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A television news program not long ago showed images of a Sa-
moan family in California. A neighbor saw large numbers of peo-
ple entering the family’s home, heard “a great deal of noise,” and
called the police, saying something suspicious was going on next
door. Police arrived on the scene, surrounded the house, and con-
fronted the Samoan family. With a police helicopter beating the air
overhead, the officers frisked men and women, young and old. It
was never clear to observers what they were looking for, but grad-
ually it became clear to the police what they had found.

They had found a birthday party. The Samoan household’s
baby was one year old, and, since they were loving and respectful
people, they had invited all the members of their extended family
to come share in the auspicious occasion. The joyous event includ-
ed singing and dancing, which triggered the neighbor’s complaint.
The police were embarrassed by their mistake. The party-goers
were bewildered and intimidated at the treatment they had re-
ceived.

Pacific Islander American families are not much under-
stood by non-Pacific Islanders. It may be partly because they are
not much studied. What literature there is dwells on two themes.
First, a small number of anthropologically-oriented writings (Han-
dy and Pukui 1972; Shu 1985-86) talks about patterns of kinship
in Polynesia—the roughly one-third of the Pacific that is most fa-
miliar to Americans. In addition, a slightly larger and growing
body of literature talks about domestic violence (Dubanoski and
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