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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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Snyder 1980; Gray and Cosgrove 1985; Counts 1990; Mokuau 
1991). Only a tiny number of scholars have paid attention to other 
dynamics in Pacific Islander families (Jolly and Macintyre 1989). 
Almost none of them have had anything to say about Pacific 
Islanders who reside in the United States. 

This, then, is a first foray into that large, almost uncharted 
territory: the family among Pacific Islander Americans. It was un- 
dertaken by the Pacific Islander Americans Research Project, a stu- 

dent-faculty research unit sponsored by the Institute for Polynesian 
Studies and the Division of Social Sciences at Brigham Young 
University-Hawaii. The team operated on the theory, common in 

the psychotherapeutic community (Caille 1982; Doherty and Baird 

1983), that detailed, structured interviews with family members 

would provide insight into both structure and processes in Pacific 
Islander families. 

The interviewers comprised four women and a man, all Pa- 

cific Islanders and all students at BYU-Hawaii. They interviewed 
forty-one people in fall 1992 and winter 1993, all Pacific Islanders 

in their twenties and thirties, and all students at BYU-Hawaii. 

Twenty of the interviewed people were men, twenty-one women. 
Sixteen were Tongan, seven Fijian, five I-kiribati, and thirteen Sa- 

moan. All spoke about their families of origin—the households in 

which they grew up, generally in their countries of origin although 

sometimes in the United States. The interviews lasted from one to 

two hours each. 

The inquiry was directed toward four topics: the meaning 

of “family” in each of the cultures under study; family structure 

and decision-making; discipline; and culture change. After taking 

background data on the respondent’s age, sex, ethnicity, birth or- 

der, birthplace, place where raised, marital status, and occupation, 

the respondents were asked the following questions: 

Meaning of “Family” 

What comes into your mind when I say the word “family?” 

What is the word for family in your language? 


