is absent from 
the first-born in the family, the saying goes: ulumatua vakasabola, meaning 
that the eldest {ulumatua) lacks the wisdom or maturity expected of his 
position. 

Another Fijian saying that makes reference to the lack of yalomatua is sika 
vakabeka, literally meaning to have grey hair like a flying-fox. These 
flying-foxes have tufts of white hair on their breasts which do not imply 
old age at all. Hence the proverb is used for old people who have white 
hair, showing that physically they have aged, but as people they actually 
lack maturity and wisdom, especially in the ways and customs of their 
people. 

A modern Fijian proverb is also apt here: qase i raisi, which literally 
means, "old out of eating rice". Rice is not a Fijian staple, and it is not a 
respected food in the eyes of the Fijian. Rice is also associated with town 
living, and with watered down versions of things that are culturally Fijian. 
Hence someone who is qase i raisi has become old but is basically ignorant 
of things that pertain to the customs of his or her people or village. 

Yalomatua, therefore, is a term that connotes a deep, all-encompassing 
well-being and wisdom that infuses every aspect of the person's being. It is 
a quality of mind and soul that is needed both for physical survival and for 
spiritual life. It needs to be applied in all matters, whether it be food, use 
of money and land, politics, family welfare, or relationships with other 
people, races and nations. 

In education, yalomatua should infuse the entire process of raising the child 
or young person to adulthood. Its transmission is the responsibility of all 
agents of socialisation - the parents, the extended family, the community, 
the church and the school. All need to recognise that education is for life, 
not just for passing examinations, and strive to endow the young with the 
yalomatua they will need to build a secure future. While there may be 
many credentials for the accumulation of vuku (knowledge), there are none 
for yalomatua. This may explain why yalomatua is not on the education 
agenda in contemporary Fiji. True wisdom for Fijian leaders therefore may 
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well mean reviewing the terms of reference of today's schools, especially 
in the degree of expression or inclusion of important elements of cultural 
knowledge and values. 
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