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VAKAVINAVINAKA (ACKNOWLEDGEMENT) 

 

Na vakadidike qo e dikevi kina na kaukaua ni yaqona kei na kena itovo e vakabauti ni tara na 

veivakavulici e Viti.  Na ulugata dredre qo, dau tarai keda vakalevu na kena veitalanoataki, e 

ciqomi ruarua kina na rai e tokona kei na kena e saqati tale ga kina na yaqona, ka sega ni kena 

inaki me vakalewai ira na qasenivuli se dua e dau gunu yaqona. Me nanumi tale ga ni kena 

vakatabakidua na vakadidike qo ena dua ga na vanua me kua ni lai dusi sara kina na tara se tabu 

ni yaqona ena ivakarau ni veivakavulici ni dua na taba ni vuli, isoqosoqo lotu se tabana 

vakamatanitu e Viti.  E inaki ga ni vakadidike me vakadikeva e dua na ulutaga e sebera ni 

vakadidiketaki mada, me vakauqeta tale ga na veitalanoa vei ira era tiki, se ra kauwai ena veika 

vakavuli e Viti.  Au kerea meu vosoti ni se sega ni rawa ni vakadewataki vakaviti na vakadidike qo.  

 

Au gadreva meu vakaraitaka na vakavinavinaka levu mai vu ni yaloqu vei ira kece na 

vakaitavi ena kena rawa na vakadidike qo.  Na vuku ni veimaroroi kei na vakalekalekataki ni 

itukutuku ena sega ni vakatakilai kece na yacadra.  

 

Au gadreva meu vakavinavinaka vei Filipe Jitoko na ivukevuke ni vunilewa ni 

Tabacakacaka ni Vuli kei Joji Qaranivalu, ena tabana ni vakadidike ni tabacakacaka ni vuli, ena 

veivakadonui kei na veitokoni ena gauna ni vakadidike.  Ke a sega na veitokoni ni tabacakacaka ni 

vuli ke a sega ni vakayacori na vakadidike qo. 

 

Na noqu vakavinavinaka cecekia vua na qasenivuliliu e liu ena Richmond Methodist High 

School o Serupepeli Udre ena veivakaitaukeitaki, veikauwaitaki, yalovinaka kei na veidusimaki, 

sega ni guilecavi kina na veigauna dau vakavulici au kina ena ivakarau duidui, na ituvatuva kei na 

itovo e okati ena bula vakaitaukei e Viti.  Vua na qasenivuliliu o Setareki Merekula, na italatala 

Seru Tokalau, na matabose ni koronivuli kei na lewe ni koronivuli e RMHS, au via vakaraitaka na 

noqu vakavinavinaka levu vei ira ena nodra yalosavu kei na veiciqomi.  Ke a sega na nodra 

veivuke, veitokoni kei na yalovinaka ke a sega ni rawa na vakadidike qo.  E veivakauqeti na kauwai 

ena nodra susu ka tuberi cake na gone, ka’u dau kurabui ena veigauna ena veika e rawa, vakabibi 

ni rawa ena dela ni dredre era rawa ni soro kina e levu.  Au vakavinavinaka vakalevu tale ga vei 

Tui Rauni: Tomasi Vasu, na noqu vuvale kei na itokani mai Natokalau, Korovou kei Busa oni 

vakatara meu vulica na veika dina e Vakaviti. Dodonu me rau vakavinavinakataki o Tevita 

Bainimoli kei Savenaca Veibataki ni rau vakavulici au ena iwalewale matailalai ni kena tei, cavu, 

lose kei na kena gunuvi na yaqona. 
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Na vakavinavinaka cecekia vei rau na noqu qasenivuli, o Dr. Donovan Storey kei Dr. Manu 

Barcham ena Massey University ena veitokoni, cau vakavakasama kei na veivakauqeti.  Dodonu 

meu vakavinavinaka tale ga vei Dr. Maciu Tomlinson ena Monash University, e Malevani, na gone 

ta mai Tavuki, ena veitokoni, vakasala momona kei na veitalanoa veivakauqeti.  E rau vakavina-

vinakataki tale ga o Kali kei Tarisi Vunidilo ena veidusimaki kei na veivuke, vakabibi ena itauyavu 

ni vakadidike. Au vakavinavinaka tale ga vei Sekove Bigitibau mai na Tabacakacaka itaukei, 

itokani vakavuli ena univesiti e Waikato ena veigauna ni gunu yaqona dau veitalanoataki kina na 

vakadidike qo kei na ulutaga e semai kina, vakakina na nona veivuke ena kena vakadewataki.  Au 

vakavinavinaka vakalevu vei Dr. Martin Upsdell ena kila ni kena wiliki ka vakamacalataki na 

iwalewale ni vakadikevi ni yaqona ena yago; vei Vuniwai Josaia Turagava (Namalata) nona veivuke 

ena itukutuku vakavuniwai, vakakina o Vuniwai Ian Goodwin ena veivakauqeti kei na veitokoni.  Sa 

vakavinavinakataki tale ga na isoqosoqo ni itaukei e Hamilton ena nodra veikauwaitaki kei na 

yalosavu, rawa kina meu veitalanoataka ka kila e levu na vakasama ni vakadidike qo e Niusiladi.  

 

Meu tinia, na noqu vakavinavinaka levu vua na watiqu ka noqu itokani vinaka duadua o 

Jan.  E sega ni cegu na nona veivakauqeti, dau vakawilika ka vakaraitaka na nona rai ena veika au 

vola, vakayagataka nona iyau kei na ilavo ena gauna kece e qaravi tiko kina na vakadidike qo, kei 

na noqu vuli.   

 

E dina ni lewe levu sara era cau mai ena kena vakaoti na vakadidike qo, ke sega ni volai 

vakadodonu na vei cau oqori, meu beitaki ga o au. 



 

 - 3 -

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

 

I wish to express my wholehearted appreciation to all of the people who have made this Masters 

research possible.  However, due to the need for confidentiality and brevity, not all of these people 

can be identified by name.   

 

I wish to thank Mr. Filipe Jitoko, the Deputy Secretary for Education, Fijian Ministry of 

Education (MoE), and Mr. Joji Qaranivalu, Research Division, MoE, not only for their approval to 

conduct this research, but also their ongoing support and assistance throughout its duration.  

Without the support of the MoE, this research would not have commenced. 

 

I am deeply indebted to Master Serupepeli Udre, the former Principal of Richmond 

Methodist High School (RMHS), Kadavu, for his hospitality, friendship, patience and mentoring, 

together with the many hours he spent in teaching me some of the multi-layered systems, structures 

and protocols involved in being Fijian.  To Principal Setareki Merekula, Talatala Seru Tokalau, the 

School Board, and all of the community at RMHS, I wish to express my sincere appreciation to 

them for continuously opening their lives and welcoming me like a brother.  Without their help, 

support and openness, this research would not have been possible.  Their passion to cultivate and 

grow young lives is an inspiration, and they have continuously surprised me with how much they 

have been able to achieve, often in very trying circumstances, when many would have given up.  I 

extend special thanks to Tui Rauni: Tomasi Vasu, and my family and friends at Natokalau, Korovou 

and Busa Villages, who have allowed me to participate and learn in the ‘real’ Fiji.  Special thanks 

must go to Tevita Bainimoli and Savenaca Veibataki for teaching me the finer points of cultivating, 

harvesting, mixing, and drinking yaqona. 

 

Thanks and immense gratitude goes to my supervisors, Dr. Donovan Storey and Dr. Manu 

Barcham at Massey University, New Zealand, for their support, input and encouragement.  I owe 

special thanks to Dr. Maciu Tomlinson of Monash University, Melbourne, adopted son of Tavuki, 

for his support, thoughtful advice, and challenging conversations.   Thanks are also due to Kali 

Vunidilo and Tarisi Sorovi Vunidilo for their guidance and assistance, especially during the early 

stages of the research.  I owe a debt of gratitude to Sekove Bigitibau, from the Fijian Affairs Board 

and fellow Masters student studying at Waikato University, for the hours we spent drinking yaqona 

together discussing this research and related topics, and for his assistance with translation.  I am 

especially thankful to Dr. Martin Upsdell for his expertise in interpreting and presenting the 

statistical material, Dr. Josaia Turagava for his assistance with the pharmacological data, and Dr. 



 

 - 4 -

Ian Goodwin for his encouragement and support.   Thanks must also go to the Hamilton Fijian 

Community for their hospitality, openness and availability, allowing me a place in New Zealand to 

discuss and understand many of the concepts associated with this research.   

 

Finally, but most importantly, love and appreciation must go to my wife and best friend, Jan.  

She has been ceaselessly encouraging, spent hours reading drafts and making suggestions, and 

made many sacrifices, both personal and financial, throughout this research and the entirety of my 

studies. 

 

This research was recently presented at the Association for Social Anthropology in Oceania, 

held at the Australian National University, Canberra (13-16 February, 2008) where academics, 

including several kava ‘experts’, provided feedback and critical comment regarding the findings 

(Aporosa, 2008b).  Additionally, a condensed peer reviewed version of these findings will be 

published in the next edition of Domodomo: A Scholarly Journal of the Fijian Museum, in a 

Fijian/English language parallel (Aporosa, 2008a).  Although a vast number of people have been of 

immense assistance in the completion of this research and book, I take full responsibility for any 

inaccuracies.   

 



 

 - 5 -

CONTENTS 

 
Vakavinavinaka (Acknowledgement) . . . . . . 1 
Acknowledgement . . . . . . . . 3  
Contents . . . . . . . . . 5 
List of figures, illustrations, photographs, and tables . . . . 7 
Glossary . . . . . . . . . 8 
List of abbreviations . . . . . . . . 12 
 
Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION . . . . . . 13 
 Aim and significance of the research . . . . . 14 
  Previous studies . . . . . . 15 
  Research questions . . . . . . 17 
 Methodology . . . . . . . . 17 
  Research site . . . . . . . 17 
  Methods . . . . . . . 20 
  Access and acceptance . . . . . 21 
  Sample indicators . . . . . . 23 
  Gathering the data . . . . . . 24 
 Ethical, and other considerations . . . . . 26 
 Thesis structure . . . . . . . 27 
 
Chapter 2: YAQONA - FROM PROPAGATION TO STEADY-STATE  
                    CONCENTRATION . . . . . . 29 
 Yaqona – a living entity with the power of life and death . . 29 
 Yaqona – asexual and economically appealing . . . 31 
 Yaqona – the aqueous beverage . . . . . 33 
 Yaqona – “muddy water” with a kick . . . . . 35 
 Yaqona and the cultural ceremony of isevusevu  . . . 35 
 Yaqona intoxication – ethnographic perspectives . . . 38 
 Yaqona intoxication – pharmacological perspectives . . . 39 
 Yaqona – drinking and driving . . . . . 41 
 Yaqona – implications in the workplace   . . . . 42 
 Yaqona – consumption and impairment levels . . . 43 
 Yaqona – drug half-life . . . . . . 45 
 Yaqona hang-over . . . . . . . 49 
 Yaqona – not quite the source of true contentment . . . 51 
 Summary . . . . . . . . 54 
 
Chapter 3: EDUCATION AND THE CULTURE OF YAQONA . . 56 

 Under-achievement in Fijian education . . . . 56 
 Education – a State/Community partnership . . . . 58 
 Education – embracing culture . . . . . 60 

 Private/Public voices . . . . . . . 62 
Richmond Methodist High School– an archetypical Fijian school . 64 
“My school, my village” . . . . . . 67 

 Teacher - elder, parent, and role model . . . . 67 
 Summary . . . . . . . . 70 
 



 

 - 6 -

Chapter 4: RESULTS . . . . . . . 72 
 Exploratory questionnaire and qualitative data collection . . 72 
 Categorising consumption levels  . . . . . 75 
 A typical day in the life of a teacher . . . . . 77 
 Kanikani - a “badge of honour”?   . . . . . 78 
 Semi formal interviews and the collection of qualitative data . 79 
 Vakaturaga and the etiquette of yaqona consumption . . 80 
 Bole, tauvū, veitabani, and the culture of yaqona . . . 82 
 Masculinity and yaqona consumption . . . . 83 
 Strategic consumption and self-preservation . . . . 84 
 Yaqona and the love/hate relationship . . . . 85 
 Yaqona hang-over . . . . . . . 86 
 “Yaqona’s a problem, but it’s not addressed” . . . . 88 
 Yaqona consumption during “office hours” . . . . 90 
 Taking the initiative in setting yaqona consumption policy . . 94 
 Summary . . . . . . . . 96 
 
Chapter 5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION . . . . 98 
 Lethargy and impassivity in the form of a drink . . . 99 
 Isevusevu without disrupting education delivery . . . 100 
 Yaqona consumption and regulatory control . . . . 101 
 “Simply remove the grog from the schools, and the problem is fixed…” 102 
 “In the morning you feel lazy, you want to sleep; it is hard to teach”   104 
 “What I do in my time is my business”   . . . . . 106 

 Limited extra curricula activity . . . . . 106 
 The cultural ethos of vakaturaga . . . . . 107 
 Bole, tauvū, veitabani, and the culture of yaqona . . . 108 
 Masculinity and the culture of yaqona . . . . 110 
 Cultural change, a slow process . . . . . 111 
 Self-preservation and strategic consumption . . . . 111 

 “The MoE and Supervisors can see the problem, but they ignore it…” 112 
 Completing a circle . . . . . . . 113 
 Charting the future of Fijian education . . . . 115 
 Recommendations for further research . . . . 115 
 
LIMITATIONS . . . . . . . . 118 
 
AREAS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH . . . . . 120 
 
Appendix A: Sampling questionnaire . . . . . . 121 
Appendix B: Interview questions . . . . . . 123 
Appendix C: Daily Activity Sheet . . . . . . 127 
Appendix D: Informed consent form . . . . . . 128 
Appendix E: Public Service Commission (PSC) memorandum: yaqona . 129 
Appendix F: Changes in concentration of yaqona in the blood stream  . 130 
Appendix G: Fiji Air Navigation Regulations 2003, number 72 . . 133 
Reference List . . . . . . . . . 134 



 

 - 7 -

LIST OF FIGURES  

 

Figure 2.1 The action of yaqona in body of person who drinks 5&6 bilo’s 45 

Figure 2.2 The action of yaqona in body of a regular consumer . . 49 

Figure 4.1 Participant categorisation (heavy, light and non-drinkers) . 76 

Figure 4.2 Yaqona consumption of heavy drinkers during survey period 77 

Figure 6.1 Plot of amount of yaqona in the blood and gut after one bilo 131 

 
 
 
 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS AND PHOTOGRAPHS  

 

Plate 1.1 Location of Richmond Methodist High School . . 19 

Plate 2.1 Yaqona, Piper methysticum, 3 years of age . . . 30  

Plate 2.2 Propagating, harvesting and drying yaqona . . . 32 

Plate 2.3.  Yaqona consumption utensils . . . . . 33 

Plate 2.4 Mixing yaqona, and yaqona session at RMHS . . 34 

Plate 2.5.  Kanikani (kava dermopathy) on leg . . . . 53  

Plate 3.1.  Isevusevu presentations by RMHS student’s . . . 62 

Plate 3.2.  Preparing the RMHS yaqona for sale at the market . . 66    

Plate 3.3 Cartoon: “He’s telling us not to drink…” . . . 70 

Plate 4.1 Cartoon: “He’s very busy at the moment…” . . . 93 

 
 

 

LIST OF TABLES  

 

Table 2.1 Half-life calculations . . . . . . 46 

Table 2.2 Kavalactone/yaqona and steady-state concentration . . 47  

 

 



 

 - 8 -

GLOSSARY 

 

bachelor  an unmarried male over 18 years old.  

badge of honour a local colloquialism referring to kanikani (the skin condition that manifests as 

a result of high yaqona consumption).  This term infers a sense of masculinity, 

and can indicate a person’s stature in being able to competitively consume vast 

quantities of yaqona, or simply indicates that a person has the ability to drink 

large amounts of the beverage.   

bilo  a cup made from a coconut shell (see Plate 2.3.f). 

bole  meaning ‘to challenge’.  The word has historical origins in challenging rituals 

performed between warriors prior to combat (Clunie, 1977:40).  One of its uses 

in contemporary Fijian society is to describe playful challenging during yaqona 

sessions.   

bolei  meaning ‘to be challenged’.  See bole. 

chemotype the chemical composition of a plant. 

drug half-life  the amount of time it takes for the potency of a drug in the body to fall to half 

its strength (Julien, 2001:17). 

dry isevusevu the exclusion of the consumption of aqueous yaqona that typically follows the 

traditional presentation of waka. 

grog  a colloquialism referring to aqueous yaqona, adapted from the grog (rum) 

ration given to the sailors who visited Fiji prior to colonization (Norton & 

Ruze, 1994:10; Geraghty, 1996).  

grog doped ‘intoxicated with yaqona’.  It is also used when referring to the lethargic effects 

of a yaqona hang-over. 

grog fighting  the competitive, non-aggressive yaqona drinking, that results from bole. 

grog swiper a colloquialism referring to a person who habitually consumes large quantities 

of yaqona. 

gunu ‘to drink’. 

hang-over in this study, refers to the bodily effects (laziness, lack of energy, decreased 

motivation, heightened impassivity, generalised carelessness, stomach upset, 

and occasionally interrupted memory recall) that results from the ingestion of a 

large quantity of yaqona. 

hot stuff  a colloquialism referring to alcohol. 

ibe  mat woven from the voivoi plant.  
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isevusevu  the formal presentation of yaqona.  By analogy i sevu means “first fruits, a 

libation of a small quantity of yaqona poured from the first bilo as an offering 

to the Vu (Turner, 1981; Vunidilo, 2006a:4). 

kanikani  a ichthyosis, or dry scaly condition of the skin that results from excessive 

yaqona consumption.   It is also called kani and kava dermopathy (Norton, 

1998:383) (see Plate 2.5). 

kasa propagatable cuttings from the stem of the yaqona plant (see Plate 2.2.a&b).   

kava  see yaqona.  

kosa waka (yaqona root) after being pounded in a tabili.  

lewena  the basal stump of the yaqona plant.  

mana  power of effect (Tomlinson, 2006). 

masi  or tapa, cloth made from the Paper Mulberry plant.  

matanivanua  herald or spokesman (Abramson, 1999:270). 

mataqali  “an agnatically related” group forming part of the larger clan (Ravuvu, 

1983:119). 

mate ni vanua  ‘disease of the land’, a curse incited by the Vu (Cambie, 1994:3). 

mateni  short for mate ni yaqona, meaning yaqona intoxication or drunkenness (Hocart, 

1929:58). 

meke  traditional Fijian dance. 

qito vakaviti  traditional Fijian games. 

quru  meaning ‘to challenge’ - Kadavu dialect. 

saumi dinau literally meaning ‘the repayment of a debt’.  This term is commonly used to 

describe the sleep (‘repayment’) a person requires to combat the soporific 

effects of a yaqona hangover (the ‘debt’). 

steady-state  

concentration  the achievement of a predicted level of drug accumulation in the body 

following regular doses. 

susu madrai literally meaning ‘raised on bread’.  “This has a derogatory connotation and is 

used to refer to Indigenous Fijians” who have neglected their culture and 

language (Puamau, 1999:343).  

swiper see grog swiper. 

tabili a mortar made from steel piping or a hollowed log, and used to pound yaqona 

with either a metal or wooden pestle (see Plate 2.3.a,b,c).   

tabua whales tooth as used in ceremonial exchange. 
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taki meaning ‘serve’ when used in connection with yaqona. ‘Obo’ – Kadavu 

dialect. 

Talatala a consecrated church minister, Reverend.  

Talatala Qase Superintendent Minister of the Methodist Church. 

tanoa  wooden bowl for mixing yaqona (see Plate 2.3.d). 

tu yaqona person designated to serve the yaqona. 

tauvū  a political and social linkage between villages and regions based on traditional 

religious observance.  Those who make up these relational connections 

frequently refer to each other as ‘Tau’, and their relationships are often 

“marked by mutual assistance, license, and joking” (Tomlinson, 2002:39).  

tuki  meaning to ‘pound’, as in crush, when used in relation to yaqona.  

tuki kosa   meaning ‘to re-pound the yaqona’ allowing it to be used again to mix the 

aqueous beverage, although subsequent use reduces the potency (Tomlinson, 

2004:657). 

unu  a fibrous strainer used for mixing yaqona, and made from the vau (Hibiscus) 

tree (see Plate 2.3.e). 

vakatevoro  meaning ‘witchcraft’, this is a spiritual mechanism used to bring about a curse 

and often involves the use of yaqona (Katz, 1993:24).  

vakaturaga  “the central [Fijian] ethos” and value system that includes, behaving in a 

chiefly manner irrespective of ones status, respect, knowing ones place in the 

community, fulfilling obligations, sharing and caring, and a quiet disposition 

(Ravuvu, 1987:18-19,319-320).   

vanua  the land, its people and traditions (see footnote p.10)  

vanua research a research methodology developed by Nabobo-Baba (2006:24-36) and 

employed when the research focus has implications for the vanua.  

veikauwaitaki  meaning ‘caring’, this is an aspect of vakaturaga. 

veilomani   meaning ‘compassion, charity, love’ (Toren, 1999:265). 

veimataki  literally meaning “point of entry”.  This is a designated house in which 

relational ties offer a gateway, or a recognised entry point to a village.  Those 

with a point of entry first visit their veimataki before attending to matters in the 

village proper. 

veitabani    insinuating ‘retaliation’, and when used in reference to relational connections, 

indicates former enemies.  In the contemporary culture, the relationship is 

characterised with gaming, trickery, joking, competition, bole, and grog 
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fighting, although this never descends into any form of aggression or 

confrontation (Tomlinson 2006:13). 

Vu Fijian ancestral gods, ancestors and spirits (Katz, 1993:20-21).  

waka  the prized root crop of the yaqona plant which contains the greatest levels of 

kavalactones (see Plate 2.2.e). 

wash-down the drinking of alcohol with, or following, yaqona consumption (Tomlinson, 

2004:660).  

 yaqona a plant, botanically named Piper methysticum, and more commonly known as 

Kava outside of Fiji.  Yaqona is considered sacred, and once dried, can be 

mixed into an intoxicating beverage (see Plate 2.1,2.2, 2.3.g, & 2.4).   

yaqona session often referred to as a “kava circle” (Lindstrom, 2004:17; Tora, 1986:30), this is 

a gathering of two or more persons where yaqona is consumed.  This reference 

is used irrespective of the time duration, or whether the consumption is done 

for formal or informal reasons (see Plate 2.4.d). 
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

 

CNS   Central Nervous System  

DoE   Director of Education  

FCAA   Fiji Civil Aviation Authority  

FSLC   Fiji School Leaving Certificate  

GABA  Gamma Amino Butyric Acid  

HOD  Head of Department 

IQ001  interview question number 

lts   litres 

mgs   milligrams  

mls   millilitres  

MoE   Ministry of Education 

NSAAC  National Substance Abuse Advisory Council  

PMS   Performance Management System  

PRA   Participatory Rural Appraisal  

PSC   Public Service Commission 

RMHS  Richmond Methodist High School  

SEO   Senior Education Officer  

USP   University of the South Pacific  
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INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY 

 

 

Education is recognised as playing a critical role in the development of individuals and countries by 

increasing human resource levels, decreasing infant mortality rates, augmenting opportunities to 

participate in economic sectors, and empowering political and social participation (Bowden, 

2002:405).  As a path to development, education has become a primary focus in the Fiji Islands 

(Nabobo, 2001:56), a developing nation in the South Pacific which gained constitutional 

independence from British colonial rule in 1970.  However, a number of reviews, reforms, and 

numerous studies over the past 35 years have failed to lift “the general academic status, 

performance and achievement of Fijian students at all levels” (Williams, 2000:179).  Further, 

deficiencies in the structures of education delivery are believed to be preventing a wide sector of the 

population from fully participating in the “socio-economic and political development of the 

country” (ibid, 2000:179).  This is because more than a quarter of all primary school students fail to 

progress to the secondary level, and for those who do, more than half leave without qualifications 

(Narain, 2002:5).  A large number of measures employed since independence have “not been 

promising”, and this has caused the Fijian Ministry of Education (MoE) to question whether culture 

and values related to contemporary education delivery in Fiji may be a factor (see p.57).  The MoE 

have requested research be conducted in order to determine the relevance traditional practices and 

principles have on the delivery of education (Williams, 2000:179,188).  Otsuka (2006:6) comments 

that cultural practices, beliefs and values transcend all aspects of life in Fiji, including education, 

and are considered major influences on both academic failure and success.   

 

This exploratory study will isolate and investigate the use of kava, commonly known in Fiji 

as yaqona, as it relates to education delivery in rural Fiji.  Yaqona is a plant that when dried, can be 

mixed to produce a soporific intoxicating beverage.  It plays a vital cultural and economic role in 

almost all aspects of Fijian life, including the educational arena.   Although academic comment 

related to yaqona’s influence in education delivery is limited, informal debate and discussion is 

widespread, with some criticising the traditional practices associated with yaqona, as a major 

contributing factor in Fijian under-achievement.  On the other hand, others argue that any 

significant advances in education must be coupled with cultural values and practices (Nabobo, 

2000:3; Huffer & Qalo, 2004:99-100), of which the culture of yaqona is central.   

 

In order to investigate this debate, research was primarily conducted at Richmond Methodist 

High School (RMHS) on Kadavu Island.  This allowed for the perspectives of the Teaching Faculty 

1 
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to be expressed, together with my own personal observations and experiences at the school over the 

past six years.  It is intended that as well as addressing a number of key research questions 

regarding the relationship between yaqona and education in Fiji, this study will also provide a point 

of reference allowing for further discussion on the topic of yaqona and education delivery within 

Fiji’s educational structures, as well as throughout the Pacific. 

 

The following sections will discuss the aims and objectives of the research, highlight the 

literature as it pertains to the study, together with a number of questions this literature has raised.  

This will be followed by an outline of the methods utilised during research.  Finally, a number of 

other words, terms, and colloquialisms concerned with culture, education and yaqona are used 

throughout this thesis.  In order to give clarity to the use of these, readers are encouraged to 

familiarise themselves with the glossary on page 8. 

 

AIM AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH 

The aim of this exploratory research is to investigate whether a negative causal relationship exists 

between yaqona (colloquially known as grog), education delivery and teacher performance in rural 

Fiji.  The present theme has not previously been researched, and therefore no theoretical models 

exist that can be tested 1.   

 

It is anticipated this research will inform Fijian education policy and stimulate dialogue on 

the study topic at the Fijian Ministry of Education (MoE), among teaching staff, school Boards and 

administrative bodies, Parent Teacher Association’s, The Fiji Teachers’ Union and Association, the 

teacher training institute at The Fiji College of Advanced Education, the Institute of Education at 

the University of the South Pacific (USP), National Substance Abuse Advisory Council (NSAAC), 

and other pertinent bodies associated with education in Fiji.  At several points during the thesis, and 

especially in the final chapter, questions will be raised in order to facilitate discussion by these 

organisations.  Although these questions will be prefaced with discussion and opinion, answers will 

not be furnished, as I believe that to do so, is beyond the authority of this study.  It is further 

anticipated this research will add to the current literature that discusses factors in under-

achievement in Fijian education; factors that, to date, have not addressed yaqona and education 

delivery.     

 

 

                                                           
1  As a result of an unsuccessful literature review focusing on the theme of this research, the following persons were consulted and confirmed that to 

their knowledge, this topic had not been investigated: Mr. F. Jitoko, MoE, Dr. P. Puamau, USP, Mr. J. Qaranivalu, MoE, Dr. S. Naisilisili, USP 
(March 2006). 
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Previous Studies 

Although there are no previous studies that have considered yaqona and its relationship to education 

delivery, two reports, one published by the MoE, and the second supported by the MoE, alludes to 

the issue.  The first is the 515 page 2000 Fiji Islands Education Commission report entitled 

Learning Together: Directions for Education in the Fiji Islands  (MoE, 2000b).  This document 

details the outcomes of “a comprehensive review of Fiji’s education system” together with an 

“overarching examination of the system as a whole” (ibid, 2000b:i). It also discusses the many 

facets of education service delivery, the current challenges faced in administering those services, 

together with a number of areas in need of immediate reform.  In respects to the issue of yaqona, as 

it relates to this study, there is a single reference: 

 

Yaqona drinking is important in ceremonial Fijian culture and social gatherings, but excessive 

consumption of yaqona is becoming a problem.  It absorbs income as well as removing fathers from the 

family.  Many teachers in rural areas also become involved in excessive yaqona consumption, with the 

result that they are less effective in their professional work.  Instances have been cited where teachers 

leave classes unattended while they drank yaqona.  Jenkins and Singh noted that yaqona has an: 

 

… ability to sap energy and support listlessness and there can be little doubt that it substantially 

inhibits performance of duties in non-traditional professional environments, including the civil 

service and teaching. 

 

This highlights a divergence between the regulation and reality; there is a civil service regulation that 

prohibits the consumption of yaqona during working hours, apart from ceremonial occasions (ibid, 

2000b:169).  

 

The report makes no further references regarding material concerned with this study, 

however, it does cite the Jenkins and Singh (1996) report, a combined research effort drawing 

together the Department of Education and Psychology at USP, the MoE, and a large number of 

teachers from eight schools on Koro Island.  In that report, the research team identified 10 “issues 

which appeared to have a direct bearing on the effectiveness of Koro schooling” (Jenkins & Singh, 

1996:32-42).  Additionally, the report states that the issues as identified at Koro are indicative of 

most other rural Fijian schools (ibid, 1996:2).    These issues, collected under separate headings, 

are, financing of schools, parental support, language and the curriculum, implicit values, gender, 

misappropriation of funds, teacher satisfaction, professional debate, school committees, and yaqona 

consumption. However, of the almost one page designated to the topic of yaqona consumption, 

aside from the quote as contained within the MoE Learning Together document (above), only one 

other comment relates to this study.  It asks that “individuals in the education service appraise the 
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degree of moderation they bring to the habit [of yaqona consumption], given the other demands on 

their intellectual powers, and perhaps to take a more parsimonious view of the amount of kava that 

might appropriately be imbibed at social gatherings” (ibid, 1996:35).  The remaining piece relates to 

the consumption of yaqona in the home village setting, a factor I will now briefly discuss.   

 

In 1999, Dr. Priscilla Puamau, a leading commentator on education in Fiji, reviewed a 

number of studies and addressed the issue of under-achievement in Fijian education. The MoE’s 

Learning Together (2000b:187) report makes reference to this research and states “Puamau 

identifies a host of factors that contribute to Fijian achievement… She also discusses a number of 

factors often not considered as contributing to poor achievement such as… drinking yaqona” 

although neither Dr. Puamau’s research, nor the MoE report elaborated on the setting for the 

yaqona drinking.  I discussed the 1999 research with Dr. Puamau (8 August, 2006) who revealed 

that this element related to the home village environment, and not the consumption of yaqona by 

teaching staff.  However, later during that same interview Dr. Puamau voiced her concerns 

regarding what she believed to be the negative impacts yaqona consumption, by teachers, was 

having on education delivery.  She cited incidents where teachers were arriving in the classroom 

still grog doped from the night before and referred to their behavior as “irresponsible”.     

 

I highlight these studies and comments in order to make several observations.  Firstly, in the 

MoE Learning Together document, and the combined study at Koro Island, two clear statements, 

albeit brief, have been made concerning the consumption of yaqona by teaching staff and the 

impact this is believed to be having on teacher work performance.  Secondly, during interviews and 

discussions related to this study, in excess of 40 persons including teaching staff, MoE officers, 

USP lectures and parents - informants who I know to be both yaqona consumers and non consumers 

- expressed their concerns at the ability of teachers to deliver education to students following the 

heavy consumption of yaqona.  Thirdly, over the past six years, I have heard multiple comments, 

some said out of concern, others in jest, and some as rhetorical questions, concerning teachers and 

their yaqona consumption habits and education delivery.  Finally, a number of researchers have 

analysed the factors believed to be responsible for under-achievement in Fijian education, although 

they have stopped short of including the consumption of yaqona by teaching staff as a factor.  This 

appears contradictory to the apparent concerns by the MoE, Dr. Puamau (an experienced education 

under-achievement researcher) and a proportion of the population that yaqona consumption by 

teaching staff is, in some instances, impacting upon education delivery.   
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Research Questions 

Therefore, if the consumption of yaqona by teachers, as discussed above, really is of concern, why 

has it not been researched?  Are there those who are concerned as to what such a study would 

reveal?  Is it possible that this issue has been sidestepped as it has the potential to reveal yaqona, a 

highly respected and widely consumed emblem in the Fijian culture, in a negative light?  Are there 

possibly those who are afraid that such research could cause the complete removal of yaqona from 

the school campus? Or, are the statements in the two cited reports, together with the interviews and 

social comments, simply baseless?  These questions will act as a guide of sort throughout the study, 

and I will return to them in the final chapter, Discussion and Conclusion.   

 

In order to further address these and other key research questions, interviews were 

conducted with teaching staff from the secondary school and university environments, general 

community, together with a number of MoE officers, allowing for indigenous opinions and 

experiences.  Additionally, participative observation and personal knowledge within Fiji, including 

kinship and association ties at the research site, together with a number of years experience in 

cultivating, harvesting and consuming yaqona, allowed an additional perspective.  The topics of 

yaqona as a cultural icon, yaqona and socio-culture, cultural and communal obligation, yaqona 

consumption etiquette, masculinity and recreational opportunity were explored in order to seek 

answers to the questions as presented above and gather together data in order to encourage 

discussion at the MoE and among organisations interested in Fijian education delivery systems. 

  

Prior to investigating these questions and associated subjects, the proceeding sections will 

explain why the study community was chosen, the research time frames, initial customary 

requirements, data and sampling frames, the interview and observation process, post research 

analysis, followed by the ethical considerations, and finally an outline of the thesis structure. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Site 

It must be noted that while this study has concentrated on one particular research site, this does not 

single out any particular educational environment, religious association, or governance structure as 

being more liberal or restrictive in its approach to yaqona within its education delivery systems.  

This statement is based upon a familiarity, although to a lesser degree, with a number of schools 

and their teaching environments within Fiji.  Cultural practices surrounding yaqona at the research 

site are comparative with most Fijian school contexts.  Moreover, as with most semi-autonomous 

structures, certain practices tend to manifest to greater or lesser degrees.  For example, three yaqona 
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related experiences, occurrences that could potentially be deemed as amounting to serious 

professional misconduct, were observed at other secondary schools elsewhere in Fiji.  These will be 

explained in Chapter 4: Results, and it must be clarified that such behaviors have not been 

observed at the research site. 

 

Richmond Methodist High School (RMHS), situated on Kadavu Island, Fiji, (see Plate 1.1) 

was chosen as the research site for two reasons.  Firstly, RHMS is believed to be “representative” of 

most schools in Fiji.  This statement is based on the research of Jenkins and Singh (1996:2) at Koro 

Island.  In their 1996 study, they stated that although the islands’ schools are geographically 

isolated, nonetheless, “Koro is truly representative” of most schools in Fiji, especially the vast 

majority, which are rural.  RMHS, according to an informant at the MoE, is not unlike the schools 

on Koro Island, and shares many similarities, especially its yaqona culture, the teaching of 

traditional and cultural values; including practices, as part of its curriculum, their school and 

community partnership, and administrative and structural systems.   

 

Secondly, the choice of research site was attractive due to a long-standing relationship I 

have with the school that spans more than five years.  Additionally, in having kinship ties to a 

nearby village, issues related to familiarity, accessibility, and the receptivity by the teaching staff 

and Board, greatly assisted.  I am a familiar face in the school compound and this allowed for 

minimal disruption to the activities of the campus, while established relationships with most of the 

teaching staff enabled open conversations based upon existing relationships.  Sociologists who 

studied family strengths in Fiji in 1994 argue that the success of village based research requires that 

one  “simply become[s] an authentic, honest, and contributing participant in the life of the 

community and listen[s] and see[s] for [them]selves how people thought about the issues, and what 

the answers to these questions were” (Defrain, Defrain & Lepard, 1994:27).  I believe that these 

comments are applicable to my relationship with those at the research site. 

 

Ironically, it could be argued that this open and unencumbered access to RMHS, together 

with established relationships, is in part, predicated upon yaqona.  I conservatively estimate that I 

have been a participant at more than 200 yaqona sessions at RMHS since 2000.  Ford (1967:170) 

comments that the sharing of yaqona fosters relational ties.  I would advance Ford’s comment, and 

contend that the yaqona venue itself, especially in Kadavu, where many of the more traditional 

aspects of the Fijian culture are still observed, also acts as a place where personalities are revealed 

and character is tested.  Although yaqona is recognized as a social lubricant which encourages  
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Plate 1.1. Location of Richmond Methodist High School (RMHS), Kadavu Island, Fiji. 

Source: Kay, 1986:194 

            Source: Nunn, 1999:6 

Source: Author 

Source: Kay, 1986 

FIJI 
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conversation and joking, it is also a setting where protocol is observed (Arno, 1990:242; Keltner & 

Folkes, 2005:522).  Irrespective of the yaqona session’s level of formality, certain traditional rituals 

are observed where participants pay tribute to Chiefs and Elders, and certain respect based 

behaviors, gathered under the concept of vakaturaga (“the central [Fijian] ethos”), are observed 

(Ravuvu, 1987:320; Tomlinson, 2004:658).  Thus, it is contended that such venues, aided by the 

relaxed effects that accompany the consumption of yaqona, opens one up to revealing greater 

aspects of their true identity; aspects that one could potentially hide with lesser contact.  Issues of 

vakaturaga include; behaving in a Chiefly manner irrespective of one’s status, respect, knowing 

ones place in the community, fulfilling obligations, sharing and caring; and a quiet demeanor 

(Ravuvu, 1983:103-4; 1987:18-19,319-320).  Combine this with demonstrated confidentiality, 

communication skills including the interpretation of conversation, an ability to contribute in 

problem solving, attitudes regarding instructions, and issues related to kinship and obligation (key 

themes in later chapters), a participants actions and behaviors at the yaqona session either promotes 

or discourages their level of acceptance in the community.  In the case of research, especially 

research of the current nature that has the potential to reveal deficiencies in a teachers education 

delivery, the manner in which a researcher conducts themself at yaqona sessions, I believe, will 

either hinder or help their people centered methodology.  

 

Methods 

Instead of employing a single methodological approach, this research embraced several approaches 

over-arched by an indigenous protocol based ideology.  “Deductive reasoning” (Walsh, 2005:94) 

was employed as the primary means of methodological enquiry. While I am not suggesting that the 

consumption of yaqona and its possible impacts upon education delivery constitutes a crime, Walsh 

(2005:94) likens this method of enquiry to that of a detective attempting to solve a crime.  

“Deductive thinking” treads a path of logical process from the obvious to the specific, attempting to 

gather evidence in order to determine the facts.   In a similar manner to an investigating officer, 

lengthy interviews and observation were the primary means of evidence gathering. 

 

Added to the process of deductive reasoning, a number of secondary methodological 

approaches were utilised in three stages over a period of twelve weeks during field research in 

November 2005, March, July and August 2006. These secondary approaches applied a blend of 

qualitative, ethnographic and dialectical (“strengths perspective”) (Dalton, Elias & Wandersman, 

2001:67) techniques following an initial questionnaire that was distributed to all 21 teachers at 

RMHS.  Qualitative research was employed rather than quantitative, as the latter fails to adequately 

embrace “[b]roader social, human and moral issues” (Brohman, 1995:126).  These research 
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approaches, modeled upon Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) methods, included the recording of 

oral history, participant observation, semi-structured interviews coupled with strength and weakness 

investigation (dialectical research), daily activity schedules and the administration of a sampling 

questionnaire. PRA approaches enabled the gathering of data and information from the viewpoint of 

the teacher’s and a number of staff members at the MoE, USP, together with several confidential 

informants in  both Kadavu and Suva.   

 

Finally, the methodology was founded on a research ethic which Nabobo-Baba (2006:24-36) terms 

“vanua research” 2.  This approach is an adjunct to the ethical requirements as stipulated by a 

researchers governing body, and is employed when the research focus has implications for the 

vanua.   In the previous section, the Fijian ethos of vakaturaga was discussed in terms of actions 

and behaviors at the yaqona session.  Vanua research is predicated upon the ethos of vakaturaga, 

consciously observing, and actively embracing culturally appropriate practices including those 

surrounding the traditional use of yaqona.  The observance of vanua research together with 

vakaturaga, was vital to the success of this research methodology. However, the application of 

“vanua research” is not limited to the enquiry phase.  This approach mandates that participants also 

receive appropriate and understandable feedback (Nabobo-Baba, 2007:4).  In the case of this 

research, RMHS, together with surrounding villagers, and the parents of the students, were read a 

condensed version of the findings in the native language, in a forum where they were acknowledged 

for the vital part they had played in this study.  Additionally, this presentation will shortly be 

published as a journal article, in a Fijian/English language parallel in order to allow all Fijians to 

read and comprehend a topic that is essentially ‘owned’ by them (Aporosa, 2008a). The three stages 

of field research will now be discussed. 

 

Access and Acceptance 

In November 2005, an initial meeting was conducted at the research site.  The focus of this meeting 

was to present a isevusevu as i dola ni cakacaka; the ceremonial presentation of yaqona to the 

RMHS Principal, with the purpose of seeking permission to conduct the research at the school.  

This was repeated several days later with Mr. Filipe Jitoko, the Deputy Secretary for Education: 

MoE, in Fiji’s capital, Suva.  Leslie & Storey (2003:81) acknowledge the importance of “research 

permission”, although the seeking of permission in this instance is related to the vakaturaga ethos 

and conducted as an acknowledgement of, and a process related to culture, as opposed to meeting 

the preconditions of “gatekeepers”.  It could be argued that the execution of a traditional practice 

                                                           
2 “Vanua literally means land, but also refers to the social and cultural aspects of the physical environment identified with a social group.  On the 

social plane it includes the people and how they are socially structured and related to one another.  On the cultural plane it embodies the values, 
beliefs and the common ways of doing things.”  (Ravuvu, 1983:76). 



 

- 22 - 

such as the isevusevu falls outside of standard methodological practices associated with academic 

methodology.  However, Waqavonovono (1980:8-9), in her village based study of traditional Fijian 

medicines, acknowledges her isevusevu as an element of methodology, and claims it was “critical” 

to her research.  Nabobo-Baba (2006:v-vi) advances this and mentions her isevusevu in the opening 

pages of her book which discusses traditional Fijian systems of learning.  She argues that the 

offering of the isevusevu, followed by the chiefly “blessings and ‘entry’ to the vanua” is more than 

a “research process [and is] pivotal to the research data [together with being] fundamental to later 

dealings with my people in relation to further study”.  

 

 It is also worth noting the pivotal role that the isevusevu effected when presented to the 

Deputy Secretary for Education, Mr. F. Jitoko, although this was unknown at the time.  During the 

early stages of the research, a Suva based informant stated, “I know you will have opposition [to 

your research] - we did from [the] MoE itself [following] research findings - yaqona consumption 

in particular – [was having on education].  However this is a critical and contentious issue and you 

ought to brace yourself for stiff opposition - like in any research of that nature”  (IQ001 – see p.26 

for coding explanations.  Names, where used, are authentic and not pseudonyms).  In essence, I was 

being cautioned that due to yaqona’s cultural significance and popularity, any research that could be 

deemed to threaten yaqona’s place in the indigenous structure, would be met with opposition.  

While this was the initial case on several occasions, the mention of, and endorsement of the 

research by Mr. Jitoko, seemed to allay any fears that participants held.  Mr. Jitoko, recognized 

within the MoE as an exceptionally hard and competent worker, is also labelled a grog swiper, a 

term given to a person who is regarded as capable of consuming large quantities of yaqona.  

Although issues related to grog swiping and the kudos that often accompanies such a reputation will 

be discussed in greater detail in following chapters, it is suffice to say that upon mentioning Mr. 

Jitoko as a research supporter, any reluctance upon the part of participants and informants tended to 

subside.   

 

Although the isevusevu was initially performed in order to seek approval to conduct the 

research, this constituted only a small aspect of this traditional practice, as the isevusevu itself has a 

major influence on this research topic as a whole.  Further aspects related to the isevusevu will be 

discussed in Chapter 3: Yaqona: From Propagation to Steady-State Concentration, however, it 

should be noted that this cultural practice maintains an ongoing presence throughout, even beyond 

the research proper.  Isevusevu’s, together with i dola ni cakacaka, are presented at the commence-

ment of each methodological stage, and at times prior to an interview with an individual.  Following 

the completion of the research and assessment of the research findings, a final isevusevu, together 
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with words of thanks and a completed research document, will be presented to key organisations 

and informants in order to acknowledge their role in the research.  This further fulfills cultural 

vakaturaga obligations and meets the conditions of “vanua research” (Nabobo-Baba, 2006:26). 

 

Sample Indicators 

The second stage of the research methodology was conducted in March 2006, and consisted of the 

distribution of a sampling questionnaire to all 21 teaching staff at RMHS.  The purpose of the 

questionnaire (Appendix A) was to ascertain the frequency, and levels of yaqona consumption, over 

a seven day period prior to the circulation of the questionnaire.   

 

 It has been previously stated that the research approach employed in this study embraced 

Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) methods. Advocates of PRA contend that one reason for the 

emergence of this practice was the disillusionment with questionnaire surveys (Chambers, 

1997:111).  Kumar (2002:316) argues that questionnaires are “infested with a number of problems”.  

Chambers (1983:51-55) supports this supposition commenting that questionnaires are time 

consuming, fail to express “peoples realities”, and ultimately produce questionable data. Despite 

these comments, a questionnaire was considered the most appropriate means to collect simplistic 

screening data, and the guidelines of Overton and van Diermen (2003:39-41) pertaining to the 

attributes of a successful questionnaire, were observed.  This included informed consent, question 

design and formatting, and administration processes.    

 

 An in-depth breakdown of the survey data is presented in Chapter 4: Results, although the 

primary purpose of this exercise was to quantify and define each participant’s yaqona drinking 

patterns over the week prior to the surveys administration.  In order to define those drinking 

patterns, consumers were categorised into one of three groupings based upon a similar exercise 

undertaken by Naisilisili (1998:58).  A non-drinker was one who did not consume yaqona during 

the survey period; a light drinker was a participant who consumed yaqona from 1 to 3 days, and a 

heavy drinker consumed for 4 days or more.  Additionally, data was sought regarding the drinking 

start and finish times of each participant per session, and the reason for consumption.  The 

consumption definitions then allowed the construction of focused questions, which formed the basis 

of semi-formal interviews that were executed in the third and final stage of the research.  The semi-

formal interview process will be detailed following a brief discussion on gender, Fiji’s racial 

demographics, and culture as it relates to this study. 
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Vunidilo (2006b) argues that women are highly influential in traditional practices and rituals 

associated with yaqona, although tend not to consume as much of the beverage as their male 

counterparts.  This was reflected among the female teachers who consumed vastly less yaqona than 

the males, and no female was represented among the heavy consume demographic.  Further, this 

finding corresponds with national trends (Naisilisili, 1998:31) related to male/female consumption 

rates, and throughout the thesis, the reader will notice that the language of this study tends to have a 

high male gender bias.   

 

RMHS has three Indo-Fijian teachers, who were also not represented among the heavy 

consumers.  Fiji’s population of almost 840,000 inhabitants has two main racial groups, indigenous 

Fijians and Indo-Fijians, who make up 54% and 38% of the population respectively, with the 

remaining 8% consisting of other nationalities.  The yaqona consumption levels between the two 

racial groups are considered identical (Tomlinson, 2006:17).  An Indo-Fijian teacher, when 

comparing the consumption habits of his demographic with the indigenous populace stated, “we 

drink the same amounts, all of us, even teachers abuse grog the same” (IQ002).  For the purpose of 

this study, no distinction will be made between the yaqona drinking habits of indigenous Fijian’s 

and Indo-Fijian’s, although it is acknowledged that the later demographic attain higher levels of 

academic achievement in Fiji (Kishor, 1983:229; Otsuka, 2006:2).   

 

However, a distinction is made concerning the use of the word “culture”.  “Culture”, which 

appears throughout the study, relates to the indigenous Fijian culture as opposed to the Indo-Fijian, 

or other smaller racial groupings.  Indigenous Fijian culture, although strongly influenced by the 

past, is not static, rather, it is a social construct in a constant state of flux, carrying with it ways of 

understanding, belief systems, communication patterns, interactive structures and relational bonds 

based upon a collective awareness (Ravuvu, 1983:v). Additionally, this construct is founded upon 

the values and ethos of vakaturaga.  Culture is Fijian, is the foundation of a Fijians identity, and 

strongly influences schooling in the island nation.  Irrespective of whether a Fijian lives in a remote 

village or an urban dwelling in central Auckland, culture, in varying degrees, is promoted and 

embraced.  For a Fijian to neglect or disown their cultural roots and/or language, is equivalent to 

forfeiting their identity.  Fijians who migrate to urban areas, even within Fiji, and neglect their 

culture and value systems are labeled susu madrai, a derogatory connotation, that when ascribed, 

will most often manifest feelings of shame. 

 

Gathering the Data. 

The semi-structured interviews of RMHS teaching staff, together with a number of key persons in 
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Kadavu and Suva, were conducted in July and August 2006.  A set of interview questions 

(Appendix B) and Daily Activity Sheets (Appendix C) were prepared for each of the participant 

groups; non-drinkers, light drinkers and heavy drinkers as defined from the initial questionnaire.  

The questions retained an element of flexibility, hence the term semi-structured interviews, and this 

allowed for a more targeted approach to information gathering and fitted with cultural practice.  

Thirty one persons were consulted using this method; 21 members of the teaching staff at RMHS, 

the former Principal of RMHS, four members of the MoE based in Suva, two staff members at USP, 

and four confidential informants.  A further six persons were interviewed via phone and e-mail.   

 

All interviews, averaging in length of one hour, were conducted in English.  The rational for 

this reflects Puamau (1999:15) who carried out extensive interviews among Fijian teachers and 

MoE staff during her PhD research and commented that “English is the discourse of schooling, 

public administration, formal communication, bureaucracy, politics, law and so forth (and 

strategically) the interview language would be compatible with the language of the thesis”. 

Moreover, all teachers at RMHS, together with the staff at the MoE, USP, and the confidential 

informants, all possessed a high degree of fluency in the English language and were able to conduct 

meaningful conversations.  Throughout the thesis, participants have been quoted literally, hence, 

grammatical irregularities have been deliberately maintained. 

 

During the interviews, deductive reasoning and the process of continually asking informants 

‘why’, in order to seek subconscious explanations, were frequently employed.  This allowed for the 

foraging of cultural concepts that often the local utilises, but is often unaware of.  Professor 

Marshall Johnson (2006), referring to the work of Bourdieu (1977:164-71), describes this concept 

as “doxa”, or the taking “for granted and unquestionable in a given society”. Turner (1992:293) 

identifies this unconscious expression of “routine social life [as a] practical [characteristic rather 

than] discursive consciousness”.  In order to identify and clarify reasoning behind cultural practices, 

the deductive approach used during interviews proved extremely valuable.   

 

Following the data collection, analysis was undertaken using an analytical process entitled 

“focused coding” (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995:157-162).  This initially consisted of a thorough 

reading of the research answers and fieldnotes while asking a series of interpretative questions.  

This was followed by identifying and coding themes that were then applied to the study proper.  

Focused coding aids the researcher in “generating theory that grows out of, or is directly relevant to, 

activities occurring (with)in the setting under study” (ibid, 1995:167).   
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The greatest challenge experienced during the research, and especially during the execution 

of interviews, was maintaining uninterrupted continuity. Fijians enjoy a collective culture, and two 

people engaged in discussion are often viewed as a group waiting for additional company.  This is 

further complicated as, to ask a person to withdraw from a group setting is culturally inappropriate, 

hence, interviews were often conducted away from public view to prevent intrusion and any breach 

to confidentiality.  This concept was also considered conforming to ethical research requirements, a 

topic that will now be discussed.  

 

ETHICAL, AND OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 

Research ethics when working in indigenous communities seek to ensure all involved feel a 

freedom to either participate or abstain, are respected, heard, left feeling empowered, never 

identified when any form of embarrassment or threat could result, and informed of the results of the 

research (Walsh, 2005:167-8).  In the case of this study, it is acknowledged that those being 

investigated are of a sensitive and emotive nature, and the confidentiality of informants, in almost 

but a few situations, is critical.  Approval to conduct this research was sought and authorised by the 

Massey University Human Ethics Committee, the MoE, and Principal and Board of RMHS.  Ethical 

considerations were essentially guided by principles of vakaturaga and vanua research as discussed 

earlier in this chapter.  However, vakaturaga values together with a number of cultural aspects, also 

offered the potential for a researcher to take a number of unethical liberties, and these situations 

required constant monitoring.  For example, visitors to Fijian communities are accorded certain 

privileges.  If a guest conducting research requested their hosts to voluntarily participate in the 

completion of questionnaires or interviews, the host’s sense of obligation would be greater than 

their desire to decline.  In order to minimize such compulsions on the part of research participants, 

the following process was employed.   

 

The research focus was introduced and explained to the teaching staff at RMHS during a 

staff meeting.  Those present were advised that participation was voluntary, and if they chose to 

take part in completing the initial screening questionnaire, to approach me (the researcher) at a later 

time and request a form.  This allowed those who wished to abstain to do so, and mitigated feelings 

of obligation in front of peers.  All questionnaires were forwarded with an Informed Consent form 

(Appendix D) translated, with the assistance of Tarisi Vunidilo, into the Fijian language, preventing 

any misunderstandings as to participant’s rights and voluntarism.  A similar Informed Consent 

process was undertaken prior to the semi-formal interviews, together with a verbal reiteration of the 

participant’s rights, and assured confidentiality.  
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Once completed, all questionnaires and interviews were locked away to ensure security, and 

written material was ascribed codings to prevent identification should they be misappropriated.  

Additionally, within this thesis, the majority of informant quotes have been referenced using a 

sequential coding system (IQ001-IQ107) to ensure anonymity.  This coding system was employed 

in order to ensure the anonymity of the small number of participants.  During interviews, great care 

was taken when seeking the clarification of statements made by other informants, and these were 

formulated into questions making no reference to third parties.  Interviews consisted of questions, 

and opinions were not offered. 

 

It is acknowledged that this research has the potential to highlight RMHS in a negative light.  

This possibility was discussed in an earlier part of the chapter, although it must be reiterated that the 

use of yaqona at RMHS is archetypical of many Fijian schools, especially those that are rural.  

Further, as will be discussed in a later part of the study, RMHS has proactively taken measures to 

counter a number of aspects related to the culture of yaqona, believed by the Board, to be gene-

rating consequences opposed to the school’s values. 

 

In discussing and investigating this sensitive and emotive topic, it is not my intention to take 

a moral high-ground, apportion blame, or criticise the actions of teachers, MoE Officers, or any 

who consume yaqona.  To do so, would be diametrically opposed to the vakaturaga ethos that has 

been used as an ethical guide during this study.  Moreover, if certain practices concerning the 

consumption of yaqona, as described in this thesis, constitute behaviour deemed inappropriate, then 

I admit that I am as culpable as any potential offender.  Over the past six years, I acknowledge that 

on many occasions I have keenly taken part in, and occasionally perpetuated, many of the practices 

associated with yaqona consumption as critically discussed by informants in this thesis.  Rather, the 

purpose of this research is to investigate a topic that has not previously been examined, although is 

discussed, most often in a surreptitious and often veiled manner, in many spheres of Fijian society, 

and to also generate discussion designed to enhance Fijian education.   

 

THESIS STRUCTURE 

Chapter 2 begins with an investigation of yaqona, discussing its significant status within Fijian 

education structures, together with associated rituals and belief systems, and the beverages 

properties as a soporific intoxicant.   Following this is an analysis of both ethnographic and 

pharmacological data in order to better understand the effects of intoxication immediately 

following, and the morning after, consumption.  This information will allow predictions to be made 

concerning a teachers ability to deliver education following consumption of the beverage.  The 
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chapter will conclude with the discussion of a number of social, health and economic aspects related 

to yaqona.    

 

Chapter 3 focuses on education in Fiji, and begins by investigating a number of positive and 

negative institutional and socio-cultural aspects, argued to be strongly influenced by the culture of 

yaqona.  Irrespective that the consumption of yaqona has been identified as having the potential to 

disrupt education delivery, the first half of the chapter weaves a path of investigation in support of 

the statement that yaqona’s value to the structures of education and its delivery, necessitates its 

presence in the schooling system.   In the second half of the chapter, the focus shifts to the micro 

educational environment, focusing on the research site, in order to discuss contributing factors in 

the consumption of yaqona by teaching staff.  The influence of kinship and competition, and finally 

the position of a teacher as a role model will also be investigated. 

 

Chapter 4 presents the field research data and an analysis of the survey questionnaire and 

informal interviews.  The consumption habits of the teachers are discussed in detail, together with a 

number of factors informants believe encourage the over-consumption of yaqona.   Research 

participants describe the effects of yaqona intoxication and the impact this is believed to have on 

their ability to proficiently deliver educational services.  Additionally, informants discuss a number 

of elements associated with the culture of yaqona and education delivery, namely masculinity, 

vakaturaga, relational connections, competitive drinking and grog fighting, and the strategies they 

employ in order to meet obligations associated with the consumption of the traditional beverage.  

The chapter closes with a discussion concerning the apparent apathy by some, and the proactive 

response of others, toward aspects of the yaqona culture believed to disrupt education delivery. 

 

 Chapter 5 is a combined Discussion and Conclusion, reviewing and drawing together the 

research results with the topics of education and yaqona as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3.  

Suggestions and a number of questions will be posed in order to stimulate discussion on the theme 

of this research among parties connected to, and/or interested in the structures of education delivery 

and teacher performance in Fiji.  The thesis concludes by revisiting the questions raised earlier in 

this chapter, and this is followed by several recommendations for further research.   
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YAQONA: FROM PROPAGATION TO  

STEADY-STATE CONCENTRATION 
 

The aim of this chapter is to overview the historical, botanical, cultural, pharmacological, and social 

aspects of kava, or yaqona (pronounced yangona) as it is commonly known in Fiji.  These themes 

will lay a foundation for further discussion in later chapters where yaqona and its relationship to 

education delivery will be investigated.  The chapter begins by briefly introducing the cultural 

significance of yaqona, a topic that will be frequently discussed and woven into the themes of this 

chapter.  The cultivation, harvesting and economic aspects of the plant will then be investigated 

followed by a description of yaqona in its aqueous form, together with the utensils used, ritualistic 

aspects, and the consumption of the beverage.   

 

The ethnographic and pharmacological perspectives of yaqona’s intoxicating properties will 

be examined.  This will lead to an investigation into potential impairment levels, discussing 

yaqona’s effects on driving, operating machinery, and the impacts upon consumers who ingest the 

beverage in the workplace.  Quantitative data will be employed to calculate yaqona intoxicant 

levels leading to a hypothesis regarding the point at which a teacher, following the consumption of 

the beverage, would be impaired.  This hypothesis raises questions as to a teachers’ abilities to 

effectively deliver education.  Further quantitative data will be used to assess yaqona’s 

accumulation in the bloodstream and the amount of time it takes for the soporific effects to be 

eliminated from the body.   

 

The hang-over effect of yaqona will then be discussed, including the reasons why it is 

believed consumers of the beverage deny such a manifestation exists.  The final section will debate 

the love/hate relationship Fijians have with their traditional icon, and this will include discussions 

related to the social, health and economic aspects of yaqona.   

 

Yaqona – A Living Entity With the Power of Life and Death  

By the time G.F. Forester (cited in Singh & Blumenthal, 1997:36), a naturalist aboard Captain 

James Cook’s Endeavor (1768-1771), gave kava its botanical name, Piper methysticum, it was 

already well established within Pacific mythical, spiritual, medicinal and cultural systems (Plate 

2.1). Considered a gift from the gods (Fiji Times, 1999:16), kava played, and continues to play, a 

vital role in the structures of Pacific Island life.  Within the Fijian context, to simply consume an 

aqueous mix of yaqona, is considered a moral obligation, and deemed yaqona bulabula, or a living 

entity once prepared in its aqueous form, is equivalent to consuming a sacred emblem that is mana 

2 
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3, and has the ability to enhance a person’s mana (Turner, 1986:203,209; Tomlinson, 2004:669).  

Yaqona’s mana, dependant upon its application at a given time, is believed to be both a giver of life, 

and an agent of death.  Turner (1986:209) discusses the use of yaqona in vakatevoro, a spiritual 

mechanism used to bring about a curse, whereas Katz (1993), in his detailed work on traditional 

Fijian healing, discusses its role as a conduit in the curative process.  Yaqona’s significance within 

ritual practices is such that it is deemed to be beyond measure and quantity, and 100 grams is as 

important as 1 kilogram, and vise versa (Arno, 1993:79).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For millennia, the beverage has been used as a traditional medicine and is believed to have 

anti-bacterial properties and the ability to treat a variety of complaints including  

sleeplessness, menstrual cramps, weak lactation, nervous tension, fatigue, urinary infection, 

gonorrhea, and aches and pains (Aalbersberg & Sotheeswaran, 1991:559; Singh & Blumenthal, 

1997:49-50; Piscopo, 2002:2; Lindstrom, 2004:22). Yaqona’s medicinal benefits, namely its 

anxiolytic properties, have recently been adopted for use by the pharmaceutical industry.  Multi-

national pharmaceutical companies are now producing kava in tablet form and have realised the 

plants potential to make huge financial profits.  This will be discussed in a later part of this chapter 

following a description of yaqona’s cultivation and cultural uses. 

 

 

                                                           
3  According to Tomlinson (2006:174), this word defies a simplistic meaning.  However, “‘mana’ in Fijian is often best translated into English as 

‘work’, ‘succeed’, ‘achieve’, or the like – that is, as a verb denoting effective action.  Like ‘work’, ‘mana’ is a verb that can be used nominally or 
adjectivally without altering its form.  It can also be reduplicated and given affixes (e.g., ‘vakamanamanataka’, meaning ‘make mana’ or ‘make 
effective’) and used in conjunction with other words.”  (Also see Capell, 1938). 

 

Plate 2.1. Yaqona, Piper methysticum, 3 years of age. 

Source: Lebot, Merlin & Lindstrom, 1997:12 Source: Author 
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Yaqona – Asexual and Economically Appealing 

 Piper methysticum, meaning intoxicating pepper, grows in all the major island groups of the Pacific 

except New Zealand.  The plant is asexual, and must be manually propagated through the replanting 

of the kasa, cuttings from the plants stem (Plate 2.2.a,b).  Favoring sloping, well draining fertile 

soil, yaqona thrives in high humidity, temperatures between 20 and 35 degrees, and an annual 

rainfall of more than 200cm. The two main varieties planted in Fiji are Loa Kasa Leka and Loa 

Kasa Balavu, selected for their resilience, maturity rate, resistance to disease, high yield, and flavor 

when consumed.  Planting and harvesting are the most labor intensive periods of the cultivation 

process.  Between these two events, human input is minimal, approximately “25-30 man-days a 

year for a garden of 400 bushes” (Spate, 1959:50).  These “man-days” consist mainly of preventing 

weed build-up around the plants, especially during the first two years when they are highly 

susceptible to strangulation.  The plant matures in three to four years, although if left, the longer 

growth period increases the kavalactone levels (Singh, 2004b:36-7).  Kavalactone strength is the 

primary influencer in medicinal and intoxication activity (Lebot & Simeoni, 2004:22).  At three 

years old, the plant’s average height is two meters, with approximately six stems emitting from the 

basal stump (lewena) at ground level. The yaqona plants prized waka (root crop), which contains 

the greatest levels of kavalactones, are roughly 500 millimeters in length, and radiate from the 

lewena, which is about the size of a mans fist.     

 

The labor involved in the harvesting, and then post harvest preparation and drying of 

yaqona, account for about half of all human input (Singh, 2004b:36-7).  Each yaqona plant must be 

painstakingly extracted from the soil manually, ensuring the waka are not broken or left in the 

ground. Prior to harvesting, the stems are cut off approximately 200 millimeters from the basal 

stump, and then beginning at about 1 meter from the plant, the dirt is carefully removed to expose 

the waka and lewena, allowing the plant to finally be uprooted (Plate 2.2.c,d).  A three year old 

plant, when carefully extracted by two men, takes approximately 30 minutes to harvest and yields 

roughly 10 kilograms fresh weight, with approximately 80% of this fresh weight being water 

(Singh, 2004b:38).   

 

Post harvest, the stalks are reduced into 100mm long cuttings and replanted, whereas the 

waka and lewena are washed in fresh water to remove the dirt before being prepared for drying.  

The waka is split into smaller portions at the lower basal stump leaving single lengths of rootstock 

attached to a small head of basal stem, and the lewena is cut into slices. Drying is usually done on 

corrugated iron and takes two to three days, removing all but about 12% of the moisture content 
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c. Locating the extremities of 
the waka.  The initial stage of 

yaqona harvesting. 

f. Drying the lewena. e. Drying the waka on the roof of a house. 

d. Harvesting yaqona. 

b. Planting kasa, shoot node pointing up. a. Kasa: yaqona stem cutting. Indicating 

node that will sprout new shoot. 

Plate 2.2. Propagating, harvesting and drying yaqona.  (Source: Author) 
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(Plate 2.2.e,f).  This reduces the original harvest weight of 10 kilograms to approximately 4.56 

kilograms, although only about 1.5 kilograms of this is the valuable waka.    

 

 The dried waka and lewena is either kept for personal use, sent to relatives who on-sell it in 

urban areas, or is sold to agents who work on behalf of stall owners and exporters at the main 

yaqona markets in Suva.  In August 2006, dry powdered waka was retailing at the Suva market for 

FJ$28 per kilogram and the lower grade lewena for under FJ$15 per kilogram 4.  The crop is 

considered the principle financial earner for rural Fijian farmers and is also an important commodity 

for many schools who plant and harvest it in order to meet budgetary shortfalls (Aporosa, 2006).   

 

Yaqona – The Aqueous Beverage 

For the farmer, or purchaser who buys whole dried waka, the product must first be pounded before 

it can be blended into a consumptive aqueous beverage.  This is most often done manually in a 

tabili, a mortar made from steel piping or a hollowed log using either a metal or wooden pestle 

(Plate 2.3.a,b,c).  When these pounding devices are in action, a distinctive ‘whump’ followed by a 

ring, similar to that of a bell, can be heard as the steel pestle strikes the mortar.  This noise, 

colloquially termed ‘ringing the bell for dinner’, is a common sound during the late afternoon in 

most rural villages, and serves as a signal that yaqona will soon be served, drawing those who wish 

to consume the drink.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The aqueous beverage is most often mixed in a tanoa (kava bowl) (Plate 2.3.d), using one of 

two processes.  Kadavu Island, the site of RHMS, is one of the few places in Fiji where yaqona is 

still routinely mixed using the traditional method.  In this procedure, dried, hand pounded yaqona is 

mixed with water and the solid matter is filtered out using a unu, a fibrous strainer made from the 

branch of the vau (Hibiscus) tree (Plate 2.3.e). In most other areas of Fiji, mixing is done using an 

                                                           
4 On the 1st of January 2007, 1 New Zealand Dollar = 1.175 Fiji Dollars (http://www.oanda.com/convert/classic). 

Plate 2.3.  

Consumption utensils.  
a. Tabili.  
b. Steel tuki. 
c. Wooden tuki. 
d. Tanoa. 
e. Unu.  
f. Bilo’s. 
g. Pounded yaqona.  

 

(Source: Author) 

a 

b 
c 

d 

e 

f 

g 
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alternative contemporary method, which is a bag made from thin material that holds the finely 

powered yaqona and this is infused into the water.  Irrespective of the method used, once the unu 

has sufficiently strained the blend, or the material infuser has been removed, water is added to dilute 

the mixture to the required taste and strength (Plate 2.4.a,b,c).  The strength of the beverage 

determines the kavalactone levels, which in turn determines the pharmacological activity on the 

consumer’s body (Kilham, 1996:65). Once mixed, the yaqona is served in a bilo (a cup made from a 

half coconut shell, Plate 2.3.f) by the tu yaqona, the designated server.  Further, the serving of 

yaqona is done in a hierarchical order followed by a break, and the pace of the servings are 

determined by a designated member who instructs the tu yaqona to “taki” (“obo” – Kadavu dialect), 

serve.  As the yaqona is served, the receiver claps once, takes the bilo and drinks the entire contents 

in one motion.  The bilo is then handed back to the tu yaqona, and the consumer claps again, often 

three times, although five claps in rhythmic fashion are observed in Kadavu.  Tora (1986) and  

Plate 2.4. Mixing yaqona, and yaqona session at RMHS.  (Source: Author) 

d. Yaqona session R.M.H.S. c. Visually testing the strength of the mix. 

b. Cleaning the kosa (yaqona dregs) from  

the unu (strainer) during the mixing process. 
a. Mixing aqueous yaqona in a tanoa 

using a unu (strainer). 
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Turner (1986) discuss in detail the hierarchy and seating structures surrounding the consumption of  

yaqona, hence this will not be discussed in this study, although it is worth noting that the cultural 

significance of the beverage is not lost during informal yaqona sessions, and most often basic 

protocols continue to be observed (Tomlinson, 2004:657).  Lebot (1997:198) states that, “The 

contemporary social importance of kava in many Pacific Island societies is similar to that of wine in 

southern Europe; a sacred drug, a social drink, and a cash crop.”  

 

Yaqona – “Muddy Water” With a Kick     

Yaqona, for the first timer, is often described as looking and tasting like muddy water that does little 

more than produce a slight numbing of the mouth.  This latter sensation is the result of anesthetic 

properties in the kavalactones (Aalbersberg & Sotheeswaran, 1991:557).  However, criticism 

regarding the taste is frequently due to the fact that initiates, most often tourists, sample cheap and 

at times, adulterated product, at resorts, whereas the seasoned consumer will shy away from this 

low quality beverage.  Flavours and colour can vary depending upon climate and the cultivation 

environment, although it most often resembles a weak tea and milk mixture tasting slightly earthy 

with a negligible peppery aniseed overtone. Gregory (1988:15) aptly summarises the experience 

when he states that to the newcomer, “The initial taste is unpleasant – the mouth and throat are 

numb, the ‘legs go to sleep’”, a somewhat different experience from that of the regular user.  

Further, many first timers, when questioned at length, often admit that during their tropical resort 

holiday, they mixed together alcohol and yaqona, a habit strongly criticised by researchers as the 

yaqona potentiates the effect of the alcohol (Blumenthal, Busse, & Goldberg et al., 1998:476).  

However, on a positive note, several first timers have commented favorably in retrospect, stating 

that “I didn’t think much at the time, but I slept really well after, and felt a sense of calm for a few 

days after” (L. Disher, personal communication, 8 November, 2006).  Prior to explaining the 

intoxicating relaxing effects of yaqona, the highly important isevusevu ceremony will be discussed. 

 

Yaqona and The Cultural Ceremony of Isevusevu   

The isevusevu, consisting of the presentation of a bundle of waka, or in large ceremonies, the 

complete yaqona plant including stalks and leaves, is paired with a formal speech which 

acknowledges hierarchy structures, and often states the reason for the presentation, forms the basis 

of Fijian ritual practice. The presentation is, in essence, a manifestation of the vakaturaga ethos (see 

p. 20) and is an accolade to the Chiefs, that once accepted, accords the presenter entry rights and 

hospitality entitlements (Toren, 1989:33-4; Lebot, Merlin & Lindstrom, 1997:27).  A isevusevu is 

always presented when first entering a village or approaching another seeking a favor.  Further, 

most celebrations, from the birth of a child or the opening of a facility, through to the seeking of 
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forgiveness or a request to farm a piece of land, is accompanied by a isevusevu.  In its basic form, a 

isevusevu can be presented within ten minutes, although if the aqueous yaqona is mixed using the 

traditional unu method, this would double the time.  It must further be explained that the isevusevu 

starts at the point when the person presenting first indicates their intention by clapping, drawing the 

attention of those present.  The event concludes when the tanoa is empty of aqueous yaqona, and 

the mixer of the beverage has been instructed to verbally announce conclusion.  Yaqona is never left 

unconsumed, and is never poured out – what is mixed must be drunk.  Therefore, depending on the 

duration of consumption, isevusevu can be concluded in 10 minutes, several hours, or the following 

day.  This has a number of implications that will be discussed later in the thesis.       

 

The isevusevu is conducted regardless of whether dignitaries or Chiefs are present and often 

forms part of informal gatherings.  It is a common occurrence when making a first visit, or a repeat 

visit after a lengthy duration away to a family, and is not restricted to Fiji, being a regular feature 

within the New Zealand Fijian community.   From the host’s perspective, Ford (1967:170) 

summarises the isevusevu when he stated that, “It is the only chiefly way to welcome [a] visitor.  

Sharing a bowl of kava tends to foster socialising and friendship and to the Fijian it is unthinkable 

that kava should not be a part of commemorating any event.  The practice is solidly embedded in a 

social and political context." 

 

In the context of this research, a isevusevu was presented to the MoE, RMHS Principal and 

School Board, prior to the commencement of the study.  Permission to conduct the research (i dola 

ni cakacaka) was sought from both bodies, and forgiveness was sought from the RMHS community 

for possible breaches of custom and protocol, should these occur during the research, and also the 

seeking of spiritual blessings.   Although the presentation and acceptance of the yaqona, together 

with reciprocal presentations are conducted between humans, the actual exchange is done at a 

spiritual level, between the ancestral gods, the Vu, who “stand behind the human participants” 

(Katz, 1993:48).  Put simply, the isevusevu, as it is related to this study, is foundational to the entire 

research, and to negate this can be likened to a form of gross rudeness that has at times incurred 

mate ni vanua (a curse) upon the negligent party (Thomson, 1999:69).    

 

Finally, in order to give context to later discussions, it is worth mentioning here the function 

and protocol of the isevusevu when a dignitary visits a village, or in the case of this study, a MoE 

Officer visits a school.  It would be highly unlikely for such an Officer when making a visit, not to 

present and be reciprocated with a isevusevu.  Additionally, as part of Fijian culture, teachers and 

school laborers will often attend the isevusevu as a mark of respect to the visitor.  A isevusevu for a 
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visiting dignitary can be presented in one of three ways.  The first is considered, within the 

contemporary culture, as the most traditional method.  Following the presentation of the isevusevu 

offering, a bundle of waka accompanied by the formal verbal acknowledgements, just enough 

aqueous yaqona is mixed to allow the visiting dignitary and his matanivanua (spokesperson), 

together with the local senior representative, usually the schools’ Principal, along with his 

matanivanua, to drink one to two bilo’s of the beverage each.  This is normally a highly ritualized 

ceremony, with the tanoa being drained at the conclusion of the final drinker, and ending the 

formality and all yaqona consumption.  The dignitary then attends to his reason for visiting, staff 

return to their teaching and laboring duties, and all return at a later time, usually later that same day, 

to attend an informal yaqona session with the visitor.   

 

In the second type of isevusevu, following the presentation as described above, a full tanoa 

of yaqona is mixed.  All those present spend time together consuming yaqona and then at a later 

time, a decision is made to either attend to the reason for the dignitaries visit, or continue 

consumption.  

 

The third type of isevusevu, which tends to be the least common, is referred to as a dry 

isevusevu.  The waka is presented and reciprocated together with the formal communicative 

accompaniment, although no aqueous yaqona is mixed.  The dignitary attends to their duties, and, if 

still present at the school later in the day, will then gather with the community and consume yaqona 

in an informal session.  These three types of isevusevu will be discussed, and recommendations 

made regarding them, in the final chapter, however the issue of culturally obligated attendance will 

now be discussed.   

 

 During the presentation of the first two types of isevusevu, especially if the visiting 

 MoE officer occupies a senior position within the education system, teachers will often leave their 

classrooms and students unattended in order to attend the ceremonies.  While this may appear 

irresponsible within many Western cultures, this practice must be weighed against cultural 

expectations, obligation and vakaturaga.  This concept will be considered further in a later chapter, 

however, Puamau (personal communication, 8 August, 2006) appropriately describes this practice 

when she stated that, “there is great cultural obligation and expectation that community members 

attend grog sessions, especially when visitors are present.  There is also the stigma that those who 

fail to embrace cultural expectations and norms do not live the ‘indigenous Fijian way’.  [They can 

also] be referred to as susu madrai”, a disparaging term referring to a Fijian who has, through 

neglect, failed to embrace cultural understandings, practices, knowledge and language.  If the 
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second, ‘all drink’ isevusevu is performed, teachers will often stay and accompany the visitor, 

regardless that they have classes to teach.  This is done as an act of respect toward the visitor and is 

again, based upon the cultural ethos of vakaturaga.   

 

Following the consumption of a number of bilo’s of yaqona at ceremonies such as the 

welcoming of a visitor, intoxication sets in.  The next section will discuss yaqona intoxication from 

both an ethnographic and pharmacological perspective in an attempt to understand how this 

impacts the physical and mental state of those who consume.   

 

Yaqona Intoxication – Ethnographic Perspectives 

Academic literature that includes discussion on yaqona intoxication abound, with Singh’s (1986) 

bibliography alone listing over 800 articles.  However, for those unfamiliar with the beverage, it is 

most often an experience with alcohol that influences a newcomers expectations regarding yaqona 

intoxication.  For many, this expectation results in a disappointment, and will often cause the 

initiate to question the beverages intoxicant properties (Pollock, 1995:13).  Thomson (1999:72-3) 

rightfully comments “that most people, who drink kava for the first time…  tend to expend too 

much effort on analysing its effects on them and can be heard muttering that they don't feel a thing, 

while the experienced practitioners, with relaxed looks on their faces, are listening contentedly to a 

story being told by one of their number”.   

 

Yaqona’s effect is primarily soporific.  It comes on slowly and subtly, relaxing the muscles 

and bringing about a feeling of casual contentment combined, in the initial stages, with a clear 

headedness that promotes conversation (Lewen, 1964:223-4).  It is for this reason that the drink is 

often referred to as a “social lubricant” (Keltner & Folkes, 2005:522) with “a high socio-

psychological value” (Spate, 1959:51).  As consumption levels rise, the active properties within 

yaqona increase in the mind and body, and consumers feel mateni (short for mate ni yaqona), or 

grog doped.  Additionally, when grog doped, consumers often feel a sense “of sociability, peace, 

harmony, brotherhood, reduced anxiety and stress, [and] sedation” (Singh, 2004a:5) and “sink 

[into] unwholesome lethargy." (Kilham, 1996:71)  These lethargic feelings that accompany being 

grog doped, perpetuates a retreat from work and family obligations, which will be discussed in 

detail later. Unlike alcohol, there is very little euphoria during most of the intoxication, although a 

slight dizziness, double vision, and stupefaction is experienced when large quantities have been 

consumed (Mediherb, 1994a:1,2; Singh, et al., 2004:154).  Moreover, where alcohol tends to 

“release aggressive impulses; if anything [yaqona] inhibits or disassociates them.  You cannot hate 

with kava in you" (Lemert, 1967:333).  Combine the feelings of camaraderie, sociability, relaxation 
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and a pervasive feeling of lethargy with Fiji’s collective community approach to life, and yaqona 

provides the ingredient that encourages lengthy consumption sessions, most often on a daily basis 

and especially in the rural areas.         

 

The intoxicating effects of yaqona, as reported here from an ethnographic perspective, are 

of great importance to this study.  This is because it is not uncommon for a teacher to return to the 

classroom and teach following the consumption of the beverage, especially if a isevusevu has been 

presented to a visiting dignitary.   However, because ethnographies primarily create qualitative 

data, information that is often criticised as lacking rigor by those who favor a more scientific 

approach (Brockingham & Sullivan, 2003:65), yaqona intoxication will now be investigated from a 

pharmacological perspective, to add a robustness to the ethnographic reports.   

 

Yaqona Intoxication – Pharmacological Perspectives 

Research based on kava’s pharmacological activity in the brain and body is plentiful, although the 

full extent of that activity, is as yet not fully understood (Singh et al., 2004:150).  What scientists 

have established is that kava’s active ingredient, kavalactones (also known as kavapyrons), work on 

the Central Nervous System (CNS), and causes muscle-relaxant, anticonvulsant, local anesthetic 

and analgesic action (Mediherb, 1994a:1-2). The CNS is a complex highway of neurons that carries 

electrical impulses throughout the brain and body.  These electrical impulses instruct the body in its 

various functions.  When one considers their CNS, it is easy to imagine a highway of nerves 

running the length of the body, however, this highway must be viewed more like a dashed line  

(-------), as opposed to a continuous one (        ) (Kalat, 2004:30).  The void between each dash, or 

between each neuron, is known as the Synaptic Cleft.  As the neuron ends open and close, the 

electrical impulses pass through the Synaptic Cleft en route to the adjacent neuron (ibid, 

2004:33,61). 

 

 The action of the Synaptic Cleft can be inhibited, or slowed, by a chemical critical to sleep 

found in the CNS call Gamma Amino Butyric Acid (GABA) (ibid, 2004:382).  Kava is believed to 

increase GABA, therefore, slowing electrical impulse activity in the brain and body, promoting 

relaxation and mild anesthesia (Bilia, Gallori & Vincieri, 2001:2583).  In larger doses, the GABA 

increase also interrupts ocular balance - causing double vision, vertigo and feelings of imbalance 

(Garner & Klinger, 1985:310; Perez & Holmes, 2005:51).  In summary, as the consumption of 

yaqona increases, the firing speed of the consumers neuronal electrical impulses decrease, causing 

the response time in the muscles, limbs and brain to slow. 
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 However, this is only part of the body’s response to kava.  Scientists have further found that 

kavalactones also have a major impact upon the area of the central brain called the Limbic Structure 

(Cairney, Maruff & Clough, 2002:660; Thompson, Ruch & Hasenöhrl, 2004:248).   Among its 

functions, the Limbic Structure is involved in the determination of emotional and motivational 

levels; and controls such things as memory, the desire to drink, eat, and engage sexually; physical 

activity, and the ability to experience aggression and anxiety  (Sadock & Sadock, 2003:83-4; Kalat, 

2004:88,598).  Pharmacologist’s liken kava’s effect upon the Limbic Structure as being similar to 

that of the anti-anxiety and sleep inducing properties of benzodiazepine drugs, commonly marketed 

under names such as Valium and Halcion (Sadock & Sadock, 2003:1022-1029). Although a 

similarity in efficacy exists between kava and benzodiazepines, kava is a lot more subtle, and lacks 

benzodiazepines rapid sedatory effects, long term memory loss implications, and “addiction, 

tolerance and withdrawal symptoms” (Cairney, Maruff & Clough, 2002:660; Thompson, Ruch & 

Hasenöhrl, 2004:248).  

 

 Kilham (1996:64), in his well researched book states, "Kava... significantly alters the 

physical and mental state of the drinker”, and this is further supported by Lebot (1997:154-5).  

Research to date has been limited to basic cognitive function testing in the areas of driving and 

work performance (Singh et al., 2004:150), although none has been undertaken in the educational 

arena to identify any impacts upon education delivery.  Two separate pieces of research argue that 

kava, even when taken in pharmacologically recommended doses, can impair reaction times, 

disrupting the ability to safely drive or operate machinery (Blumenthal et al., 1998:156; Singh, 

2004c:133).  However, two other prominent works contradict this finding, commenting that 250mls 

of kava beverage had no affect on reaction times and thus, does not impair driving or machine 

handling skills (Herberg, 1993; Foo & Lemon, 1997:154).  In yet another study, participants were 

given doses believed to be double that consumed during standard social consumption in the Pacific 

Islands and these were found to “produce no effect on the speed of activation of verbal information 

in long-term memory, or in the rise time or magnitude of the alerting function of a warning signal” 

(Russell, Bakker & Singh, 1987:237). Mathews, Riley, and Fejo, et al. (1998:552), warn that any 

kava research, whether functionality testing or health related, should be based upon accurate 

measures using dry kava powder as opposed to acquiescent mixes, as strength variations in the latter 

method are extremely difficult to measure. Additionally, Singh et al. (2004:150) states "there has 

been limited and unsystematic assessment of the effects of kava on various cognitive functions."  

  

 This section has investigated the pharmacological aspects of kava and brain/body interaction 

together with the contradictory findings related to ones ability to safely drive or operate machinery.  
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Opposing opinions can create confusion, and in the case of this study, can generate a high level of 

subjectivity as to whether a teacher is competent to deliver education immediately following 

yaqona consumption.  Thus, the two research areas identified will be discussed more 

comprehensively, enabling for more informed understanding as it pertains to this current study.   

 

Yaqona – Drinking and Driving 

Dr. Davendra Nandan (Baba, 1996:9), the President of the Fiji Medical Association unequivocally 

reported in 1996 that yaqona "effects coordination and the ability to think, which seriously effected 

driving and thinking."  Further, the Executive Director of Fijis’ National Road Safety Council (Fiji 

Times, 2005d:2) stated, “Yaqona affects your vision and decision-making” and can prevent you 

from appropriately responding to hazards.   On the 17th of November 2006, in a Fiji Times 

Newspaper Editorial (b:6), the rising road toll was labeled “Our national disgrace”, with 

“[s]peeding, alcohol and yaqona” being blamed as the reason.  However, these comments were 

unsupported with research data.  In 1996, the Salt Lake City edition of the Deseret Morning News 

(Swenson, p.B3) reported Utah Highway Patrol Trooper Paul Hiatt as saying he believed he was 

about to arrest “a ‘good, typical drunk’ who'd been stopped for swerving in and out of traffic lanes”.   

However, the driver, who “staggered, his speech slurred, and reacted slowly to commands” passed 

an alcohol-breath test with a zero reading.  After admitting he had recently consumed 16 bilo’s of 

kava, he was charged and later “found guilty of driving under the influence - the first conviction of 

its kind in the country, said Hiatt.”  

 

 In a New Zealand case (District Court of New Zealand, 2000), a motorist was arrested for 

“driving under the influence of [a] drug” after Police witnessed a vehicle being driven erratically.  

When stopped, the driver admitted to having consumed “six small quarter cups of kava over a two 

and a half hour” period.  At his Court hearing, the motorist focused his case on two aspects.  First 

he argued that kava was not, by definition, a “drug”, and secondly, that his lack of vehicular control 

was the result of working more than twelve hours earlier that day with only a small meal prior to his 

shift starting.  Two “kava experts" gave evidence on behalf of the prosecution.  The presiding judge 

held that kava “has potential to affect control and falls within the definition of a drug [within the 

defines] of The Land Transport Act 1998 [and hence, it was] possible to be driving under the 

influence of kava to such an extent that [the defendant] did not have proper control of the vehicle - 

however in this instance [the Judge was] not satisfied beyond reasonable doubt that the driving was 

a result of being under the influence of kava as other explanations were presented - charge 

dismissed.”   
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Yaqona – Implications in the Workplace 

Brunton (1989:89) comments that in the days prior to colonial contact, a time when inter-tribal 

conflict in Fiji was common, yaqona’s “soporific power made drinkers vulnerable to surprise 

attack”.  This comment alerts us to the fact that even the early Fijian, whether a warrior responsible 

for protecting the village, or a hunter/farmer meeting food requirements, recognised the inhibiting 

effect of yaqona within the work environment.  Spate (1959:51), when considering the economic 

future of Fiji in 1959, was highly critical of those who “frequently knock[ed] off for a bowl, 

frittering away working time [and this being] responsible for a listless attitude [at] work”.  A factory 

manager in Suva complained that his staff consumed yaqona throughout the day and by early 

afternoon, he compared their work abilities to that of a “mung bean” (Wong, 2003:85).  Fiji’s 

Public Service Commission (PSC) released a memorandum in 1993 following concerns over 

yaqona consumption in Government organisations during working hours.  The memo (Appendix E) 

requests Department Managers “to monitor yaqona drinking… and if necessary, issue guidelines to 

ensure it does not become counter-productive”, however, the PSC did not cite yaqona’s soporific 

effects or impairment attributes as a reason for the regulation.  Irrespective, in late 2005, the Fijian 

Commissioner of Police implemented regulations preventing his staff from consuming yaqona 

during duty hours (without prior approval), as he believed the beverage “lower[s] concentration 

levels and effects performance” (Fiji Times, 2005a:1). 

 

 In terms of the focus of this study, it appears that the literature concerning the ethnographic 

and pharmacological effects of yaqona intoxication, and the potential impairment levels of drivers, 

machine operators or work place staff immediately following yaqona consumption is rife with 

contradictions.  This makes it increasingly difficult to present conclusive findings as to whether a 

teacher is capable of delivering appropriate education immediately following yaqona consumption.  

Notwithstanding these contradictions, the above literature raises some strong concerns regarding 

this issue, especially when the consumption of yaqona was heavy.  Although the question of ‘how 

much is too much?’, together with a number of associated facts will be addressed and quantified in 

the following sentence, it is suggested at this point, that the consumption of any more than five 

bilo’s of yaqona by a teacher has the ability to impair their competence to adequately deliver 

education.  At this point in the study, this supposition is further supported by three pieces of 

evidence, the first two ethnographic, and the third experimental.  Firstly, Richard Katz 

(1993:107,135), a former professor in psychology from Harvard University, spent two years in Fiji 

researching the use of yaqona in traditional healing.  He reports attending multiple yaqona drinking 

sessions and ceremonies during that time where he consumed large quantities of the beverage.  He 

commented that at times, research became difficult during yaqona sessions as feelings of euphoria, 
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associated with drunkenness set in, disrupting his ability to concentrate and mentally process 

information.  Secondly, anthropologist and university lecturer Dr. Maciu Tomlinson (n.d.:1-2), an 

experienced yaqona consumer, when describing a monitoring activity he conducted during drinking 

sessions recently, recounted the difficulty he experienced due to his “haze of inebriation”.  Finally, 

Frater (1976:527), while conducting an experiment using students who each drank 3lts of aqueous 

yaqona in 2 hours found they were sleepy and reported difficulty when trying to complete their 

assigned work.   

 

 While these three examples clearly point to yaqona having an impact physically and 

mentally, they do not address the issue of, how much is too much?, which will now be discussed.   

 

Yaqona – Consumption and Impairment Levels   

The point at which a consumer is intoxicated, or the exact amounts required to reach such a 

condition, is extremely difficult to determine as no research is available that gives a clear indication.  

When dealing with aqueous yaqona, intoxication is dependant upon the strength of the mixture, the 

duration between servings, the amount consumed at a given serve (Turner, 1986:204), and yaqona’s 

cumulative properties (Geddes, 1945:17).  A number of research participants were questioned 

regarding this, and they reported that intoxication is felt following “eight to ten bowls” (IQ003), or 

“if I drink for three hours, then [I’m really] doped” (IQ004).  Author Chris Kilham, quoted in the 

Fiji Times (Pina, 2000:7), suggests that yaqona is similar to alcohol in that its “effects depend on 

the strength of the” mixture.  He continues, “A 12-ounce cup might relax a person from 20 to 30 

minutes.  But drinking kava for six or seven hours can relax a person to the point where they are 

cross-eyed and can't walk straight”.  Additionally, an exact science based on comparisons between 

pharmacologically manufactured kava medicines and traditionally prepared yaqona is complicated.  

This is due to the fact that the body absorbs kavalactones at a far greater rate when contained within 

the traditional aqueous mix (Mediherb, 1994a:2).  Despite these comparative limitations, several 

pieces of research allow a hypothesis to be submitted regarding the amount of yaqona required to 

impair a teacher’s ability to deliver education. 

 

 Firstly, Mediherb (1994b:2), a professional newsletter produced for licensed registered 

herbal practitioners, recommends a maximum daily dose of 200mgs of kavalactones.  These 

recommendations are based on safety constraints preventing mental impairment, potentiation with 

alcohol, and physiological tolerance (Mills & Bone, 2005:484,488).  Secondly, during field research 

in 2006, Qereqeretabua (2006:6,7,11) observed yaqona sessions in his home village of Navolau in 

the district of Naitasiri.  He commented that those consumers who spent the entire 4 hours and 50 
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minutes in one particular session consumed a total of 26 bilo’s of yaqona each.  Additionally, 

Qereqeretabua noted that after 2 hours and 50 minutes, those consumers who had been at the 

session since its commencement, showed obvious signs of intoxication which manifested as “joking 

and talking aimlessly while others were dozing off to sleep” (ibid, 2006:11).  Thirdly, Duve and 

Prasad (1984:11) state that a “standard” 100 milliliter bilo of yaqona beverage, when made from 

waka using the traditional method as utilised at RMHS, contains 247.0mgs of kavalactones.  By 

applying this strength measurement to Qereqeretabu’s observations, it is calculated that for those 

drinkers who consumed all 26 bilo’s of yaqona, they ingested approximately 6422mgs of 

kavalactones, exceeding the recommended daily dose by 6222mgs.   

 

 Duve and Prasad’s findings were applied to both the indices of the research participants of 

this study (above), and Qereqeretabua’s estimated point of identifiable intoxication.  This revealed a 

kavalactone intake level of 2223mgs and 3211mgs respectively.  The average between these figures 

is 2717mgs, or 11 bilo’s of aqueous yaqona.  Further, if the median is calculated between 

Mediherb’s recommended dose of 200mgs and the figure of 2717mgs (above), this study estimates 

that the potential for impairment is 1458.5mgs, or just short of six bilo’s of standard mix aqueous 

yaqona, a number that can be comfortably consumed within 60 minutes.  As such, this study 

hypothesises that a teacher who drinks up to six “standard” bilo’s of average strength yaqona within 

a period of one hour, and then commences teaching, has reached a point where their ability to 

adequately deliver education is impaired.   

 

 The calculations used to create the hypothesis were given to Doctor Martin Upsdell, a 

Statistician, together with pharmacological data as determined by Singh (20004c:127) and the 

figures this thesis modified from the work of Julien (2001:18) (Table 2.1 & 2.2). Using this 

information, which will be fully explained in the next section, Upsdell enumerated several 

differential equations (Appendix F) allowing the data to be presented in graph form.  Figure 2.1, 

illustrates the intoxicating effects of yaqona on the body of a consumer who drinks five or six bilo’s 

as argued in the hypothesis.  The black dotted line (�) represents the amount of yaqona that must 

be present in the blood for a person to be intoxicated as per my hypothesis, or the point at which a 

teachers ability to adequately deliver education is impaired.  For a detailed explanation regarding 

how this intoxication level was determined, see Appendix F.3.  Line � illustrates the action of six 

bilo’s of yaqona in the gut when consumed within a period of one hour.  The line peaks at 5.5 bilo’s  

due to the processes of bodily elimination (kidneys, urine, etc.).   Line � plots the level of yaqona 

in the bloodstream, and reveals that the full effects of the six bilo’s is not felt until nine hours after 

ingestion.  Lines � and � illustrates the action of the yaqona in the gut and blood (respectively) 
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when only five bilo’s are consumed.   Figure 2.1 reveals that although a consumer may limit their 

yaqona consumption to six bilo’s over the period of one hour, the intoxicating effects of the 

beverage continue to increase, and therefore, for the teacher who returns to the classroom to deliver 

education, impairment heightens as time progresses.   

 

 

 
 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.1. The action of yaqona in the gut (lines ��) and blood (lines ��) 
of a person who drinks five and six bilo’s over an hour. (Source: Dr. M. Upsdell). 

 

 The potential impact of yaqona on education delivery is not restricted to its consumption 

immediately prior to entering the classroom.  Ceremonies and yaqona sessions, in which vast 

quantities of the beverage are consumed, together with an obligation on the part of attendees to stay 

until the early hours, are common.  This practice raises the issue of what, if any, are the impacts 

upon a teachers ability to deliver education the morning following a night of heavy yaqona 

consumption.  This topic will now be discussed by examining yaqona’s post consumption effects on 

the body and mind.  

 

Yaqona – Drug Half-life 

The term drug half-life refers to the amount of time it takes for the potency of a drug in the body to 

fall to half its strength.  This information is used by Pharmacologist’s to predict and control the 

activity of drugs in the body (Julien, 2001:17).  For the purposes of this study, drug half-life can be 

calculated to determine how long the intoxicating effects of yaqona remain in the body after 
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consumption, with the potential to affect a teacher’s alertness and effectiveness in the classroom the 

morning following the ingestion of the beverage.  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Singh (2004c:127) reports that a 200 milligram dose of kavalactones has “A distribution 

half-life of 3-5 hours and an elimination half-life of 9 hours.”  This means that a 200mg dose takes 

between three to five hours to be distributed into the body’s muscles, tissues, and neural pathways, 

and nine hours post consumption, the potency of the drug in the bloodstream has dropped by half.  

Table 2.1, adapted from Julien’s (2001:18) calculation table, presents the half-life of kavalactones 

and yaqona consumption, indicating the number of hours it takes to eliminate the drug from the 

body.  The table shows that after 18 hours, or 2 half-lives, 25% of the yaqona still remains in the 

body.  Additionally, at 54 hours, or 6 half-lives, 98.4% of the yaqona has been eliminated, and the 

body is almost yaqona free.  However, it is important to note that while the concentration of 

kavalactones in the blood has been reduced to 1.6%, these still remain in the blood for a further 36 

hours.  Julien (2001:18) refers to this as “drug hangover”.  

 

 Julien (2001:19-20) reports that “If a second full dose of drug is administered before the 

body has eliminated the first dose, the total amount of drug in the body and the peak level of the 

drug in the blood will be greater than the total amount and peak level produced by the first dose.”  

Thus, an important factor in a drugs’ half-life is accumulation and “steady-state concentration” 

(ibid, 2001:19); Table 2.2 illustrates how these factors might work in the body of a habitual yaqona 

drinker.  Although Singh’s calculations for the distribution and elimination half-life of kavalactones 

Amount of drug in the body   
Number of half - lives   Hours   Percent eliminated   Percent remaining   

0   Consume  yaqona   0   100   

1   9   50   50   

2   18   75   25   

3   27   87.5   12.5   

4   36   93.8   6.2   

5   45   96.9   3.1   

6   54   98.4   1.6   

7   63   99.2   0.8   

8   72   99.6   0.4   

9   81   99.8   0.2   

10   90   99.9   0.1   

Table 2. 1.   Half - life calculations. Adapted from  Julien (2001:18).   
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is based upon a 200 milligram dose, it is evident from Qereqeretabua’s observations above, that 

yaqona consumers’ are drinking in excess of 6000mgs over a period of almost five hours, although 

at the time of writing this thesis, it had not been established if doses greater that 200mgs took longer 

to eliminate from the body as there was “no published work” available (Dr. S. Sotheeswaran, 

personal communication, 14 November, 2006).  Thus, for the purposes of this study, it will be 

assumed that the elimination time, regardless of the level consumed, is 9 hours.   

 

 Table 2.2 presents the cumulative effect of yaqona in the body for a consumer who drinks 

yaqona for six hours every day for seven days.  This consumption level may appear excessive, but it 

is not unprecedented as Ruze (1990:1443) reports heavy consumers who drank for more than 50 

hours per week and consumed 13lts of yaqona each, per day 5.  A six hour, nightly consumption 

period, was chosen for use in the calculations as this fits well with incremental elimination half-life 

changes that occur each nine hour period.  Additionally, Singh (above) reports that pharma-

cologically derived yaqona takes between 3 and 5 hours to distribute in the body, whereas Mediherb 

(1994a:2) claims that yaqona prepared in the traditional manner is absorbed up to five times faster 

by the body than when administered in the pharmaceutically extracted single substance base.  

Hence, in order to keep the calculations as simple as possible, the designated six hour period 

includes both consumption time and bodily distribution time.  Mediherb’s claim concerning a much 

faster absorption rate is not factored into these calculations, an issue that could potentially increase 

concentration rates in the body.  Finally, again for simplicities sake, the table assumes that the 

drinker will consume the same amount on every consumption occasion. 

 

 . . . . .        
Half-

lives 

6pm-

12am 

9am 6pm-

12am 

9am 6pm-

12am 

9am 6pm-

12am 

9am 6pm-

12am 

9am 6pm-

12am 

9am 

1 consume 
yaqona 

50% 25% 12.5% 6.2% 3.1% 1.6% 0.8% 0.4% 0.2% 0.1% 0% 

2   consume 
yaqona 

50% 25% 12.5% 6.2% 3.1% 1.6% 0.8% 0.4% 0.2% 

3     consume 
yaqona 

50% 25% 12.5% 6.2% 3.1% 1.6% 0.8% 

4       consume 
yaqona 

50% 25% 12.5% 6.2% 3.1% 

5         consume 
yaqona 

50% 25% 12.5% 

6           consume 
yaqona 

50% 

  50% 25% 62.5% 31.2% 65.6% 32.8% 66.4% 33.2% 66.6% 33.3% 66.6% 

Sat. Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Fri. 

% remaining  

in body 
 

 
 

                                                           
5 Tomlinson (2004:657) stated that, "In the late 1990s and early 2000s kava was drunk in large quantities by most adult men every night in Tavuki 

village."  This comment was the result of a week long observatory survey conducted in order to document the number of hours he personally spent 
consuming yaqona with local Tavuki-ites.  Tomlinson was consulted regarding the figures he had quoted in his study and asked to compare them with 
calculations obtained at RMHS during this research .  He commented “that my figure (total consumption hours) was just a tiny bit under 40 hours per 

Table 2.2. Kavalactone/yaqona concentration levels and steady-state concentration 

 in the body (at designated times) following regular nightly consumption.  
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 The table shows that if a consumer was to drink yaqona on the first night (Saturday) for 6 

hours, at 9am Sunday morning he or she would still have 50% of the previous night’s concentration 

of kavalactones in the body. By 6pm on Sunday night, just prior to consuming again, the level of 

yaqona in the body would drop to 25%.  If the consumer was to drink again for another 6 hours on 

Sunday night, the concentration of yaqona in the body raises to 62.5% by 9am on Monday morning.  

Julien (2001:19) explains the reason for this increase in concentration level: “In one half life, a drug 

reaches 50 percent of the concentration that will eventually be achieved.  After two half-lives, the 

drug achieves 75 percent concentration; at three half-lives, the drug achieves the initial 50 percent 

of the third dose, the next 25 percent from the second dose, plus half of the remaining 25 percent 

from the first dose.”    

 

 Using Julien’s calculations, it can be seen that by 9am on Thursday morning, the 

concentration of yaqona in the body reaches 66.6%, and continues to peak at that level if the drinker 

consume the same amount of yaqona on a regular daily basis.  This consistent level is known as 

steady-state concentration.  Following a “steady, regular-interval dosing, predictable accumulation 

[is achieved], with a steady-state concentration reached after about six half-lives” (Julien, 2001:20).   

 

 These findings are of particular relevance to this study.  In Figure 2.2, Dr. Upsdell 

incorporates the calculations from Appendix F.4, Tables 2.1 and 2.2, and illustrates the intoxication 

ffects and steady-state concentration.  The thin solid horizontal line indicates the initial point at 

which it is believed a teacher’s ability to adequately deliver education is impaired, as determined in 

the hypothesis above.  The dotted line (�) tracks the action of yaqona in the gut following an initial 

consumption at 1800 hours (6pm) on day 1, ceasing at midnight, and then recommencing 

consumption again at 1800 hours (6pm) for the following 4 days.  Although the consumer ingests 

30 bilo’s during each six hour period (6pm to midnight), the line only peaks at 19 bilo’s due to the 

processes of bodily elimination (kidneys, urine, etc.).   The solid line (�) traces the rise and fall of 

yaqona in the blood proportional to consumption and the initial point of intoxication.  Figure 2.2 

clearly illustrates that a teacher who habitually consumes yaqona remains at a constant level of 

intoxication.  Further, at no point, unless ingestion is completely ceased for a minimum of 24 hours, 

will their level of sobriety drop below the index recognised as the initial stage of intoxication. 

Finally, yaqona’s long elimination process and accumulation means that even with a break of 24 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
week--and the week I calculated it was probably a "light" week and my measurements were conservative, so I definitely think that your rough figure 
of 6 hours per night is accurate, and a good basis for calculation.” (Dr. M. Tomlinson, personal communication, 14 November 2006). 
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Figure 2.2. The action of yaqona in the gut (chain line �) and blood (solid line �) of a person who 

consumes yaqona on a regular nightly basis.  The dotted line (�) shows the blood level 

required to intoxicate the drinker. (Source: Dr. M. Upsdell) 

 

hours, any ingestion of the beverage, when combined with what is already in the body, will reduce 

the amount of yaqona required to re-induce intoxication.    

 

 Yaqona hangover will now be discussed before finally addressing a number of health, social, 

and economic considerations. 

 

Yaqona Hang-over 

This study has already discussed the difference between yaqona and alcohol intoxication, noting 

that the two experiences are very different.  These variances also exist between alcohol and yaqona 

hang-over (Lemert, 1967:335; Defrain et al., 1994:41).  From the findings in the previous section, it 

appears that yaqona hang-over is simply a subsiding state of intoxication, accompanied by feelings 

of calm relaxation.  It is further possible that these feelings, in comparison to those of a nasty 

alcohol hang-over, are the reason that a number of commentators have reported that yaqona does 

not in fact, produce a hang-over (Gregory, Gregory & Peck, 1981:302; Killam, 1996:52,63).   

 

Dr. Vincent Lebot, a leading expert on yaqona, is a proponent of this theory, that the 

beverage does not produce a hang-over.  He argues that if in fact a hang-over was to occur, it would 
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be because of a genetic change in the plants chemotype, or chemical composition, due to the 

involvement of humans in the propagation process (personal communication, 13 July 2006).   

Pharmacologically, kava's active ingredients are contained within its 18 kavalactones, although only 

six are primarily responsible for physiological effects (Clouatre, 2004:86; Lebot & Simeoni, 

2004:22).  These effects are determined by the quantity and quality of the six critical kavalactones 

(ibid, 2004:19).  The variances in quantity and quality of the kavalactones are critically influenced 

by “environmental factors” such as soil composition, rainfall, humidity, sun etc., and this further 

impacts yaqona’s chemotype (ibid, 2004:23).  An example of a disrupted chemotype can be 

illustrated in the case of the kavalactones dihydromethysticin (DMY) and dihydrokavain (DHK).  

The consumption of aqueous yaqona containing an elevated level of DMY can cause nausea, 

whereas escalated levels of DHK can result in an acute desire to sleep (ibid, 2004:22,26).  

 

  Although Lebot argues that yaqona does not cause a hang-over, and that any possible post 

consumption effects are the result of a chemical disruption, Defrain et al. (1994:41), potentially, and 

unknowingly, reveals a second clue as to why yaqona hang-over is not recognised as such.  He 

states, “People don’t talk about ‘hangovers’ related to yanggona consumption”.  I would assert this 

lack of discussion on the topic, has two reasons.  The first is, that the status and significance of 

yaqona as a cultural icon affords it a position beyond criticism, and this includes activities 

associated with its consumption.  In effect, to acknowledge yaqona has a debilitating side effect, 

even if minute, is equivalent to criticising a sacred element of the culture (see p.81).  The second 

reason relates to an element of vakaturaga ethos; a non-complaining attitude (Ravuvu, 1983:103).  

Erkine (1967:424,429), although referring to the attitude of Fijian warriors during their tribal wars, 

makes a comment that is still relevant today, especially in the rural areas.  “[T]hey informed me that 

they felt proud that they were able to endure such hard fare, and that it was essential to their 

customs, and they must endure every inconvenience, and pay no attention whatsoever to 

discomfort”.  Over the past six years I have witnessed a number of Fijians of all ages in great 

discomfort, including serious pain, and very rarely was there ever a complaint.  Additionally, an 

informant during the field research summarised the comments of several when they stated, “It does 

not matter, you have to pretend [you are okay, even if you are not], Fijian’s cannot show they are 

weak” (IQ005).  This expectation is even more prevalent when it comes to yaqona hangover and a 

common saying among drinkers is, “if you are going to complain, then don’t drink”.  

  

 Young (1995:89), who spent eight months completing field research in Vanuatu, where he 

drank kava most days, accurately describes yaqona hangover when he states,    
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"Few writers on kava have acknowledged that it can produce a hangover.  Indeed, among those who 

promote kava as a healthful beverage there is almost a conspiracy of silence on the matter. The 

'tiredness' and 'weakness' of which heavy drinkers complain is an after-effect surely deserving the 

diagnosis of hangover.  There are other symptoms besides lassitude and indifference, including a 

queasy stomach and a slight headache, though none as severe as compound a bad alcoholic hangover.  

In my experience a kava hangover has a quite distinct quality of lethargy of both mind and body; one 

wants simply to sit still, though physical activity seems to be the best cure.   [Informants complained 

of] 'tiredness', 'laziness' and 'weakness': a desire to sleep late and a disinclination to work.  In excess it 

is also said to 'spoil the thinking' and 'make you forget things'"    

 

Additionally, Doctor Davendra Nandan (cited in Baba, 1996:2), a General Practitioner based in 

Lautoka, Fiji, commented that “the hangover effect was a major cause of people seeking sick 

sheets, with symptoms ranging from burning stomachs, gritty eyes, thirst, and headache to body 

aches."  

 

 In summary, it has been established that while yaqona may not manifest a hang-over in a 

similar manner to alcohol, and some argue that the beverage does not produce the ailment, and, that 

most suffering from the affliction do not discuss their discomfort; nevertheless, a form of hang-over 

does exist.  Young’s informants, together with a number of participants involved in this research 

report that yaqona hang-over manifests as tiredness and lethargy, stomach discomfort, and it 

effected their memory recall.  Although informants report that yaqona’s impact on their memory 

recall tends to subside as the hang-over effects wear off, it does have bearing on their ability to 

deliver education adequately and will be discussed further in a later chapter.  

 

 In the final section, several issues related to yaqona’s social, health and economic aspects 

will be discussed, revealing the love/hate relationship Fijians have with their traditional icon. 

 

Yaqona – Not Quite the Source of True Contentment   

Yaqona’s value as a cash crop, together with its traditional and pharmacological use as an anti-

anxiety, relaxant and soporific medication could easily give the impression that this traditional 

plant is the true source of contentment; nevertheless, among regular consumers are those who 

disagree.  One informant summarised the comments of many when they reported, “Grog helps you 

live, it [enables] you to buy things you need to live. But when you drink, some days it's easy, but 

some days it's hard [to drink], but you always continue to return [to consumption]” (IQ006).  

Additionally, Baba (1996:1) comments that, "You either love it (yaqona) or hate it - maybe both".  

There are several reasons for this love/hate relationship.   
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 Firstly, yaqona can, at times, have a bitter taste.  This is often the result of using poor quality 

product, or can be the result of chemotype disruption  (Lebot & Simeoni, 2004:25).  Tomlinson 

(2004:657) noted during his research in Tavuki that "men will sometimes grimace after drinking the 

earthy brown liquid and say ‘kamikamica’ (‘sweet’) sarcastically.”  Secondly, consumers often feel 

culturally obligated to spend multiple hours in consumption.  This obligation, which will be 

discussed at length later in the thesis, is based on deep-seated cultural beliefs related to the 

vakaturaga ethos.  Thirdly, although yaqona is not recognised as addictive (Keltner & Folkes, 

2005:524), most regular consumers agree that the drink has in it, a hook, an imaginary seductress, 

luring the drinker into attendance at yaqona sessions.  On a number of occasions while drinking 

yaqona, I have raised the issue of this hook in an attempt to gain insight into what consumers 

believe is yaqona’s allure.  Several pointed to its supernatural powers and the ancestral gods, 

whereas other consumers appear divided over whether it is the relaxing properties of the yaqona, 

the company with whom you drink, or both, factors also noted by Clough (cited in Duncan, 2003:4).  

Katz (1993:191) stated, “The yaqona stimulates good talk and good talk demands that we keep 

drinking yaqona”.  Finally, yaqona’s intoxicating properties often manifest a blasé attitude in the 

consumer, where it is felt that it is easier to stay and continue consuming as opposed to leaving and 

attending to responsibilities, or going to bed.  All night drinking sessions are common and 

complaints concerning a lack of motivation together with the hours spent consuming yaqona are 

frequently heard (Naisilisili, 2002:2; Williksen-Bakker, 2002:75; Tomlinson, 2006:10).   

 

 Researchers in Fiji have noted nutritional impacts in homes where men were consuming 

yaqona instead of attending their farms, resulting in insufficient food items for the home, and 

causing malnutrition among children (Defrain et al., 1994:41; Naisilisili, 2002:1,2). Norton and 

Ruze (1994:95) comment that while yaqona does not appear to be a factor in “domestic violence, 

[it] may lead to domestic neglect”.  Ruci Kava (2001:116) supports this supposition, arguing that 

spouses often complain that limited household finances are often spent on yaqona, depriving 

families of basic needs.  White (2001:318) reports that this impacts student education, as families 

do not have sufficient funds to purchase needed school materials, and time spent in yaqona 

consumption deprived children of adequate parental supervision.   

 

For the heavy consumers, colloquially known as grog swipers because of their ability to 

consume large quantities of the beverage, a number of health concerns have been noted.   Research 

has found that this group are more likely to suffer from “general ill health, shortness of breath, 

malnutrition and biochemical changes in red and white blood cells and platelets similar to those 

caused by large doses of alcohol” (Lebot et al., 1997:200).  Instances of malnutrition were often 
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associated with consumers replacing meals with yaqona consumption (Kilham, 1996:104).  From an 

observatory perspective, sore inflamed red eyes sensitive to light, and the skin condition kanikani, 

or kava dermopathy (Plate 2.5), are easily recognised signs of excessive yaqona ingestion (Lemert, 

1967:335; Ruze, 1990:1443).  Kanikani is an ichthyosis, or a dry scaly condition of the skin that 

results from excessive yaqona consumption (Norton, 1998:383).  Clinical trials have established 

that daily doses of 300 to 800mgs of kava produced this rash in a large proportion of their research 

participants (Mediherb, 1994b:2).  The actual cause is unknown, however research has suggested it 

results from a lack of niacin in the diet and/or a disruption of Tryptophan, an infection fighting 

amino acid (Fowkes, 1992; Norton & Ruze, 1994:94).  What is clear about the condition is that it 

tends to worsen in cooler weather, can be soothed with moisturisers, and retreats as consumption is 

decreased (Ruze, 1990:1443; Mediherb, 1994b:2).  Of interest to this study is how kanikani is 

perceived among those who manifest it; on the one hand it is viewed as a slant on the character of 

the one manifesting the condition, whereas others consider it a badge of honour, concepts that will 

be discussed in a later chapter (see, p.79).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although several pieces of academic research investigating health and kava were conducted 

among the Aborigines of Northern Australia (Cawte, 1988; Prescott & McCall, 1988; Clough, 

Burns & Mununggurr, 2000), the issue did not really come to prominence until 2001 following a 

ban on the product in Germany after it was linked to liver failure (Singh, 2004b:46-8).  At the time, 

German consumers were estimated to be taking 70 million (tablet) doses of kava daily (Schmidt, 

Morgan & Bone et al., 2005:186).  However, major research published in 2005, which investigated 

83 alleged toxicity reports, found that “only three cases could be attributed to kava with high 

probability” and in these cases, it is suspected that other factors were responsible for the negative 

Plate 2.5 kanikani (kava dermopathy) on leg. (Source: Author) 
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reactions (ibid, 2005:182,183).  The researchers further commented that had 12 “probable” cases 

been confirmed as responsible for liver failure, this would account for a toxicity rate “of 0.23 cases 

per 1 million daily doses”, whereas Diazapam, a widely prescribed anti-anxiety drug, accounts for 

2.12 cases of toxicity per million daily doses (ibid, 2005:187).  Irrespective that such a divergence 

exists between the toxicity levels of kava and Diazapam, the latter is still prescribed in Germany.  

At the time of writing this research, the kava ban was still in place in Germany and several other 

European countries, seriously affecting kava’s reputation, together with Fiji’s export market, which 

declined sharply from $100 million annually, prior to the ban (Pacific Business News, 2004; Singh, 

2004b:45). 

 

 The German ban has markedly affected all areas of the Fijian economy.  From an 

educational perspective, the ban has impacted families who rely on the income generated from the 

sale of yaqona to pay school fees, purchase uniforms and school supplies, and meet transport costs.  

Further, schools’ who plant and sell yaqona in order to meet budgetary shortfalls have also been 

seriously affected.  Progress toward lifting the ban looks promising (Fiji Times, 2006a:7), and is 

being assisted by authoritative reports similar to that which appeared in an issue of the British 

Medical Journal (Tonks, 2003).  The publication claimed that kava is a viable safe non-addictive 

alternative to commonly prescribed anxiolytics, or anti-anxiety medications, such as Prozac and 

Valium (Mediherb, 1994a:1), and alternative markets have opened up which are expected to assist 

those who rely on yaqona as a cash crop.  Of importance to this thesis, is that the German ban 

appears to be encouraging pharmacologically based research concerning the effects of kava on the 

mind and body, inquiry that could potentially add weight to the theme of this thesis in the near 

future. 

 

Summary 

This chapter began with a brief introduction to the cultural significance of yaqona, a theme that 

continued to be woven into the topics that followed.  Yaqona, whether in the plant or aqueous form, 

plays a vital role in the cultural, medicinal and social structures of Fiji.  Taking on average three 

years to mature, the waka (roots) are presented as a isevusevu that includes formal speeches.  This 

forms part of most ceremonies, events and even informal gatherings, and is part of the politesses 

when seeking a favour or permission, such as was undertaken in order to conduct research for this 

thesis.  It was also discussed that Fijian culture, as part the vakaturaga ethos, encourages attendance 

at the isevusevu, especially when dignitaries are present, and teachers will often leave their students 

unsupervised to attend.  Additionally, yaqona, once dried and pounded, can be mixed with water to 

produce an intoxicating soporific beverage that is also consumed as part of formal events, and 
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teachers will often remain and consume the drink, and then on occasion, return to the classroom and 

continue delivering education.   

 

 The intoxicating properties of yaqona were then discussed from both an ethnographic and 

pharmacological perspective.  It was established that in its aqueous form, yaqona encourages 

socialisation and produces lethargic feelings.  When consumed at higher doses, psychoactive 

properties contained within yaqona’s kavalactone molecules are believed to disrupt the function of 

the Central Nervous System (CNS), causing ocular imbalance and low-level cognitive impairment.  

Yaqona’s effects on driving, operating machinery, and the potential impacts upon consumers who 

ingested the beverage in the workplace, were then discussed, together with implications these 

findings had regarding a teachers ability to deliver education.  Quantitative data was examined, and 

this resulted in the hypothesis that if a teacher was to consume six “standard” bilo’s of average 

strength yaqona within a period of one hour, they were not then adequately capable of delivering 

education.  Yaqona’s drug-half life and steady-state concentration were examined, establishing that 

yaqona took almost four days to be eliminated from the body.  Of greater interest was yaqona’s 

accumulative effects which revealed that if a consumer was to drink every night for six hours, a 

consumption quantity not uncommon, after five consecutive sessions, the level of kavalactones in 

the body, the active ingredient responsible for intoxication, would reach a steady-state 

concentration of 66.6%.  This finding is of particular interest to this study, as a sector of the Fijian 

teaching fraternity are known to regularly consume large quantities of yaqona on a nightly basis, 

and it is highly probable that this is affecting their ability to competently deliver education.  The 

discussion of yaqona hang-over that followed, which identified the effects of lethargy, mild 

stomach upset and disrupted memory recall, contributed to the proposition that the nightly 

consumption of the soporific interferes with education delivery.      

 

 In the final section of the chapter, the love/hate aspects of yaqona were discussed.  These 

included the potential economic benefits from the sale of yaqona as a cash crop, its importance in 

expressing culture, and the enjoyment of drinking a relaxing beverage in a communal structure.  On 

the other hand, these positive aspects were offset by cultural obligation together with the vast 

amount of hours spent consuming yaqona, a retreat from responsibilities, motivational lack, and 

family and health implications.  In the following chapter, a number of these issues, together with 

several matters discussed earlier in this chapter will be directly applied to the Fijian education 

system and the research site at RMHS. 
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EDUCATION AND THE  

CULTURE OF YAQONA  
 

The aim of this chapter is to discuss a number of socio-cultural and institutional elements specific to 

education in Fiji.  It is intended that this will give the reader a context in which to understand 

education delivery in this island nation, and its close relationship with yaqona and its consumption.  

The chapter will initially discuss these elements from a national perspective with a particular focus 

on under-achievement.  Under-achievement in education is recognized as marginalising Fijian’s 

from participating “in socio-economic and political development” within their own country (MoE, 

2000b:179).  A number of factors have been identified as contributing to under-achievement, 

although, with the exception of a single reference in a Fijian Ministry of Education’s (MoE) 

Learning Together document (MoE, 2000b:169), no link has been established between the 

consumption of yaqona by teaching staff, education delivery, and under-achievement; the focus of 

this study.  This national level investigation of educational services will also discuss the 

State/Community partnership that exists, an alliance vital to education delivery in Fiji.  However, it 

is argued that this association is predicated upon yaqona, with the traditional icon a significant 

ingredient in the ability to maintain structures conducive to education delivery.  The importance of 

culture to a student’s notions of identity and self-worth will then be examined.  This will include a 

critical discussion regarding the importance of culture, including aspects of the culture of yaqona, to 

education in Fiji.   

 

The chapter will then shift from its national focus to a micro perspective.  Richmond 

Methodist High School (RMHS), Kadavu Island, chosen as an archetype of the Fijian school 

environment, especially those that are rural, will be the focus while examining a number of key 

issues including kinship and role modeling.  Kinship within the school compound, especially at 

rural schools which provide boarding facilities, profoundly affects the culture of yaqona, and it will 

be argued, influences what is modeled by a teacher.  This will raise a number of questions 

concerned with role modeling, appropriate behaviours and masculinity.   

 

Under-achievement in Fijian Education 

Traditional forms of Fijian education prior to colonial contact were based upon ensuring “cultural 

transmission and continuity” in which teaching was part of culture (Nabobo, 2000:4).  The 

education syllabus focused on the child’s role within their mataqali (clan), such as fisherman, 

warrior, carpenter etc., together with the vakaturaga ethos; thus academic failures did not exist 

(ibid, 2000:4).  However, in 1865 education took on a marked change.  Following concerns 

3 
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regarding tribal warfare on the main island of Viti Levu, the fledgling Native Training Institute, 

initiated by colonial missionaries and attended by several indigenous Fijian students, was moved to 

Kadavu Island and renamed “RICHMOND, after the Wesleyan Theological College in England” 

(Wood, 1978:145-6).  Within three years the school had expanded to 47 students, establishing 

formalized education in the island nation (ibid, 1978:146-9), and promoting what Nabobo (2000:4) 

terms, “Eurocentric and foreign notions of knowledge and pedagogy”.  Puamau (1999:103-8) 

argues that the creation of an education system by colonial agents, a structure at odds with the 

traditional culture, is one of many factors contributing to present day under-achievement.  

 

The issue of under-achievement in Fijian education is well documented (ibid, 1999:101-3; 

Otsuka, 2006:9-14), with the Fijian MoE (2000b:162-166,179) describing “the general academic 

status, performance, and achievement of students at all levels”, especially in rural areas, as 

problematic.  The majority of primary schools in Fiji, 78.7%, are categorised as rural, whereas 

51.9% of all secondary schools are classified as rural.  Rural student are 12% more likely to fail 

exams compared with their urban counterparts (MoE, 2000b:164).  Nationally, it is estimated that 

30% of students fail to complete primary school (Narain, 2002:5).  For those students who do 

proceed to the secondary level, almost 60% leave without any qualifications.  For example, between 

1989 and 1997, only 39.3% of Fijians, and 58.9% of non-Fijians, passed the nationally 

administrated Fiji School Leaving Certificate (FSLC), a final examination for year 12 (Form 6) 

students enabling them to progress on to higher education (MoE, 2000b:181-2).  For the rural 

student, many of whom are required to relocate to urban areas in order to take on tertiary education, 

a 75% attrition and failure rate results (Prosser, 2006:227).     

 

Puamau (1999:376), in a review of 15 studies, identifies and categorises “the factors [in Fijian 

under-achievement] as: socio-cultural, institutional, psychological, historical, structural and spatial 

disadvantage”. Additionally, the MoE has identified a number of “barriers to learning” (Education 

Review Office, 1995), impediments to student academia which “include: poor attitude to learning, 

truancy, failure, lack of parental support, conflict between parental expectations and school 

programmes, family problems, financial problems, environmental restrictions, poor health and 

nutrition, bad teaching, inadequate student support, insufficient learning resources, and lack of 

study and learning skills” (MoE, 2000b:214-5).  Although this list of factors and impediments to 

learning are comprehensive, Kishore (1983:306) argues that more research is required regarding 

how Fijian cultural practices influence academic understanding.  Additionally, the MoE 

(2000b:188) has called for further investigation on the relevance of Fijian culture and values to their 

systems of education.   
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It is evident that the high rate, and factors contributing to, student under-achievement have 

been investigated at length.  For this reason, under-achievement per se, will not be examined, rather, 

attention will focus on Puamau’s socio-cultural and institutional factors, in order to investigate the 

culture of yaqona in the school environment.  The culture of yaqona is deeply embedded in Fijian 

cultural practices and values.  Further, yaqona is used within the socio-cultural and institutional 

arena of most schools, especially those that are rural.  Therefore, I would argue that yaqona 

potentially lends itself as a contributing factor in under-achievement, a theme this chapter will 

investigate.  However, it must be stated from the outset, that to separate or remove yaqona 

completely from the schooling system would be, under the current education delivery structure, 

almost impossible and detrimental.   This statement is based on two arguments, which will now be 

discussed. 

 

Education – A State/Community Partnership 

The furnishing of education in Fiji is based on a “partnership between the state and the community” 

(MoE, 2000b:6).  Although all schools remain accountable to the MoE to ensure academic 

standards are met (Nabobo, 2001:68), most schools are managed and owned by cultural and 

religious organisations who receive financial contributions from the State in order to deliver 

educational services (MoE, 2000b:6).  Of the 869 primary and secondary schools in Fiji, 854 are 

community owned, with the remaining 15 governed by the State (Fiji Islands Bureau of Statistics, 

2005:4).  Non-Government schools are managed by committees or Boards who own, and are 

responsible for, the maintenance of their schools facilities and equipment (MoE, 2000b:28).  When 

the additional costs of utilities, wages for administrative staff and school labourer’s, and the 

provision of accommodation for staff are included, the financial burden upon school management is 

considerable (ibid, 2000b:28).  To counter this burden, much of the manual labour, such as building 

facilities, installing services, and providing food items for boarding school meals; is undertaken by 

the students’ parents and volunteers from the local community, often at considerable personal cost.  

In essence, without this voluntary assistance, most schools would fail to operate, thus, well 

developed and maintained relationships, together with community patronage are essential.   When 

this partner relationship is combined with Fijis’ collective culture which is based upon reciprocity, 

the ethos of vakaturaga, and the traditional use of yaqona, the social consumption of the beverage is 

well suited to this union.   

 

 For rural schools, especially those with boarding facilities servicing large geographical 

areas, when required to assist voluntarily at schools, parents or community members, can travel 

long distances.  They are often billeted at the school during their work period.  As such, a isevusevu 
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is most often presented upon arrival, and reciprocated by the school.  Additionally, the visitors are 

usually hosted on a nightly basis by the school staff, management, and local community who show 

their appreciation and hospitality with the offering of large quantities of yaqona for consumption.  

These occasions also allow, and encourage, input by the visiting parents and community volunteers 

into the operation and future plans of the school, enabling parents to meet with, and discuss their 

children’s progress with teachers, while friendship and kinship connections are renewed.  A school 

Principal echoed the beliefs of many when he commented that the use of volunteers in school 

projects was vital to the sustainability of community owned schools, and yaqona serves a vital 

traditional link in fostering relational ties between the school and its community partners (IQ007).    

 

 In some areas, when volunteers are present in the school, the opportunity is taken to hold 

Board and planning meetings, with all available invited to attend.  It is almost unheard of for 

meetings to be held in Fiji, especially in rural areas, not to include the consumption of yaqona.  This 

is an element that one informant commented was an important component, particularly in schools 

who rely upon community support to operate.  The Board member felt that the presence of yaqona 

encouraged people to attend meetings, and the beverage encouraged dialogue and communication 

(IQ008).  Another Board member felt that the presence of yaqona was necessary when discussing 

sensitive issues.  "It's the cultural way.  That is how we saw the ancestors doing it, so it is 

traditional.  [We] once tried having a meeting without grog, and those present appeared 

uncomfortable.  I have even heard people say that if there had been no grog at a meeting, they could 

have finished the meeting hours ago.  But still, people come together, it makes a community, and 

we can talk about the school and make plans" (IQ009).  

 

The use of volunteers and the close partnership required between the community and schools 

in order to operate, appears to be, in part, predicated upon the consumption of yaqona.  

Additionally, beliefs related to yaqona consumption habits, as practiced by the local communities, 

strongly influence the local school.  One informant commented that although teachers come to 

schools from all over Fiji, bringing with them concepts related to yaqona etiquette from their own 

villages, it is the local school communities’ attitude to consumption that permeates and ultimately 

influences the school environment (IQ010).  Thus, if the local community embraces an attitude of 

high competitiveness in yaqona drinking, this rapidly becomes the consumption style of the school.  

Nabobo (2001:63) states that, “Schools and schooling reflect the community they are a part of, they 

are a microcosm of larger society”.  Added to this, many of the teachers at isolated rural schools are 

often young single males with limited extra-curricula activities available to them, and leisure times 
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frequently become an opportunity to consume vast quantities of yaqona, a topic that will be 

discussed more fully in a later chapter.  

 

In many areas, yaqona is also be extremely important to a school’s budget, and volunteers are 

often asked to assist in the cultivation of this cash crop in geographically compatible areas.  

Additionally, in some regions, parents pay school fees, or make contributions to schools, with waka, 

yaqona in root form (Tiriman, 2005).  When one considers the financial benefits of yaqona coupled 

with its dynamic in under-girding the school and community partnership, it could be argued, that 

the traditional icon is a significant ingredient in the ability to maintain structures conducive to 

education delivery.  

 

Until the time comes that the MoE has the financial resources to supply all of the material and 

labour needs required by Fijian schools, enabling them to be self sufficient from community input, 

they will continue to be reliant upon current partnership arrangements.  Moreover, it can be 

expected that any ongoing community involvement will include yaqona, its consumption, and its 

accompanying culture.  It could be argued that this reason alone would suffice in pointing to the 

removal of yaqona from educational structures as a practical impossibility and potentially 

detrimental to educational systems.  However, a second justification concerning this statement will 

now be offered.   

 

Education – Embracing Culture 

Nabobo (2000:3) states categorically that the inclusion of local knowledge in the school curriculum 

empowers students.  In the case of the Fijian student, Nabobo believes that the incorporation of 

culture is democratic, while giving pupils an understanding that their own systems of learning are 

equally as important as Western concepts.  Thaman (1992a:30; 1992b:10-12; 1995:725) , argues 

that a lack of understanding of ones personal culture can be a factor in under-achievement and can 

also perpetuate a breakdown in values.  I would argue that in the case of Fiji, any loss of values 

would manifest as a loss to vakaturaga, the ethos central to cultural stability and harmony.  Finally, 

culture affords a “sense of social identity (who we are), [from which] one receives a sense of 

personal identity (who I am)” (Dodd, 1998:40).  This is most prevalent in collective, as opposed to 

individualistic societies (ibid, 1998:40), of which Fiji is well recognized.  Further, personal identity 

is acknowledged as vitally important to notions of self-worth (ibid, 1998:105-6).   

 

In most Fijian schools, culture and cultural studies form part of the curriculum.  For 

example, vakaturaga values are taught in life skill lessons.  Qito vakaviti and meke (traditional 
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games and dance) are learnt by the students, and these form part of inter-school competitions.  

Additionally, meke are also presented at formal school functions.  Sports days, fundraising events, 

graduation ceremonies, the opening of new facilities, the promotion of a staff member, and many 

other occasions, are all events that commence with a isevusevu and include the consumption of 

yaqona.  Additionally, at many schools, it is often the students who are the active participants in 

such ceremonies, however, the actual consumption of yaqona by students, and those under 18 years 

of age, is prohibited.   

 

The importance of student cultural understanding and learning can be illustrated in the 

following example concerning a simple photograph.  If one scans the majority of books on Fiji 

looking for an image of the ceremonial presentation of isevusevu, they would most often find men 

dressed in traditional costume with faces painted, performing the sacred duty.  However, Talatala 

Dr. Tuwere (2002:172), in his book discussing the vanua and religion, includes a photograph that 

departs from the norm, depicting students dressed in school uniform presenting the isevusevu.  

When questioned regarding this anomaly, he stated that, “I had had several [photographs] I could 

have chosen from, but when I saw that one, I realized I wanted younger men.  It is important that 

the young know the cultural significance of yaqona; it is more than a simple drink.  I want them to 

know the profound significance, and to drink [yaqona] for a purpose [as opposed to treating it 

simply as a social drink].  I felt a sense of pride in that photo, it shows young men learning 

vakaturaga, learning culture” (personal communication, 11 November, 2006). 

 

At many schools, for several weeks prior to events, selected male students practice and learn 

the intricate traditional rituals associated with presenting the isevusevu and /or tabua (whales teeth), 

offerings that include a formalized verbal accompaniment, and the mixing and presentation of the 

aqueous yaqona (Plate 3.1).  In the final few days leading up to events, venues are decorated with 

traditional hand-crafts such as masi (Fijian tapa; cloth made from the Mulberry plant) and ibe 

(woven mats), often made by the female students.   Further, any gathering of people, whether for 

social, religious, economic or political reasons, is not complete without food (Ravuvu, 1991:627-8).  

The preparation and cooking of food for ceremonies and events, most often in the traditional lovo 

(ground oven), is a joint effort involving the students, staff and volunteers from the community.   

 

Ceremonies are almost as common in the school environment as the village.  Fijians place 

great cultural importance on ceremonies, and are viewed as a customary expression to ensure 

ongoing collaboration (Ravuvu, 1987:3-4).  Whether at a school or a village, in the days leading up 

to an event or celebration, a building sense of excitement is evident as people unite, hierarchies 
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melt, and all work together to express their cultural identity and provide an environment of 

hospitality that expresses vakaturaga values (Ravuvu, 1991:629).  The day most often culminates 

with the consumption of yaqona, where the achievement to date will be celebrated, and the 

remaining duties allocated. 

 

This thesis asserts that the teaching and understanding of culture, its practical application, 

together with its related components within the schooling system, which includes yaqona, is vital to 

the academic and holistic development of Fijian youth.  However, there appears to be additional 

factors, beyond the primary scope of student education, that have the potential to complicate this 

issue.  Nabobo (2001:59) comments that although the importance placed on events and ceremonies 

are not bad in, and of themselves, “this can be counter productive” for the student.  The schools 

curriculum is subject to strict scheduling, whereas cultural activities, events and ceremonies, 

conform to loose time structures, proceeding when participants (excluding students) are ready, a 

system that Nabobo (2001:62) suggests disrupts “routine” in the school environment. White 

(2001:317) furthers this comment and argues that the value of “communalism” embraced in the 

schooling system is incongruous with recognised successful systems of education, and a 

continuation of such cultural practices will maintain a decline in academic achievement.  

 

Private/Public Voices 

Further to this current discussion concerning complicating factors associated with the teaching of, 

and the embracing of culture and practices by students, is an observation by Nabobo.  She 

comments that during the preliminary phase of the 2000 Education Commission review, which 

resulted in the production of the MoE Learning Together document, a large number of submissions 

were received suggesting that teaching staff, especially those in rural areas, had a disinterest in their 

a. Female students presenting ibe. 

Plate 3.1. Isevusevu presentations by RMHS students.  (Source: Author) 

b. Male student presenting yaqona. 
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work and a contributing factor was “their excessive indulgence in social activity” (Nabobo, 

2001:64).  However, Nabobo did not quantify exactly what constituted a “social activity”, and no 

direct link was made between this statement and the consumption of yaqona.  Therefore, it is 

possible that these “[n]umerous submissions”, as reported by Nabobo, have no association to the 

ceremonies, events, socialisation, and yaqona consumption, as discussed here.  Nevertheless, I 

would suggest that if not all, a healthy proportion of the submissions do in fact relate to these 

practices, and this argument is supported by innumerable informant reports over the past six years.  

Comments, together with confidential conversations and interviews sourced during the field 

research from students parent’s, teachers, MoE, and University of the South Pacific (USP) staff, 

have included concerns regarding the “wasted” hours teachers spend drinking yaqona before, 

during, and after most school events, celebrations and meetings.  Additionally, informants 

frequently commented that in their opinion, some events, celebrations and meetings were staged 

simply as an excuse to consume yaqona.  Tomlinson (2006:500), in reporting a comment he had 

heard in Kadavu in July 2003, adds weight to this argument.   He asserts that a man at a yaqona 

drinking session felt that in former times, yaqona was consumed for a “specific ritual purpose”, 

whereas today, it was for any excuse.  Added to this, other informants in this research voiced 

concerns over what they felt was an excess of late night yaqona consumption by teachers.  All of 

these reports are believed to be factors that directly contribute to poor education delivery (see p.93-

4).   

 

If then, as has been speculated, yaqona consumption related to education delivery is of 

concern to many in Fijian society, and was eluded to in the submissions; why did the subsequent 

Learning Together document restrict comment on this assumed important issue, to a single 

sentence; “Many teachers in rural areas also become involved in excessive yaqona consumption, 

with the result that they are less effective in their professional work” (MoE, 2000b:169).  Again, in 

speculation, three reasons are offered for this lack of critical comment on the subject.  The first is 

that overt criticisms are often not expressed concerning yaqona due to its status and significance, 

together with its importance as a cultural accompaniment to ceremonial and social gatherings within 

the Fijian culture (see p.89).  In essence, to criticise yaqona is to excoriate traditional culture, and 

this is not appropriate.   Secondly, some informants have stated that they believe direct links 

between yaqona consumption and inept teacher performance are avoided as this has the potential to 

result in a ban of the beverage from the MoE and school campus.  Finally, Puamau (2002:61), in 

discussing the 2000 Education Commission review, which included the submission process, felt that 

in her opinion, “A serious limitation of the Commission/Panel members, was their failure to 

question and interrogate” a number of key issues influencing education.  Further, “[t]hey took an 
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uncritical view” of these influences and accepted them as “a given”.  If this was in fact the case, is it 

possible that the Review Commission failed “to question and interrogate” the assumed concerns of 

(people who made the submissions) because again, yaqona has a significant traditional connection 

to culture which dissuades overt criticism, and fears on the part of consumers that cause and effect 

if attributed to the beverage, could result in prohibition within the current structures of education?  

This question will not be answered here. Rather, as was discussed in the Introduction chapter, it is 

hoped that these types of questions will encourage meaningful dialogue amongst those with formal 

links to education in Fiji.        

 

Although these findings raise a valid argument that celebrations, events and cultural 

obligation are time consuming, have the potential to disrupt the school schedule, and are 

accompanied by cultural obligation, systems believed to be “at odds” with academic achievement 

(Puamau, 1999:161-3), once again it is asserted that to completely remove yaqona from the school 

campus would be detrimental to both the survival and culture of schools in Fiji.  Such a drastic 

measure would be equivalent to telling the student that part of their culture and identity is of little 

worth to their present and future.  This in turn could create confusion, cause students to question 

notions of identity, and further perpetuate under-achievement.  While some point to the potential for 

increased under-achievement from current cultural practices, delegates at a USP colloquium in 

2001, called for a “reassessment” of educational systems and suggested this should include a greater 

dimension of Fijian cultural constructs, “values, beliefs, and worldviews”, in order to elevate 

student learning (Huffer & Qalo, 2004:99-101).   

 

When these cultural constructs are considered alongside the themes discussed above, it is 

suggested that research related to events, ceremonies, and meetings that include yaqona 

consumption, is required in order to establish if regulatory measures are necessary.  Aspects related 

to national level policy and yaqona consumption will be discussed in the final chapter.  In the next 

section, this study will shift from its national focus to a micro perspective and examine RMHS, the 

research site.    RMHS shares a number of similarities with other schools and this will enable 

several issues including kinship and role modeling to be discussed as they relate to the culture of 

yaqona and education delivery.  

 

Richmond Methodist High School (RMHS) – An Archetypical Fijian School 

As previously stated RMHS, was chosen as the research site as it is believed to be “truly 

representative” of most schools in Fiji, which are mostly rural (see p.18).  RMHS is a rural “day 

scholar” and boarding school consisting of 277 students, 21 teachers, six auxiliary staff 
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(administrative and labourer’s) plus family members, on Kadavu Island.  To reach Kadavu Island’s 

main hub of Vunisea, requires a 40 minute flight from the mainland or an eight hour ferry ride. This 

secondary school, one of three on the island, is situated a further 40 minutes by boat from Vunisea 

(Plate 1.1).  RMHS primarily services the western end of the island, an area of approximately 160 

square kilometers, although students from other parts of Kadavu and the mainland, Viti Levu, also 

attend the school. There are no roads to the school, and the bulk of traffic to and from the education 

provider is by small fiberglass boats powered by outboard motors, or on foot.  RMHS’s isolation is 

far from unique in Fiji, with many schools lacking reliable and consistent transportation, or access 

to the national power grid.  Most schools in such isolated situations rely on diesel generated power 

for a few hours per night when fuel is available.  This lack of transportation and utilities has an 

influence on extra-curricula activity, a subject that will be discussed shortly.  RMHS, only one of 31 

Methodist schools in Fiji, is governed by a Board structure which is chaired by the Talatala Qase, 

the Superintendent Minister of the Methodist Church on Kadavu Island.  Additional members of the 

school Board are the School Manager - a volunteer from the community who oversees all projects, 

the Talatala nai Koronivuli (the school chaplain), all village Talatala’s from the western end of 

Kadavu Island, and the school Principal who contributes to all discussions and holds the power of 

vito (IQ011).  Although the majority of school’s are governed by committees, Boards essentially 

perform the same duty.  Fijian schools are considered to be a conglomerate of three stake-holders; 

the Government, the vanua (peoples and land associated to the school), and the schools’ governing 

body (Board or Committee) together with the teaching staff.   

 

Despite RMHS being more isolated than most, and having a number of organisational and 

structural differences, its overall systems of operation, and more importantly, its culture of yaqona, 

are such that it shares comparability with most schools in Fiji.  RMHS, like all non-Governmental 

schools is highly reliant upon community support.  Volunteers regularly work and stay at the 

school, and when these partners are present, yaqona is available for consumption at the school hall 

at the end of most working days.  Further, RMHS relies heavily on the cultivation and sale of 

yaqona to support its school budget (Plate 3.2.).  The sale of this cash crop accounts for 

approximately 10% of the annual school budget, with current plans to increase this to 50% (IQ012).   

Finally, RMHS also shares a common attribute with many rural schools, an element believed to be a 

key factor in perpetuating the excessive consumption of yaqona, and that is limited recreational 

opportunities for teachers.  In the rural areas, a lack of electrical power and transport often restricts 

a teacher’s socialisation to verbal communication, reading, or student interaction.  Combine these 

leisure limitations with a culture that is heavily influenced by a collective ethos, coupled with the 

traditional and social significance of yaqona, and the predominant form of socialisation for most 
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teachers is the gathering together on a nightly basis, to talk and drink yaqona.  In the urban areas, 

where admittedly teachers have a greater access to electricity and transport, financial constraints 

often limit recreational options.  Hence, many teachers mirror their rural counterparts and regularly 

consume yaqona, although not to the same extent. One informant commented that, “we drink more 

grog out here [in the rural area] cause there is nothing else to do, but when I was living in the city, 

we still do the same, but not all the time like here” (IQ013).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The consumption of yaqona by rural teaching staff may be greater than in urban areas, but 

this may be off-set by staff not having access to alcohol like their urban contemporaries.  This is 

because at RMHS, and many other school’s where staff live on the campus, have rules forbidding 

alcohol.  Additionally, isolation and limited access to liquor outlets, further prevents negative 

behaviours and consequences associated with alcohol consumption.  It has already been established 

that the consumption of yaqona contrasts to that of alcohol, in that it inhibits rather than stimulates 

aggressive and anti-social behaviour (see p.38-9).  An informant commented that “it’s good here [at 

RMHS], cause at my last school some teachers drank hot stuff (alcohol) and there was plenty of 

trouble”.  Fiji Kava Council representative Ratu Josateki Nawalowalo commented that while the 

post consumption effects of yaqona may include lethargy, “there is no hang-over as compared to 

alcohol” (personal communication, June 15, 2006). Although it is acknowledged that a alcohol 

hang-over has the potential to disrupt education delivery, this topic will not be discussed in the 

present study.  Instead, the notion of a school as a community, and the implications this has 

regarding the culture of yaqona will now be examined. 

a. Freshly harvested yaqona 
from the RMHS farm. Student’s 

preparing the waka for drying. 

b. Dried waka, 102kgs, being 
prepared by the RMHS 

labourer’s for the market. 

Plate 3.2. Preparing the RMHS yaqona for sale at the market.  (Source: Author) 
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“My School, My Village”  

Community schools in Fiji, especially those in rural areas with a boarding component, embrace a 

form of social structure very different to that of Western teaching institutions.  This is most 

noticeable once the school day is complete, when the school transforms from a structured education 

provider, to a community that has an educational component.  Students, teachers, auxiliary staff and 

families live in close proximity, and tend to observe and practice a social structure of caring and 

sharing similar to that of the village community, irrespective that genealogical ties may not exist.  

Notions of kinship, although essentially artificial in the strict sense, are often as strong as if they 

were legitimate, and the entire school community appears bound by a set of parallel traditional ties 

and allegiances as normally embraced in the village setting.  The schools’ Principal tends to take on 

responsibilities and entitlements similar to that of a village Chief.  Teacher’s are often regarded by 

the students, as village elders and parents, auxiliary staff and spouses are viewed as uncles and 

aunties, and older students conform to the traditional roles of elder brothers and sisters to the 

younger students.  All of those at the school, while not forfeiting their allegiance to their ancestral 

village and vanua, adopt the school environment as their temporary vanua, affording it a similar 

level of loyalty and fealty.   

 

Constructed notions of kinship are most noticeable when visitors arrive at a school.  

Vakaturaga (hosting and respect based) behaviours mirror those accorded in a traditional village 

structure, and are conveyed with the same level of unity, ownership, pride, and desire to please, as 

one would, when in their home village surrounds.  In Fiji, the aligning of oneself in a common 

kinship bond with others who are technically not related, is common.  Toren (1999:268), in her 

research which focused on the meaning of kin relationships argued that similarities of culture, 

environment, reciprocity, harmony and a common goal, or issues related to veilomani, were just as 

important as relational blood ties.  This sense of kinship has a profound implication when 

considered in relation to teachers and the culture of yaqona.  These will now be discussed. 

 

Teacher - Elder, Parent, and Role Model  

Learning in Pacific Island cultures is strongly influenced by “observation rather than verbal 

instruction” (Thaman, 1992b:10-11).  In the village setting, the young learn predominantly through 

mentoring, coaching, role modeling, “and participating in a variety of daily activities both in the 

home and in the wider community” (Thaman, 1992a:5).   

 

The value of this approach as a teaching concept has been recognized in the United States of 

America among Afro-Caribbean students.  School based mentoring and role model programmes are 
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being implemented as they have been found to positively influence notions related to masculinity 

and reinforcing culture, which in turn, are believed to counter under-achievement in education 

(Ohid, 2002:92,94,98).  If then, the actions of a role model are proven to be effective in encouraging 

positive masculinity and conduct, it stands to reason that any negative behaviour modeled by a 

coach or mentor, also has the potential to stimulate a like response. This leads us to consider the 

teacher as a role model as it relates to the culture of yaqona.   

 

The consumption of yaqona, and notions of masculinity are closely linked, especially among 

the bachelors, or the single males.  Although this topic will be discussed in detail in a later chapter 

(see p.83), it was found that many yaqona consumption sessions are accompanied by a parallel 

process of challenging and measuring ones ability and masculinity by consuming large quantities of 

the beverage.  One aspect of this practice has been linked to the traditional warrior traits of Fijian 

men.  In the present day, the site of yaqona consumption is often viewed as a contemporary 

battlefield, a place to defend against the playful antics and joking of visitors and those with specific 

relational links, such as Tauvū (Hocart, 1913).  It has been discussed above that due to allegiances 

based on kinship, a teacher will accord their school environment a similar level of loyalty to that of 

their ancestral home.  In other words, the school campus becomes a battleground to defend, 

especially when provoked by a visitor who playfully challenges, or bole, at a consumption session, 

using yaqona as the weapon of warfare.  This grog fighting can lead to much laughter and ongoing 

competition, with the winner being the consumer who lasts the distance, drinks the most yaqona, 

and is considered “the man” by their supporters (IQ014). 

 

Students often witness this grog fighting, and have been overheard discussing and paying 

tribute to the winners of such friendly competitions, especially when the honour of their school was 

successfully defended.  A number of additional factors, frequently observed by students, are also 

worth considering.  It has been discussed that it is not uncommon for Fijian men to spend in excess 

of 40 hours a week consuming yaqona, a practice Tomlinson (n.d.:2) refers to as equivalent to “a 

full-time job spread over seven days”.  This is also common among teachers, especially those from 

the bachelor demographic in isolated rural settings, where extra-curricula activities are limited.  

These long drinking sessions are recognized as producing a yaqona hang-over that has the potential 

to reduce a teachers effectiveness and interferes with their ability to deliver education (see 

p.49&86).  Further, this thesis discusses (in a later chapter) the concerns of informants who cite 

incidents where teachers consume large quantities of yaqona during school hours, consumption that 

is believed to be unconnected to ceremonies and traditional events (see p.93).   
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Combine these drinking practices, attitudes and elements which form part of the culture of 

yaqona, together with the status teachers are accorded as role models by students, and one is 

prompted to question how beliefs related to masculinity and behaviour are perceived, especially by 

young Fijian male students.   Teasdale & Teasdale (1992:66-7) state that teachers within Pacific 

communities play a critical function as role models, whereas Thaman (1992b:8) argues that teachers 

“need to ask questions about the relevance of what [they] are doing in relation to the cultural 

context in which” they work.   In other words, are some of the practices that are attributed to the 

culture of yaqona, when engaged in by teachers (namely grog fighting, demonstrations of ones 

ability to consume vast quantities, lengthy nightly consumption sessions that impact work 

performance, and drinking during the working day for reasons not associated to ceremony or 

tradition), an appropriate method in modeling masculinity and responsible behaviour to students?  

Moreover, how will this influence the current student who may one day, be a role model and mentor 

to a new generation of youth?   

 

Parry (1997:227-8,229-231) suggests that while those in the teaching profession 

automatically become role models, “not all of them are qualified”, in that they exhibit inappropriate 

behaviours.  Additionally, she argues that incongruous behaviour related to issues of masculinity by 

role models can perpetuate under-achievement.  Thus again, it is worth asking, is masculinity 

associated with the consumption of vast quantities of yaqona conducive to encouraging academic 

achievement?   

 

Although these questions offer an opportunity for critical comment as to what is deemed 

appropriate, or inappropriate behaviour, this is not the objective of this study.  Rather, questions 

have been raised with the intention of stimulating discourse among structures and organisations 

with an interest in Fijian education.  However, the issue of mentoring and role modeling requires a 

further comment, one prompted by an observation from the Fijian Prime Minister, together with a 

cartoon, that appeared on the same day in the Fiji Times (Kakau, 2006a:1).  In October 2006, Prime 

Minister Laisenia Qarase voiced his concern regarding what he believed to be the excessive 

consumption of yaqona by “youths, church members and government officers”.  He felt that the 

overindulgence in the beverage was leading to laziness, affecting food production, impairing mental 

faculties, and was evident on the faces of heavy consumers, who manifested kanikani (kava 

dermopathy) and eye conditions (see p.52-3).  In response, a cartoon (Plate 3.3) appeared (several 

pages later) in which the illustrator points out the contradiction between Qarase’s observation and 

request.  By appealing to church leaders to address the issue of over-consumption, the cartoonist is 

implying that Qarase is essentially seeking assistance from the problem in order to deal with the 
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problem, as many church leaders in Fiji are themselves recognized, often by their red eyes and 

kanikani, as heavy yaqona consumers (Kamea, 1998:1; Tomlinson, 2006:12).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 3.3: Cartoon (Source: Fiji Times, October 12, 2006. p.12) 

 

This cartoon has relevance to the discussion above concerning mentoring and role modeling.  

If in fact teachers do powerfully influence students through their actions and behaviours, and factors 

associated with the current consumption culture of yaqona by teachers is having a negative impact 

on education delivery, to simply advise pupils that the beverage interferes with academic 

achievement, while continuing to engage in destructive practices, will be counterproductive.  For a 

role model to have the greatest positive effect, they must ‘practice what they preach’. 

 

Summary 

This chapter has investigated a number of positive and negative attributes related to the socio-

cultural and institutional aspects of the culture of yaqona.  Irrespective that several detrimental 

factors were identified, including the potential for elements associated with the culture of yaqona to 

promote under-achievement, it was postulated in the opening paragraphs that the complete removal 

of yaqona from the structures of Fijian education, would be both impossible and detrimental.  

Arguments initially focused on education at the national level, discussing the State/Community 

partnership.  This vital alliance, which enables the delivery of educational services, is strongly 

predicated upon, and influenced by, a number of cultural, social and economic factors.  

Additionally, it was asserted that until such time as the MoE can adequately finance education 

providers, schools would continue to be dependent upon the community.  This group (the 

community) carries a major share of the financial and labour burden, and without their help, schools 

would cease to exist.  Finally, it was argued that the success of this community partnership was 

profoundly linked to yaqona and the consumption of the beverage; that the success of one depended 

upon the other. 
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The discussion continued with a critique of the traditional culture, which is strongly 

influenced by yaqona.  Culture, it was argued, must go hand in hand with education and its 

delivery, as it has been recognised as enhancing notions of self-worth, social and personal identity 

among students, factors believed to be imperatives in the academic and holistic development of 

youth.  However, a number of negative factors were also discussed, namely the potential for 

ceremonies and events, promoted as part of culture, and including yaqona consumption, to be a 

distraction to the learning process.  Despite this, it was claimed that the positive aspects of culture, 

including yaqona, outweighed the negatives, and that the removal of these from the educational 

arena had the potential to cause a loss of identity and perpetuate under-achievement. 

 

 Discussion then shifted focus to the local education provider, where RMHS, an archetype of 

most Fijian schools, was examined.  It was found that the lack of extra-curricula activities and 

limited finances perpetuates the daily consumption of yaqona by many teachers.  Further, notions of 

kinship attributed to school environments was argued to encourage heightened levels of yaqona 

consumption, and this in turn raised questions concerning whether the behaviour of some teachers 

was counterproductive, as they are considered by students as role models whose behaviour should 

be emulated.  A number of questions were raised in order to stimulate further discussion.   

 

The final discussion topic in this chapter could easily give the impression that the majority 

of teachers in Fiji, especially those in the rural environment, are living an existence of constant 

yaqona consumption, encouraging a generation of students to follow a similar path.  This thesis 

does not endorse that view.  Although the culture of yaqona is a part of most school environments, 

and most teachers consume the beverage, nonetheless, from personal observations, many are 

passionate about, and highly proficient, in the delivery of education.  The Deputy Secretary for 

Education, Mr. Filipe Jitoko (personal communication, 7 April, 2006), in acknowledging that a 

sector of the teaching fraternity was overindulging in yaqona consumption, nonetheless stated that 

those who were, “painted a bad picture, [making their] school look bad and all teachers 

everywhere”.  In the following chapter, consumption habits, together with the effect these are 

having on education delivery, will be discussed in terms of the findings at the research site.   
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RESULTS  

 
 

This chapter details the findings of the field research, which was undertaken at RMHS, in three 

stages over a period of twelve weeks during November 2005, March, July and August 2006, in 

order to study the impact of yaqona consumption by teachers on education delivery.   The 

methodological approach employed during the research phases was detailed in the Introduction 

chapter (see p.17-24).  It is acknowledged that in order to obtain detailed and reliable data on 

yaqona and its use, a longitudinal study combining a strong qualitative approach is favoured 

(Naisilisili, 1998:44).  However, this is outside the parameters of this research.  This chapter begins 

by examining a number of themes that arose as a result of administering a questionnaire to all 

teaching staff at RMHS, over a seven day period.  Details concerning ‘a typical day in the life of a 

teacher’ were also gleaned through a Daily Activity Sheet, and this, together with aspects related to 

issues of masculinity, will be explored. 

 

The traditional ethos of vakaturaga and associated aspects of the culture of yaqona will then 

be examined, resulting from information obtained from as series of semi formal interviews that 

were conducted on a later trip to the research site.  The issue of masculinity and yaqona 

consumption will be revisited, this time including the topics of bole, a non-aggressive form of 

yaqona consumption warfare, and notions of disempowerment.  Additionally, this chapter will re-

examine the love/hate relationship surrounding yaqona from the perspective of the research 

participants.  Informant comments regarding yaqona hang-over and the impacts upon education 

delivery will then be discussed.  This will be followed by an analysis of a number of comments 

obtained during the semi formal interview process in which participants discuss what they believe is 

the disposition of the MoE and the Civil Service regarding the consumption of yaqona during 

“office hours”.  

 

Finally, a number of yaqona consumption incidents, believed to have negatively affected 

academic achievement by students, will be examined.  This will also include a discussion regarding 

initiatives undertaken at RMHS in order to address what are believed to have been the negative 

consequences of yaqona over-consumption. 

 

Exploratory Questionnaire and Qualitative Data Collection    

Stage two of the research, conducted in March 2006, consisted of the gathering of quantitative data 

via a questionnaire distributed to all 21 teachers at RMHS.  The questionnaire (Appendix A) sought 

to collect data on the frequency of yaqona consumption during a seven day period using gender and 

4 
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marital status groupings.  These clusters were further broken into non, light and heavy drinker 

categories.  Further, participants were surveyed about their reasons for consumption at a given time.  

Finally, participants were asked if they currently had kanikani, or kava dermopathy (Ruze, 1990), a 

skin condition that manifests following the consumption of large quantities of yaqona over 

consecutive days.  This question, and the reason for asking it, will be addressed following a 

discussion of the issues that were examined in the initial part of the questionnaire.  

 

The questionnaire survey resulted in the return of 17 of the 21 surveys (81%) within 48 

hours.  Of the four teaching staff that failed to respond, three were males and one was a female.  

The female staff member was not, at any stage, reminded regarding the submission of the 

questionnaire, as she appeared to be under considerable strain following the recent death of her 

spouse.  When the questionnaire failed to materialise, her current circumstances were believed to be 

the reason.   

 

The three male staff members all indicated on different occasions that they would submit 

their questionnaires.  Although they appeared keen and willing participants, stating that they wished 

to take part in the screening survey, this did not eventuate.  As a result of observations during 

numerous yaqona drinking sessions with the three males over the past two years, I feel confident in 

categorising them as heavy yaqona consumers, who frequent yaqona drinking sessions on average, 

six out of the seven days of each week.  Although there is no substantive data to support a 

hypothesis, it is suggested that, the non-submission of their questionnaires, together with the 

frequency of their yaqona consumption, has a bearing on why the questionnaires were not returned.  

This is based on two suppositions.  The first relates to a number of ethnographic works by 

academics (Spate, 1959:51; Roth, 1973:126; Naisilisili, 2002:3; Tomlinson, 2004:660).  The 

observations of these scholars can be collectively summarised by Cawte (1988:545) who argues 

that, excessive yaqona consumption causes “apathy, indifference and severe fatigue, with a retreat 

from work”.   

 

Secondly, as a regular consumer of yaqona for the past six years, issues of motivation, 

impassivity, and feelings of carelessness are experienced as regular post consumption 

manifestations.  Yaqona has a strong cumulative effect (Geddes, 1945:17), and these feelings as 

discussed compound proportional to consumption frequency.  This experience is not unique to 

myself and is often discussed among fellow yaqona consumers.  From a personal perspective, when 

a sense of urgency is required in order to meet a deadline, or a heightened level of concentration or 
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alertness is required in such activities as academic analysis or communication, yaqona consumption 

is often moderated to limit interference.   

 

From a scientific perspective, this yaqona induced attitudinal change can be illustrated using 

laboratory based findings.  Researchers have established that yaqona inhibits the activity of a 

neurotransmitter in the brain called Noradrenaline (Bilia, Gallori, & Vincieri, 2001:2583), also 

known as Norepinephrine.  This chemical plays a major role in the human ability to focus attention 

(Sadock & Sadock, 2003:100).  Furgiuele (1962:58-9), noted a marked change in the response of 

Septal Rats, following large doses of yaqona.  Septal Rats are recognised as “extremely vicious”, 

especially when “stimulated tactually with a probe”.  The yaqona markedly altered the rodents 

aggressive demeanor to one of calm and an “abolished rage response”.  Furgiuele (1962:64) states 

that “higher doses (of yaqona) appear to block conditioned avoidance response”, or, decreases 

motivation, and heightens impassivity and feelings of carelessness, which has been experienced by 

myself and many other consumers.    

 

Prior to concluding this particular discussion relating to the return of the questionnaires, one 

further situation is worth mentioning.  A male participant, upon being reminded that his 

questionnaire, should he choose to submit it, was required by a certain time to ensure the alignment 

of all surveys during the seven day period, stated that his would not be handed in until the following 

morning.  When asked why, he commented that he had consumed yaqona every evening during the 

survey period, and by waiting until the following morning, his seven days continuous consumption 

would be reduced to six days.  When it was explained to him that this made no difference to the 

categorisation of drinkers, he still maintained his stance, and the questionnaire was submitted as 

stated the following morning. 

 

This example raises the issue of consumption perception.  Although the consumption of 

yaqona is a daily occurrence at RMHS, and one where the ability to consume large quantities is 

often associated with masculinity (see p. 68), for one teacher at least, he demonstrated a concern 

that his consumption frequency would be seen in a negative light.  When interviewed regarding this 

at a later date, he stated that he did not want to be viewed “as a bad teacher who drank too much 

grog” (IQ015).  When asked to clarify how consuming “too much grog” made him “bad”, he 

responded that, “the next morning you feel lazy, it is hard to get out of bed, it is hard to teach”. 

     

The 17 teacher participants who returned their questionnaires comprised of seven females 

and 10 males, equating to 41.2% and 58.8% respectively.  Further, when marital status was applied 
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to this gender differential, it revealed 6 of the staff, or 35% were single females; 1, or 6% was a 

married female; 7, or 41% were single males; and 3, or 18% were married males.  These figures 

were collected in order to compare the yaqona consumption habits of married and single males and 

females.  This will be discussed following the categorisation of consumers.  

 

Categorising Consumption Levels 

Of the 17 teachers who participated in the survey, only 12, or 70.5%, recorded they had drunk 

yaqona during the seven day period.   This data allowed participants to be categorised into one of 

three groupings; non-drinkers, light drinkers, and heavy drinkers, in order to define their drinking 

patterns.  This categorisation of consumers is based on the work of Naisilisili, and was previously 

discussed in Chapter 1 (see p.23). Five of the participants, or 29.5% did not drink yaqona during the 

survey period and were therefore categorised as “non-drinkers”.  The number of light drinkers (who 

consumed yaqona from 1 to 3 days during the survey period) and heavy drinkers (who consumed 

for 4 or more days) were evenly split, representing six, or 35%, in each group.   

 

Categorisation was further analysed comparing gender and marital status.  Among the 

participant group of 17, single males accounted for 1 non-drinker, 2 light drinkers and 4 heavy 

drinkers.  Married males symbolized 1 non, and 2 heavy drinkers.  Single females equated 2 non, 

and 4 light drinkers, whereas the sole married female was a non drinker.  These findings are 

presented in Figure 4.1.  Additionally, the 12 teachers who did consume yaqona during the seven 

day survey period, did so on a total of 42 occasions.  However, those categorised as heavy drinkers 

accounted for 78.5% of those 42 drinking occasions. 

 

In the questionnaire, participants were asked to detail the days of the week in which they 

had consumed yaqona, together with the number of hours during each session, and the reason why 

they had participated in each yaqona session (purely social, social/traditional, traditional).  This data 

was sought primarily to assess how often consumers drank yaqona prior to teaching in the class-

room the following morning, this being Sunday through Thursday nights.  The secondary purpose 

was to ascertain the reason for consumption.  Of the 17 participants, only six (35%) of the teachers, 

all categorised as heavy drinkers, drank yaqona on nights prior to teaching students in the 

classroom.  No other teacher, including those categorised as light drinkers (1-3 days per week) 

consumed yaqona on Sunday through Thursday night.   

 

During the seven day survey period, the heavy drinkers consumed yaqona on 21 nights (of a 

possible 30 nights) prior to teaching.  Although these heavy drinkers drank for an average of two 
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Figure 4.1: Participant categorisation (heavy, light and non-drinker) 
represented by gender and marital status. 

 

hours and 45 minutes on nights prior to teaching, these figures fail to represent the outliers who 

consumed for longer periods, compared to those who either did not consume, or drank for shorter 

periods.  As an example, two of the heavy consumers commenced drinking yaqona at 4pm and 

concluded at 11.30pm on a Sunday night prior to teaching on the following Monday morning, 

whereas other heavy drinkers started at 5pm and ceased at 8.30pm on the same night, while two 

heavy drinkers did not consume at all.  Figure 4.2 represents the consumption habits of these heavy 

drinkers over the seven day survey period.  However, of primary importance to this study is the data 

that illustrates the number of hours a teacher drank yaqona on nights prior to being required to teach 

students in the classroom, these being Sunday to Thursday nights. 

 

  Following the categorisation of yaqona consumers into non-drinkers, light drinkers and 

heavy drinkers, a male and female from each category was identified, allowing Daily Activity 

Sheets to be completed during Phase three of the research.  These Sheets sought details of a 

standard days activities during the teaching week.  The results of the individual Daily Activity 

Sheets have been combined (Appendix C), and together with the questionnaire findings were 
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analysed, and a number of additional observations were noted.  These observations will now be 

discussed. 
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Figure 4.2: Yaqona consumption of heavy drinkers during the seven day survey day period. 
 

 

A Typical Day in the Life of a Teacher 

A marked difference concerning the proportion of time spent planning for the following days 

teaching, and in some cases, the teaching of students during free time, was observed between the 

heavy yaqona consumers and both the light and non-drinkers.  Although the post teaching hours are 

seen as free time for a teacher unless they are on duty, two assumptions can be drawn from the 

Daily Activity Sheets and questionnaires.  Non and light drinkers, from a teaching perspective, are 

more productive in their free time.  A teacher’s free time, due to a lack of extra-curricula activity 

available in a rurally isolated environment such as RMHS, is most often limited to either work, 

watching DVDs, if and when electrical power is available, listening to the radio, reading, or yaqona 

consumption.  This reflects the comment of an interviewee who stated, “There is nowhere else [for 

us to go].  In Suva, you can go to the movies” (IQ016).  

 

In the case of those categorised as married or single heavy consumers, a marked difference 

appears.  Whereas the single males tended to drink until later and also sleep until 7.45am, just prior 
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to the start of the school day, married heavy drinkers finish consumption earlier and also rise earlier 

(6am), having to attend to both school duties and family commitments.   

 

Both the single male light and heavy drinkers did not eat breakfast prior to arriving in the 

classroom.  The single male light drinker, who represented his peers in his category, stated his 

reason for missing breakfast was preference, whereas the single male heavy drinkers cited a lack of 

appetite in the morning, a side effect of yaqona consumption (Lindstrom, 2004:26), or insufficient 

time due to arising late. 

 

Only one of the six heavy drinkers who consumed yaqona on nights prior to teaching stated 

they did so for purely traditional reasons, and this was limited to a single occasion.  Two other 

consumers felt their reason for consumption on all nights prior to teaching were both traditional and 

social, whereas the remaining consumers believed they had drunk on all occasions for purely social 

reasons.  Thus, the reasons for consumption tend to vary from drinker to drinker, irrespective of the 

fact that that they all shared the same yaqona sessions.  The subjective reasoning for consuming 

yaqona together with using the categorisation of “tradition” will be discussed in a later part of this 

chapter.  

 

Kanikani - A “Badge of Honour”? 

Finally, all questionnaire participants were asked if they currently had kanikani, or kava 

dermopathy (Plate 2.5).  Kava researchers in Australia noted that the presence of this rash often 

revealed incongruities between stated levels of kava consumption, and how much kava an informant 

actually consumed (Mathews, Riley & Fejo, et al., 1988:322).  In relation to this study, that theory 

was tested by asking the aforementioned research question, and the answers revealed an unexpected 

response.  All participants responded that no, they did not have this condition, however, this was 

visibly evident on the legs of four of the heavy drinkers.  I have noted over the past six years that it 

can be common for a person manifesting kanikani to deny its presence.  One reason for this is the 

criticism, most often expressed by females and those who do not consume yaqona, toward those 

manifesting kava dermopathy.  Persons with kanikani are often viewed as lazy and/or dirty.  The 

attribute of lazy is associated with the hours that must be spent consuming yaqona in order to 

manifest the rash, whereas dirty is attributed to the visual condition of the skin and not necessarily 

poor hygiene.  Bathing, which strips natural oils from the skin, will often worsen the condition and 

those with kanikani tend to mask it with moisturisers, although the signs are still evident to the 

trained eye. 
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  Denial of the presence of kanikani however, can also be contrasted with an open display of 

the rash, even by those whose condition is minimal. In some sectors of Fijian society, men with 

kanikani are honored, and the carrier feels a sense of pride.  One informant summed up what is 

often heard among the younger drinkers, “If you have kanikani it shows you drank a lot of grog, 

you are ‘the man’.  It's like an unspoken badge of honour” (IQ017).  This is due to the amount of 

yaqona, that most with a marked case of the condition, must have consumed; linking consumption 

levels with the ingestion of a traditional emblem that is both power, and the possesant of power 

(IQ018).  The second reason, associated with masculinity, is somewhat similar to the notion in a 

Western culture where some attribute a person’s ability to consume large quantities of alcohol with 

signs of manliness (Lemle & Mishkind, 1989:214).  Finally, Norton and Ruze (1994:94) argue that 

kanikani is linked to traditional beliefs related to signs of nobility or privilege.  Citing ethnographic 

accounts from the expeditionary voyage of Captain James Cook, they commented that kanikani 

identified those of greater hierarchy who were “prosperous enough to spend their days in ceremony 

and conversation rather than in fishing or agriculture”.   

 

What is of importance to this study, is the reason why several of the participants who had 

obvious signs of kanikani, indicated they were free of the condition on their questionnaires.  Several 

of these same participants, during the time I have known them, have verbally associated masculinity 

and kanikani by describing the rash as a badge of honour, although in answer to the survey 

question, attempted to divorce themselves from the condition.  During the semi-formal interview 

phase, this separation was discussed.  One informant, who had visible kanikani, stated that he tried 

to hide his condition as it indicated that he “drink[s] too much grog” and this would then be 

interpreted by others as laziness causing his teaching ability to be questioned (IQ019). 

 

The information collected in the questionnaires allowed for the preparation of semi-formal 

interview questions.  Together with those who had kanikani, 28 persons were interviewed.  The 

results of these interviews will now be detailed.  

     

Semi Formal Interviews and the Collection of Qualitative Data    

In July and August 2006, stage three of the research was conducted where informal interviews were 

conducted with key leaders, all teachers at RMHS, and a number of additional informants in both 

Kadavu and Suva, including MoE staff and academics at USP.  In total, 61 interview questions 

(Appendix B) were designed and selectively administered to the 31 interviewees.  The results of the 

questions, together with related material will now be discussed.  Where possible, several questions 

and their responses have been combined.  Further, emphasis has been placed on the use of 
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interviewee quotes.  These have enabled the participants to accurately voice their opinions, or where 

possible, have allowed one informant to summarise several similar responses.  Finally, quotes are 

basically presented as stated, including grammatical irregularities.  

  

Vakaturaga and the etiquette of Yaqona Consumption  

Informants were initially questioned regarding why people attend yaqona sessions.  Interviews 

revealed that attendance and duration of stay at a given session is based predominantly upon the 

reason for the session, whether formal or informal (purely social).  In the case of formal yaqona 

sessions, one informant reflected the beliefs of most when they stated that, “If it's only us teachers, 

then it's okay, but it's different if visitors are here, then I feel obliged” (IQ020).  They commented 

further, “This place [RMHS] is like a village, so when people come here it is like they are visiting 

my village.  When they come, I have to serve them. It's about values, you’re respecting them, that's 

veikauwaitaki (caring)” (IQ021).  Additionally, most participants felt that if a visitor was present, 

they were obligated to stay until the visitor had left the session, irrespective of the time. Williksen-

Bakker (2002:75) confirms this, adding that custom deems it impolite to leave yaqona sessions until 

the gathering has officially concluded, and the “tanoa is empty”.  Notions of obligation were 

investigated through further questions, and in most cases this revealed that Fijian culture places a 

different weight on the term ‘obligation’ when compared to how it is commonly understood in 

Western culture.  This term, from a Western perspective tends to infer a duty, however, in the Fijian 

context it is more aptly defined in terms of the vakaturaga ethos (see p.20), observed and practiced 

not out of duty, but rather from an attitude of respect, caring and sharing.  

 

 When yaqona sessions were defined as informal, the line between vakaturaga obligation 

and choice tended to blur.  Some informants believed that in this situation they were free to come 

and go, or even decline an invitation to drink yaqona as it suited them, whereas others felt that the 

situation depended upon who had invited them, kinship ties, regional connections, or their position 

in the community.  One informant stated that they felt free to choose whether to attend an informal 

yaqona session, however, regardless of the purpose, “I’d always come” (IQ022).  Another felt that 

if they were asked by “Talatala, [who] I look up to, I feel obliged, so I must go” (IQ023), despite 

the fact that that the invitation was one purely based on a social gathering.  One senior staff member 

commented, “I feel obliged because of position, not tradition.  When I was an assistant teacher, I 

didn't bother” (IQ024), whereas another stated that it is about “kinship links, you see your neighbor 

drinking grog, so you go” (IQ025).  Groth-Marnat, Leslie & Renneker (1996:473) argues that 

relational consideration is a highly regarded aspect of Fijian culture.  “The development of the 

group is generally more important than the development of individualism.  The ideal Fijian is a 
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person who has respect for traditions, customs and other persons, kind-heartedness and good-

naturedness, generosity to all, and who encourages group solidarity."     

 

 Of interest to this study is that some teachers, despite the formality or informality of the 

occasion, feel a sense of obligation, whether based on traditional values or positional status to 

attend yaqona sessions.  In some cases they also felt an obligation to stay until the session had 

concluded, without reference to how late that was.  Hence, it can be established that the hours spent 

consuming yaqona prior to teaching students is based upon a sense of cultural obligation if the 

occasion is formal, and both obligation and choice if informal. 

 

Informants were asked a number of questions regarding consumption behaviours at yaqona 

sessions.  When specifically asked if one felt free to attend a formal or informal session and not 

consume, one informant summarised the beliefs of most when they stated, “No, if you come, you 

have to drink grog.  If I come and not drink I feel like I am not respecting the others [who are 

drinking]” (IQ026).  Another added that if it was a formal occasion and they were present, “It 

doesn't matter if I am a little bit sick, I will [still] drink grog” (IQ027).  An informant who attended 

an informal session and attempted to decline the offer of a bilo of yaqona was told, “just drink, 

don't be so difficult” (IQ028), whereas another in the same situation felt that by declining, they 

were made to “feel like an outsider” (IQ029).   

 

Informants tended to be divided on the actual reason why they felt they must consume.  Two 

informants, both categorised as light drinkers, tended to reflect the feelings of most within their 

group concerning obligation.  One stated that, “There is yaqona, tabua [whales tooth]; things that 

are traditional.  Grog is seen as sacred, so you feel an obligation to accept” (IQ030).  The second 

believed that “Fijian traditional culture says when we sit together, we must receive what [we] get.  

If you decline, that shows we do not respect the offer” (IQ031).  Further, this “respect[ing] the 

offer” also applied to a belief that one must accept the amount of yaqona that is offered, which most 

often is a full bilo. “I would like to be able to choose [the quantity], but they fill my bowl” (IQ032).  

 

The majority of those categorised as heavy drinkers, while acknowledging a cultural 

obligation to consume what was offered to them, also felt the offer of a bilo of yaqona was a test of 

their masculinity. Several believed that a yaqona session, whether formal or informal, can be 

likened to a battleground, and to decline yaqona was to admit defeat and cause you to forfeit your 

warrior status.  “See, it's like a war ground, we have to protect our land, our school, and where we 

fight is at the grog, it is a challenge” (IQ033). Another commented that, “It's a test, to see who can 
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drink the most.  A challenge, especially if someone says they can drink, then we test them to see if 

that's the truth” (IQ034).   

 

Many of the answers to interview questions, especially by those who were categorised as 

heavy drinkers, reflected notions of challenging and grog fighting, and masculinity.  However, the 

married heavy drinkers, while acknowledging this concept, did not appear to be influenced by it to 

the same extent as the single men.  One informant, a single male categorised as a heavy drinker 

commented, “See, drinking grog today is about fun.  It is the challenge, to see who is the bigger 

man, to see who will run away” (IQ035).  Grog fighting, while always done in jest and never 

associated with threats (IQ036), was believed, by one teacher who had worked at several schools in 

different areas, to be “happening all around Fiji, at all schools, especially with bachelors” (IQ037).  

Another teacher saw it slightly different.  They believed this challenging behaviour was linked with 

yaqona supply, commenting that in areas of Fiji where yaqona was grown, the behaviour was 

exacerbated.  “See, where I come from in Viti Levu, there is no challenging.  Over there, you have 

to buy [your yaqona], so it cost a lot” (IQ038).   

 

Bole, Tauvū, Veitabani, and the Culture of Yaqona 

From personal experience, I have witnessed grog fighting and felt “the pressure” (IQ039), as one 

informant put it, associated with challenging, in a large number of Fijian settings, including yaqona 

sessions in New Zealand.  This is often associated with relational links, regional connections and 

ancestral gods, of which the Tauvū (Arno, 1993:83) relationship is most prominent.   Those who are 

a part of this relational connection frequently refer to each other as “Tau”, and their relationships 

are often “marked by mutual assistance, license, and joking” (Tomlinson, 2002:39).  RMHS, 

characterising many schools in Fiji, has a variety of staff members from across Fiji, and Tauvū is 

commonplace.  When Fijians with this relational connection meet at yaqona sessions, grog fighting 

often results.  One informant commented that, “See, I don't want to lose to my Tau” (IQ040).  

Another stated that when Tauvū are present at a yaqona session, grog fighting and challenging “is 

there even when it is not being spoken of, it is happening all the time” (IQ041).  Prior to discussing 

yaqona drinking behaviour and relational connections as it relates to education delivery, one further 

complicating factor is worthy of note.   

 

RMHS sits on the district border of Tavuki and Yawe, although due to geographical 

conditions, is strongly influenced by nearby Yawe villages.  Tavuki and Yawe are both Tauvū and 

veitabani.  This additional relational connection adds a new dimension to the Tauvū relationship.  

When yaqona is mixed into the veitabani relationship, gaming, trickery and joking can increase, 
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and grog fighting and challenging take on a greater level of competition, although never descending 

into any form of confrontation (Tomlinson, 2006:13).  Calamia (2003:192) argues that the Tavuki, 

Yawe relationship is “deeply influenced by an old war that occurred between them, which Tavuki 

eventually won after enlisting the help of another tribal area in Kadavu.  To this day, Yawe is 

reminded of their defeat, and the vanua of Yawe is sometimes subject to light derision by other 

vanua in Kadavu.” The Kadavu dialect word for challenge is quru, and it is not uncommon to hear 

phrases similar to “vakacava, kedaru quru”, literally meaning, “lets challenge each other” at yaqona 

sessions, especially between veitabani consumers. Of greater interest to this discussion is quru’s 

equivalent in the national language, Bauan; “bole”.  Clunie (1977:40), in his authoritative work 

entitled Fijian Weapons and Warfare cites historical accounts of combat where warriors would 

bole; challenge each other prior to battle.  A Tavuki-ite attached to RMHS stated, “I think that same 

war (Tavuki v. Yawe) is going even today.  Even if we play rugby, everything we do, dancing 

meke, they challenge us and try to do better.  Today, instead of blood, it's grog…. and that attitude 

has come into the school” (IQ042).   

 

Traditional beliefs concerning respect, obligation, relational ties and local influences play a 

major part in the culture of yaqona consumption.  A teacher, irrespective that they may have to 

teach the following morning, often feels culturally obligated to attend and stay until the conclusion 

of yaqona sessions.  Additionally, when at the session, out of respect, one must drink what is served 

to them, while at the same time negotiating challenges and grog wars influenced by relational 

connections and attitudes of masculinity, sometimes based upon historical conflicts.  These 

combined structures make it difficult for attendees to moderate their yaqona intake.  “I would like 

to do that, come when I want, go when I want, gunu (drink) little or drink big when I want so it 

doesn't [disrupt] my teaching the next day.  But for us Fijians, we have to defend our honour, so we 

can say, we are real men” (IQ043).   

 

Masculinity and Yaqona Consumption  

Most research participants, during interviews, associated bole and grog fighting with masculinity.  

“The atmosphere of competition is becoming more and more. Maybe he (referring to those who 

practice grog fighting) believes it's a sign of his manliness” (IQ044).  When informants were 

questioned as to why some men in Fiji felt their masculinity was being threatened, many believed it 

was associated with modernisation or a loss of cultural identity. For the rural man, it was suggested 

he felt “disempowered because urban men are more advanced with modern things” (IQ045).  In 

contrast, one teacher summarised the comments of several when they suggested,  
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I think men feel disempowered because some of our traditions are washing away, like the tradition of 

passing the culture.  In the past, the older men, they take the younger men and show them how it is done.  

But look at people in the village, the younger and older men do their own thing.  The older man goes to the 

farm, and the younger stays and sleeps, cause they drink too much grog” (IQ046).  

  

Another informant suggested that young men, in an attempt to combat feelings of 

disempowerment, had embraced challenging one another at yaqona sessions.  Additionally, these 

same young adults consumed large quantities of their traditional drink as a means of demonstrating 

that their masculinity had not decreased.  The informant further believed the situation was different 

for women, as the separation in their mentoring relationships has not deteriorated as it had with 

men.  Hence, females preparing for womanhood were still taught traditional skills and did not need 

to manufacture artificial situations as young men did.  “See, what we woman do everyday speaks 

volumes, it's obvious, you can see it, like, weave a mat, or cook.  You can show you are real 

woman, but the men, no” (IQ047). 

   

When asked to describe what characteristics identified a “real” masculine Fijian man, the 

informant replied, “Being able to perform traditional duties like, matanivanua (spokesperson, 

herald) and be able to do all the duties of a matanivanua.  He can be independent, at a certain age, 

20 like, has his own farm and house, and not dependent upon his family and his parents” (IQ048).  

In summary, one informant stated, “Men are now lazy and lost the traditional value, so now [grog 

fighting is the] only way to prove them a man” (IQ049). 

 

The responses from interview informants have made it increasingly evident that yaqona 

consumption, as it relates to education delivery, is influenced by a large number of factors.  

However, the following section reveals that many consumers attempt to navigate these factors using 

a number of self-preservation strategies.   

 

Strategic Consumption and Self-preservation 

Most of the participants interviewed revealed that they employ several strategies as systems of 

regulating their yaqona intake during sessions.  This may in theory sound effective, although from 

experience I can attest that it is difficult to maintain as participants involved in the grog fighting 

culture are aware of these measures, and are constantly vigilant to them.  If caught, the strategist can 

expect to be punished for their offence, most often in the form of a double serving of yaqona.  

Strategies predominantly consist of taking on certain service roles during the yaqona session.  

These include the mixing of the yaqona, the serving of the beverage, or the tuki (pounding) of the 

kosa, the yaqona root, allowing for remixing.  The first two duties offer the opportunity, when done 
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discretely, for the strategist to either miss a serve, or to tip a quantity back into the tanoa, 

minimising intake.  The latter service role, tuki kosa, is done just outside, and is often associated 

with the strategy of sitting near a door or window, allowing the consumer to discard what is not 

wanted.  However, great care must be taken when employing this strategy as discovery will result in 

strong criticism due to its association with ancient spiritual practices, considered a form of 

witchcraft today (Lindstrom, 2004:21).  In yet another strategy, consumers will disappear, or take a 

leave of absence, a deliberate attempt to avoid “two or three rounds” (servings), a tactic noted by 

Qereqeretabua (2006:11) during his observatory research.  In an attempt to slow the intoxicating 

feelings and post consumption effects, some consumers will eat a large meal prior to yaqona 

consumption despite the fact that this practice can add to the discomfort of drinking large quantities. 

Finally, participants at sessions who overtly encourage challenging and grog warfare, are served 

gari, a prearranged bilo of strong yaqona from the settled residue at the bottom of the tanoa.   This 

is done in an attempt to force the warrior from the session, relieving others of having to engage in 

high level grog fighting.  “We have to have the strategies so we can meet obligation.  Everyone 

does it.  Even the next day, sometimes people tell the strategies, like someone will tell if they garied 

you the next day” (IQ050).   Self-preservation strategies are commonly employed, although only 

two informants indicated that when tactics failed, they simply left the session.  One teacher 

summarised their feelings in regard to leaving when they commented, “I always feel that slight 

guilt” (IQ051). 

 

Yaqona and the Love/Hate Relationship 

Participants were asked to describe how they felt about yaqona, and most indicated a love/hate 

relationship. “Yes I like it, but at the end I hate it, especially the next day, the effect of grog, the 

laziness” (IQ052).   Another stated, “When I came here (RMHS), it was the worse.  At home it 

[yaqona consumption] was once a week, but here, every night.  This (indicating the hall and the site 

of yaqona consumption) is the only place to relax.  In town you can go to the movies, but here there 

is only grog” (IQ053).  Others felt it was vital to the communication and social systems at RMHS, 

bringing “us together as a community and a family.  We can talk and discuss issues” (IQ054), and 

“It's our traditional drink and it brings people together.  For teachers, in this kind of remote school, 

it is a form of passing time and enjoying company of others.  I like grog, but the next day when you 

feel so lazy you hate grog, so it's like, like and hate” (IQ055).   

 

Post consumption effects were a common complaint among research participants, eliciting 

comments such as, the following day “you are not to your full potential” (IQ056) and “it affects 

productivity” (IQ057).  These comments confirm that yaqona has post consumptive effects, and that 
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these impact education delivery.  Although participants were questioned concerning their 

experiences of yaqona intoxication, all tended to reflect similar encounters as those discussed in 

Chapter 2 (see p.38-9), hence, no further comment is required.  Instead, the experiences of 

informants as they relate to post consumption yaqona hang-over will now be discussed, as this has a 

major bearing on the research topic.        

 

Yaqona Hang-over  

For the teacher who feels obligated to attend, and stay late at yaqona sessions, while simultaneously 

attempting to juggle relational implications and self preservation strategies, it is the following 

morning when the full impact of the previous nights consumption appears to impact them and their 

ability to fulfill responsibilities, such as deliver education.  “If I drink grog up to 10, 11, 1, myself, 

in the morning, it is a problem.  It is hard to get up from bed and I feel lazy, and feel sleepy during 

the day” (IQ058).  Yaqona hang-over was discussed in detail in Chapter 2 (see p.49-51), with 

several academics disputing that yaqona produces a hang-over.  Personal experience, together with 

information gleaned during the research interviews, revealed that yaqona hang-over is dependant 

upon the variety of yaqona consumed, together with the amount ingested, the time spent drinking, 

whether a substantial meal preceded or followed (Singh & Blumenthal, 1997:47), and the number of 

hours slept following consumption.  All informants reported that a yaqona hang-over manifested as 

feelings of laziness, a lack of energy, decreased motivation, heightened impassivity, generalised 

carelessness, and occasionally interrupted memory recall, although all symptoms would reduce as 

the day developed.  When asked to describe how they felt in the morning after six hours of yaqona 

consumption the previous night, one informant summarised the feelings of many.  “If no grog, I get 

up easy, but if plenty of grog, restless.  My brain is heavy, it's hard to think, I want to sleep” 

(IQ059).   Most consumers felt it took until at least lunchtime until they felt as though they had 

made a marked recovery (IQ060).  

 

Teachers were asked how a yaqona hang-over impacted education delivery.  One informant 

stated, “The brain feels bad.  It's a big personal conflict.  The conscience tells me I am getting paid 

to teach, and students pay fees, but there is a big personal conflict, and that alone is tiring enough” 

(IQ061).  Another felt that when hung-over on yaqona, “to teach is hard.  It's even harder for me to 

speak.  I'm lazy to speak.  Sometimes I forget what I have taught the day before, or I forget what to 

teach” (IQ062).  In another case, a teacher cited an incident where a peer  “was preparing students 

for an exam question, and they taught them the wrong answer, and then all of them got it wrong [in 

the exam], and X (edited for confidentiality) had to re-teach and give false marks” (IQ063).  This 

hang-over effect, for some, can last most of the day.  One informant, who had been teaching that 
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morning, was interviewed at 2.30pm and commented, “I can still feel a little doped from last night, 

so only one or two bowls and I will be back up there (indicating intoxicated).  I start grog [last 

night] at 6 and finish at 12, my feeling is now, my head is spinning and that, I can't taste my taste 

buds.  All my joints are weak, especially my knees, and my mind, I know what I'm supposed to do, 

but I don't want to do it” (IQ064).   

   

A number of informants commented that when suffering from a yaqona hang-over, it was 

common to “give student centered work because you are even too lazy to speak and walk around” 

(IQ065), whereas, another stated “I don't feel like teaching and only cover half the period work and 

I will give students work to do so I can rest.  Or even, I will say to students to ask any questions the 

next day” (IQ066).  Several informants cited situations where students were left to supervise 

themselves, or a teacher with a free period would oversee a class allowing their co-worker to sleep 

off their hang-over.  During a spot classroom check, one informant recalled finding a teacher absent 

from their classroom and upon further investigation, located them at home “saumi dinau”; meaning 

they were sleeping to “pay the debt" and recuperate “what the grog has taken” (IQ067). 

 

 Teachers who have consumed a large quantity of yaqona the previous night report 

difficulties in motivation, concentration, memory recall, and an ability to teach.  Additionally, 

several informants felt the hang-over effect, together with the lack of sleep, can cause short 

temperedness, irritability and unwarranted “growling at the students” (IQ068).  Another informant 

described a scenario that reflected the experience of three other interviewees when they commented 

that, “when a student does a simple mistake, from his hang-over, he whacks the student.  It makes 

the temper short, get angry at very small things like noise level.  The person with a hang-over gets 

wild” (IQ069).  The MoE forbids corporal punishment and advises that such correction “should not 

be given for any form of academic failure” (MoE, 1982).   

  

During a pre-research visit to the MoE, I was advised by a staff member that during school 

visits, Senior Education Officers (SEO) would often warn staff concerning the over consumption of 

yaqona and its potential to negatively impact education delivery.  This comment was discussed 

during the interview phase.  One informant replied, “Regarding your comment, there tends to be 

two standards, what is said at the Ministry and what happens at the school” (IQ070).  The 

informants statement was interpreted to mean that, the comment by the SEO, while it may have had 

good intentions was, in the participants’ experience, not carried out.  When asked if they had ever 

heard an SEO during a school visit, discuss the topic of yaqona and its potential impacts upon 

education delivery, all except two replied no.  One of the informants who had heard the topic 
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discussed stated, “They joke about it in [informal discussions], but we know when they are coming, 

so we can get up to date” (IQ071).  The second commented that the subject was once discussed in a 

veiled manner when an SEO said he could see kanikani, and he “addressed the situation that way” 

(IQ072) without specifically speaking to the issue.  The same informant added, that at no time were 

boundaries or guidelines given “because the regulation makers are also swipers and don't want to 

get caught out” (IQ073), implying that regulations were not imposed by consumers as they too 

would find it difficult to adhere to them. 

  

“Yaqona’s a Problem, but it’s Not Addressed” 

 During the interview process, it was clear that all informants felt that the over-consumption of 

yaqona was having a spurious impact on education delivery, however there appeared a reluctance 

among Supervisors and MoE SEO’s to make an overt stand on the issue, even when measurable 

identifiers were present.  Such identifiers, according to several informants, could be seen in the 

MoE’s Performance Management System (PMS), a series of competencies used to measure a 

teachers “qualities and performance of duties” (MoE, 2004).  Once per year, teaching staff under-

take a process similar to a performance appraisal where their competency is measured in the areas 

of Initiative and Resourcefulness, Judgment, Communication, Attitude, Punctuality and Attendance, 

Interpersonal Communication, Flexibility and Commitment to Public Service Values.  This 

assessment involves a three way ‘rating’ system.  First the teacher rates themselves in each of the 

competency areas on a one to five Likert Scale.  This is followed by the teacher’s supervisor rating 

them, and finally, in a joint meeting between the teacher and supervisor, where an ‘agreed’ final 

score is given for each summated rating.  Several teachers, when discussing PMS commented that 

they felt their yaqona consumption had negatively impacted several of their competencies.  “I think 

for me, grog shows in PMS 5 (Punctuality and Attendance)” (IQ074).  Another teacher commented 

that “Yes, I could see the effect [of the yaqona], especially in classroom management.  I only got a 

two out of five for that.  I went to the grog and I never did X (edited for confidentiality).  I spent 

time drinking grog instead of doing X” (IQ075). 

 

Supervisors responsible for assessing teachers undertaking PMS assessment also noted 

yaqona consumption influenced low assessment scores.  One staff Supervisor, when asked to 

comment regarding this stated, “Yes indeed.  You can see it in competencies that show, like, due 

dates.  You can see the procrastination.  They drink grog and never get it done” (IQ076).  Another 

felt that “grog makes them late.  Big grog drinkers [consistently appeared to] score low on number 

five (Punctuality and Attendance)” (IQ077).  When supervisors were asked if they had ever spoken 

to a teacher directly concerning the impact that their yaqona consumption appeared to be having on 
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their education delivery, as indicated in their PMS assessment, one supervisor summarised the 

comments of several.  “No, I have never addressed grog directly, but I know it is the grog.  I can 

clearly see that grog has an impact, but I doubt anyone would ever put a finger on the grog button” 

(IQ078).  The apparent reluctance to address this issue directly was felt, by one informant, to be 

deliberate, as any direct link between a lack of performance by teachers and their consumption of 

yaqona could result in the beverage being banned from the school campus (IQ079).  Another felt 

the subject was avoided “because even myself I do”.  As this comment was made, the informant 

gestured with the hand, suggesting “as one finger points forward, three point back” (IQ080).  This 

same informant felt that an additional reason making it difficult to directly address the issue was 

respect.  “Traditional culture is respect, and if we speak harshly about the grog, then we put 

everyone down.  It's our beliefs that makes it different and grog is also tabu (sacred) and if I tell you 

to stop, then I'm putting the grog down” (IQ081).  When an SEO at the MoE was advised of the 

apparent findings related to PMS and yaqona, he commented that no national trend had been 

noticed and that, “It is not something we have discussed.  I don't think we can wholly blame grog” 

(IQ082).  

 

It is agreed that a number of factors, besides yaqona, could impact PMS competencies, 

although where there appears to be a link between the over consumption of yaqona and low PMS 

competency scores, Supervisors seem reluctant to address that link, whereas an SOE at the MoE 

appeared to be dismissive that a link had been observed.  The same SOE did however discuss a 

recent visit that he and several senior staff members, including the Director of Education (DoE), 

had made to a rural school.  He described how the DoE had “told teachers that he could see by their 

eyes that they were taking too much grog.  Then one of them replied that the fault was not ours, but 

all the Ministry visitors, and the grog that comes with (referring to the consumption requirement) 

those visits” (IQ083).  The SOE followed this comment with a laugh, giving the impression that the 

issue had been alluded to, although had not been discussed in a direct and resolute manner. A 

research informant, during an interview, cited what they felt was an ongoing problem at their last 

school concerning yaqona consumption, which the MoE was aware of, although failed to address.  

The informant stated that most of the teaching staff commenced yaqona consumption at the 

morning recess, and continued on during the day, and was part of the school culture.  This had, in 

the words of the informant, caused “a big drop out number”, indicating student failure rates.  The 

participant stated that the “Ministry knew about the problem, even Ministry staff would ask about 

the grog, they knew, but when they visited [the school], they never spoke to staff about grog 

problems”  (IQ084).   
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When participants were asked why they believed there was a reluctance by the MoE, school 

Principals, Heads of Department’s (HOD’s), and Supervisors to directly address this issue, an 

informant stated, “I don't know, but true, it is never pointed to as the root of the problem.  They 

(referring to consumers) joke, like ‘man, no farm today, too much grog’, but never actually 

confronted at a serious level.  Maybe the fear is that if the root is identified, then it [the yaqona] will 

get taken away.  Maybe if you take away the grog, you are taking away a piece of the culture” 

(IQ085).  

 

All participants currently employed in a teaching role were asked if they had, in the previous 

month, been late to work, and that if they had, did they believe yaqona had been a factor in their 

lateness.  Of those informants who had been late, all, but one, reported that “Yes, grog was the 

reason” (IQ086).  When the same staff members were asked if they had ever been spoken to by a 

Supervisor, HOD, or Principal, regarding their yaqona consumption and its impact on their work 

performance, all indicated no, not in one on one meetings, although “all us bachelors were called in 

as a group and told to limit our drinking” (IQ087).  Another stated that, “The teachers were spoken 

to [as a group] for leaving their classes unsupervised.  We were drinking grog one night and the 

next day he (a senior staff member) scanned the school and saw bad (a lack of) supervision, no 

signing off of the time book, punctuality and that, and spoke to us, mostly the bachelors” (IQ088). 

Further, near the end of the second term (2006), the Principal of RMHS called a community 

meeting in order to address what some Richmond residents felt was the excessive consumption of 

yaqona by a number of individuals.  Further discussion related to this meeting will be done in a 

later section, however, of interest to the study at this point, is that several informants felt that the 

meeting would not have been necessary if Government level policy had been available that 

specifically addressed the issue of yaqona consumption during working hours.  Further, several 

interviewees felt that policy was also required to speak to after hours consumption, as this was 

believed to negatively impact education delivery, in most instances, more than drinking during 

school hours, as the latter occurred on a daily basis, and the former, more infrequently (IQ089).  

Policy related to the consumption of yaqona will now be discussed. 

 

Yaqona Consumption during “Office Hours”  

Enquiries with the Deputy Secretary for Education at the MoE revealed that they do not have a 

policy regarding the consumption of yaqona in school facilities during or after school hours.  

Instead they rely on individual schools to set standards supported by a 1993 memorandum 

circulated by the Public Service Commission (PSC) (Appendix E).  This memo essentially discusses 

the “traditional significance” of yaqona and raises a concern regarding its consumption during 
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working hours, although HoD’s are “requested to monitor yaqona drinking… and if necessary, 

issue guidelines to ensure it does not become counter-productive” (Kikau, 2006b:4).  The PSC 

memo, lacking specific boundaries regarding consumption during working hours, was shown to 

interviewees, with all but one stating they had never seen it before, although many had heard of it.  

A number of informants stated that, although drinking did happen during the working day, 

especially when a visitor arrived and a isevusevu was offered, the majority of problematic 

consumption was done after school hours.  A participant commented concerning this, that the PSC 

and school heads “have no authority over what happens outside of school hours” (IQ090). 

 

Others felt that the PSC memo, in its current form, fell short of guiding yaqona consumers 

following a isevusevu which took place during school hours when a visitor arrived.   Further, a 

number of these same informants also believed that the isevusevu, a traditional practice, was being 

taken advantage of, and used as an excuse for a drinking session during the day, with some teachers 

abandoning their classes under the pretext that a visitor was present, hence they were obliged to 

attend.  “I believe that to offer a bowl of grog to a guest (as part of the isevusevu) is okay, but some 

people are abusing that” (IQ091).  After reading the PSC document, one informant responded that it 

was worthless. “If it was up to me, I would say no grog drinking, full stop, during office hours.  If 

they [the PSC] don't want grog during office hours, then none at all.  They produce memo’s, but it 

is never carried out.  Why waste printing it?  They [the PSC] are too worried about what people 

think.  People come to the office, so they serve grog.  But why not say ‘no, here, have juice?’” 

(IQ092).   

 

In 1998, the then President of the Methodist Church in Fiji, Talatala Doctor Ilaitia Tuwere 

announced a total ban on the consumption of yaqona in any institution with connections to the 

Church, including RMHS and 31 other Methodist schools (Kamea, 1998:1).  During the interview 

phase, an informant who had been present at the Methodist Theological College at Davuilevu on the 

day the ban was imposed, stated that they consumed yaqona in the College facilities that same 

night, with no disciplinary consequences resulting, regardless that Talatala Tuwere was aware of 

the session.  “He said nothing (referring to Talatala Tuwere).  See, the rule can only be followed if 

all of the staff follow it” (IQ093).  In late 2005 and early 2006, the issue of yaqona consumption 

during working hours was widely debated in the Fijian media following disciplinary action against 

13 police officers for drinking yaqona during their duty hours (Devi, 2005:1; Fiji Times, 2005c:2, 

2005a:1, 2005e:6, 2005b:3; Fiji Sun, 2006:4). Yaqona was reported as impairing concentration and 

work performance (Fiji Times, 2005a:4; 2005e:6).  The Commissioner of Police, who initially 

stated that all yaqona consumption during working hours was banned without prior permission 
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(Devi, 2005:1), subsequently changed his position the following day.  He stated that consumption, 

as part of a traditional occasion was acceptable, that he expected his staff to consume yaqona in 

such circumstances, although this must be limited to three bilo’s (Fiji Times, 2005c:2).    

 

An informant, commenting to the Police Commissioner’s apparent change of policy saw a 

similarity with the vagueness of the PCS memo.  They felt that definitive boundaries needed to be 

set and maintained, because “we Fijians, when it is about grog, give us an inch, we take a mile” 

(IQ094).  In relation to the Police Commissioner’s qualifier that yaqona can only be consumed on 

traditional occasions, an informant suggested that what qualified as traditional was often subjective 

to the consumer, as they personally felt a sense of tradition on all occasions when consuming their 

traditional drink (IQ095). A similar subjectivity was also noted when teachers were asked the 

reason for their consumption during the questionnaire phase of the research.  It became apparent 

during the interviews that due to a lack of specific boundaries by policy makers, whether the Police 

Commissioner, the PSC, or the Church, those who wished to consume yaqona during work hours 

would find a technicality in regulations to do as they pleased. 

 

Another research participant suggested that the Commissioner’s statement, memos such as 

that produced by the PSC, and bans imposed by Church Ministers, were more the preference of the 

producer (IQ096), who tended to reflect a small minority, hence, “most structures ignore the 

request” (IQ097) and threats of discipline were discounted as the drinking of yaqona was as 

common as drinking tea in many work environments in Fiji. Peter Thomson (1999:68), who served 

as the permanent secretary to Fiji's Governor General prior to, and during the 1987 coup d’etat, 

estimated he consumed an average of 10 bilo’s of yaqona per day during working hours.  In his 

1987 book he made a comment that, from personal experience, is just as relevant today.  “If you 

know where to look, kava drinking is everywhere.  In all the years I worked, there was always one 

tanoa of kava on the go, either in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs registry, or in the PM's secretariat.  

Don’t let them fool you, everyone’s into it.  [From the expatriate] Australian insurance executive [to 

the] Public Works Department road maintenance gang [who] down tools” at the morning break in 

order to consume yaqona.  Islands Business (Naidu, 1983) debated the consumption of yaqona in 

the work place.  Leading the article is a cartoon (Plate 4.1.) that appears to illustrate the level of 

concern this issue has among some of those leading the work place.  In the closing sentences of the 

article, a Senior Civil Servant states, "It's been around so many years that I know that if I tried to 

take the grog bowl out of my office there’d probably be a rebellion."  
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Plate 4.1: Cartoon (Source: Naidu, 1983:34) 

 

In the past 6 years, I have personally consumed yaqona during business hours in a variety of 

Government workplaces, including the MoE.  In 2004, when I went to visit a teacher in his 

classroom at a school in Viti Levu, I found him absent and his students unsupervised.  I was advised 

by the students that their teacher was at the Talatala’s house.  On investigation I located him, the 

Talatala, and a number of other teacher’s discussing informal non-education related topics and 

consuming yaqona.   Such examples are common, with a number of informants discussing their 

experiences in schools prior to coming to RMHS.  One informant, whose experiences echoed that of 

others stated,  

 

Compared to Richmond, my last school X (name removed for anonymity), Viti Levu, the grog drinking was 

much bigger.  Grog at the last school was full on and everyday, even during school hours, all the staff.  The 

Principle lives in X (name of nearby town) and gets the bus.  When he gets there (to school), always late, he 

arrives with a waka (yaqona root) and immediately gets the boys to pound and the grog starts at recess.  

Academic standards are very low.  All the males drinking during the day, including Talatala  (IQ098).   

 

A second informant commented that, “at my last school, they drink more [yaqona] there 

[compared with RMHS].  Drinking all the time.  All the teachers including the Principal and 

Talatala” (IQ099).  The informant added that this practice was not restricted to the Fijian staff, but 

also the Indo-Fijians (IQ100).  Another informant added that, “people think it is only the Fijians 

doing it [consuming yaqona in a manner that is negatively impacting education delivery], but 
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Indians do the same, we both do it just as bad” (IQ101).  Dr. Paul Geraghty, a former school teacher 

and currently a lecturer in linguistics at USP stated, “I believe that [the over-consumption of yaqona 

by teachers] is a serious problem, but it depends on the school leadership” (personal communi-

cation, 8 August, 2006).  Citing his time at Ratu Kadavulevu School, he believed yaqona 

consumption had no effect on the delivery of education at that school because of the strong stance 

taken by the Principal.  Additionally, another informant commented that at their previous school, 

the Principal would make visual inspections of staff, and teachers appearing hung-over on yaqona 

would be warned that future offences would have them removed from the school campus (IQ102).  

 

Taking the Initiative in Setting Yaqona Consumption Policy 

In 2000, following the appointment of Serupepeli Udre as Principal at RMHS, a number of 

regulations concerning yaqona consumption were instituted.  Udre felt the over-consumption of 

yaqona by teaching staff was having a negative effect on the delivery of education at RMHS.  He 

limited the consumption of all yaqona within the school compound to Friday and Saturday nights, 

except when visitors were at the school.  This was done to curb nightly bingeing and what he saw as 

a negative impact on education delivery the following day.  Secondly, on Saturday nights, yaqona 

consumption was to be finished prior to midnight allowing those involved in the Sunday Church 

service to be well rested, and to encourage the attendance of those who often slept late as a result of 

their late night consumptive habits.  Finally, yaqona was only to be consumed in the school hall, 

and not in individual staff dwellings.  The reason for this was twofold.  The first was as a protective 

measure for the students.  When yaqona consumption occurred in staff quarters, it meant outsiders 

could potentially move around the dormitories, possibly endangering the safety of students (IQ103).   

The second reason was to prevent cliques from forming and disrupting the team ethos Udre was 

attempting to build, a dynamic he had noted in other schools.  Arno (1993:103), following research 

focused on discourse analysis in Fiji, argues that cliques are not so much the result of exclusivity or 

conflict, as is often the case with other cultures.  Rather, clique formation tends to reflect a 

preference for conversational topics, with the yaqona consumer seeking out the group who meets a 

particular need, at a given time.     

 

Udre stated that following the establishment of these regulations, he noted a marked 

improvement in the quality of education delivery at the school, and a marked improvement in 

student results.  It is worth noting that in 2000, RMHS was ranked one of the lowest schools in Fiji 

based upon their Fiji School Leaving Certificate (FSLC) results, an examination process similar to 

New Zealand’s former University Entrance system.  In 2002, RMHS was ranked among the top ten 

schools in Fiji.  Although it could be argued that other factors besides the implementation of the 
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yaqona regulations were the reason for this improvement, Udre credits the changes as a contributing 

factor.   

 

In mid 2006, the newly appointed Principal of RMHS, Setareki Merekula, called a 

Richmond community meeting in order to revisit the regulations as set by former Principal Udre. 

Additionally, several new regulations were agreed upon.  Teachers were forbidden to send students 

to purchase cigarettes for them, a common request among some staff while drinking yaqona.  

Several students had been caught purchasing cigarettes for themselves, after stating teacher X had 

sent them.  Finally, students were restricted from mixing or pounding yaqona unless done so as part 

of an official ceremony.  Some staff had instructed students to undertake these roles during social 

consumption sessions and a number of pupils had used this as an opportunity to consume yaqona.  

An informant commented in relation to this meeting: 

 

See, Udre set the rules in 2000, but [since Merekula has been the Principal] we break some of those rules 

and so we have to have a new meeting to reinforce.  We noticed that when rules are enforced, the results in 

classroom go up.  Before the rules were reinforced, we were bad.  We drank grog every night until after 12, 

and even some found grog during the day, and drink in the day.  So we have to set the rules again.  See, we 

have to be careful, because we are just like the kids, we break rules also, so we have to be careful, rules are 

maintained.  I think this is joined to the change of leadership.  I think we are testing Master Seta.  A test of 

his leadership, to see how far and the good he is as a leader, and it was good he called the meeting.  He 

needed to do that, everything was going down.  Even teachers are like students, we test character (IQ104).   

 

The same informant cited a number of incidents that prompted the meeting: 

 

See, we had a problem with some boys, went to girls’ dorm.  This shows the slack staff.  Teachers drink 

grog when on duty, and not do duty. I have been [involved] in boarding schools all my life, as a student, and 

now a teacher, and I have seen the patterns of grog abuse by teachers, especially the bachelors (IQ104). 

 

 The need for the meeting, and the reinforcing of the regulations was felt to be appropriate by 

all but one community member.  This informant did not believe the consumption of yaqona in the 

school compound was of a level that required consumption restrictions to be imposed.  However, 

when the same informant was reminded that they had stated, in response to an earlier question, that 

when hung-over on yaqona that they simply wanted “to rest and drink plenty of water.  The mind 

wants to lie down.  It is hard to teach” (IQ105), they changed their mind and agreed that yes, in 

hindsight, the meeting was necessary and the reinforcement of the regulations was appropriate.  

Finally, an informant stated that following the institution of the regulations,   
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There was a sudden improvement, but then some of the bachelors started moving to the villages to drink.  

We cannot stop them from doing that.  Things have started to go backwards.  Maybe they are testing the 

boundaries?  Principal [Merekula] did some work in our [staff] professional development [session].  We 

need to improve our school culture and that will have a positive impact on our students.  It is slow, but there 

is an improvement, and we are going up again (IQ106).  

 

Summary 

Data, obtained during twelve weeks of field research, identified that a number of key findings 

relevant to the topic of yaqona and education delivery.  Among the research participants, all 

teachers from the research site, heavy yaqona consumers are most commonly male and single, 

although married males presented to a lesser extent.  Heavy drinkers were likely to consume yaqona 

on most nights of the week, regardless that they were required to teach students the following day.  

Participants felt that a lack of extra curricula activities in rural teaching environments meant choice 

was limited to either work or yaqona consumption. 

 

The reason why participants consumed yaqona varied, and it was argued that when drinking 

was believed to be for a traditional purpose, this potentially offered drinkers a technicality, or the 

ability to flout directives, concerning consumption.  A number of participants voiced their concerns 

regarding the ability of teachers to competently deliver educational services following the 

consumption of yaqona, and this led to a discussion of factors that were believed to influence 

increased consumption levels.  These influential elements are believed to be masculinity, 

vakaturaga, relational connections, and non-aggressive forms of competitiveness related to 

consumption, whereas consumers admitted to employing a number of self-preservation strategies in 

order to meet obligations, and remain at yaqona sessions.    

 

The post consumptive effects of yaqona were discussed, with informants reporting the 

beverage, when consumed in large quantities, produced a hang-over effect that included feelings of 

laziness, a lack of energy, decreased motivation, heightened impassivity, generalised carelessness, 

and occasionally interrupted memory recall; symptoms that affected their productivity and ability to 

deliver education.  Additionally, incidents were described where teachers left students unsupervised 

and returned home to sleep, and where students had been chastised and occasionally physically 

disciplined due to a teacher’s short temperedness when hung-over.  Further, irrespective that 

informants reported a number of measurable indicators revealing the negative impacts the over-

consumption of yaqona is having on education delivery, there appeared to be a reluctance by the 

MoE, school Principals, HOD’s and Supervisors, to directly address the issue.  
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 The relationship between yaqona consumption and education delivery is highly complex 

and multi-faceted, particularly when viewed from the perspective of culture.  In the following 

chapter, a number of themes from this and the previous chapters will be reviewed and drawn 

together, and further discussion added in order to make a number of suggestions and ask several 

questions anticipated to stimulate dialogue among the organisations involved in Fijian education 

delivery.   
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

Dyer (2002:419) argues that education is intrinsically linked to the development of communities 

and nations.  If this is in fact the case, the current academic performance of Fiji’s average student, 

as discussed at the beginning of Chapter 3 (p.52) together with the issues that are believed to be 

contributing to under-achievement, are hindering the developmental prospects of this island nation.   

Throughout this study, numerous informants have pointed to an additional factor they believe is 

inhibiting academic attainment, which is the over-consumption of yaqona by those responsible for 

the delivery of education to students.  This topic has not previously been researched, and only two 

small references can be found in literature linking the consumption of Fiji’s iconic cultural drink to 

teachers and education delivery.  The aim of this chapter is to revisit the topics and findings 

presented in the previous chapters, synthesise the information, and offer suggestions or pose 

questions in order to stimulate discussion on the theme of this research.   

 

The present study established that yaqona plays an incredibly important function in the 

customs, rituals, and social structures of Fijian life (see p.29-30).  Yaqona is not simply a plant used 

during formalities, rather, it carries with it the foundation of ceremony due to its mythical, spiritual 

and cultural status.  It is considered to have been gifted from the ancestral gods, is not bound by the 

laws of quantity, as small amounts are as important as large, and possesses the power of both life 

and death.  Yaqona, whether in its whole plant form, or mixed into a consumptive relaxing soporific 

drink, commences, is used throughout, and concludes almost all events, celebrations, meetings, acts 

of conflict resolution, requests for forgiveness, the seeking of favours, or to simply acknowledge a 

host or guest.  The isevusevu, or presentation of the culturally significant “emblem, [is] the very 

epitome of proper custom” (Tomlinson, 2006:10), undertaken at a human level on behalf of spiritual 

entities (see p.36). Additionally, the isevusevu is a manifestation of vakaturaga, the ethos of 

appropriate behaviour for, and of, everything Fijian.  Yaqona’s cultural significance is not in 

question.  However, throughout the preceding pages, critical comments are presented from those 

who believe the traditional emblem and its consumption is disrupting education delivery in Fiji and 

attributing to under-achievement.   

 

There appears to be two main areas of concern related to the focus of this research.  The first 

complaint is that Teachers, especially in rural teaching settings, spend excessive hours drinking 

yaqona at events, celebrations, and meetings during school hours.  Additionally, they attend 

isevusevu’s when visitors arrive, and occasionally leave their students unattended in the classroom, 

and then following consumption, return to the class and deliver education when in an intoxicated 
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state (see p.37-8).  The second area of concern surrounds what is believed to be the excessive 

nightly consumption of yaqona by rural Teachers, and the impact this is having on their ability to 

adequately deliver education the following morning (see p.72-3).  Some informants stated that the 

problem is of such a magnitude, that nothing short of a total ban on yaqona from the school campus, 

will remedy this dilemma.  These two areas of concern will now be summarised, additional 

discussion added where appropriate, and as indicated above, suggestions and questions posed 

allowing the MoE, and other interested parties, material for further consideration.  This will begin 

with a review of yaqona intoxication.  

 

Lethargy and Impassivity in the Form of a Drink 

Thompson, Ruch and Hasenöhrl (2004:248) report that 90mg of kavalactones, the active ingredient 

in yaqona, positively affected cognitive performance, specifically “attention, learning and 

memory”.  However, this research hypothesises that when the level of kavalactones is increased to 

1484mg, the positive benefits reverse and lead to intoxication and mental impairment, although 

yaqona drunkenness is somewhat different to that experienced with alcohol consumption.  Yaqona 

intoxication, or grog doped, is a pleasant state of relaxed sociable lethargy.  Kavalactones slow the 

Central Nervous System (CNS) and increases Gamma Amino Butyric Acid (GABA) which disrupts 

electrical impulses in the brain, protracts mental processing and limb movement, and causes ocular 

imbalance.  Additionally, intoxication alters the function of the brains Limbic Structure, mani-

festing feelings of impassivity and indifference, while a disruption occurs in the neurotransmitter 

Noradrenaline, altering attention and reducing motivation (see p.39-40).  As an example, it was 

reported that the administration of yaqona to vicious Septal Rats, induced impassivity and calmed 

their rage response and aggressiveness (see p.74). 

 

 A number of yaqona consumers report that following the consumption of the beverage, they 

felt lazy, lacked energy and lost the desire to exert themselves, both physically and mentally.  

Further, when consumption was excessive, experiences of mild euphoria and double vision were 

reported.  This study also discussed the effects of yaqona consumption related to driving in an 

attempt to measure its impacts on cognitive performance, although this tended to confuse, rather 

than bring clarity to the issue (p.34).  No research could be located that clearly stated the amount of 

yaqona that must be consumed before a person is considered to have reached the first stage of 

intoxication, or a point at which notable changes had taken place, both physically and mentally 

where impairment was such that focused alertness was questionable.  It is argued that this research 

has identified that first stage by using three pieces of research; one pharmacological, one 

laboratorial, and the third ethnographic (see p.43-4).  This thesis hypothesises that six “standard” 
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bilo’s of average strength yaqona, equating to 1484mgs of kavalactones, consumed within a period 

of one hour, would be sufficient to cause mental impairment (see p.44).  Moreover, for the purpose 

of this study’s focus, it would indicate a point at which a teacher’s ability to adequately deliver 

education was questionable.    

 

Irrespective that yaqona can cause physical and mental impairment, it is common to find the 

beverage being consumed in the workplace, including schools (see p.93).  Employers, whose staff 

drank yaqona during working hours, believed the beverage effected performance and disrupted 

concentration, whereas its relaxant properties encouraged employees to sit around and talk, 

reducing productivity (see p.42-3).  The potential to cause disruption in the work environment has 

prompted the Public Service Commission (PSC) to issue a memorandum in an attempt to curtail the 

consumption of yaqona in the workplace (Appendix E).  The PSC memo acknowledges the cultural 

significance of yaqona, and in doing so, does not suggest that traditional practices such as the 

isevusevu should be abolished from the place of work.  The memo does however, suggest that 

workers are taking advantage of this cultural practice and using it as an excuse to “congregate for 

extended periods… bringing down negative reactions on the practice”. 

 

In the case of the teaching environment, a number of informants agreed with the PSC, 

commenting that it was not so much the cultural practice of the isevusevu that was theproblem, as 

this can be completed within 20 minutes, meeting reciprocal and cultural obligation.  Rather, it was 

that teachers took advantage of the traditional custom, left their students unattended, and then 

continued to consume the soporific beverage for a number of hours, instead of observing the 

intended cultural formality, and then returning to the classroom and continuing their teaching duty.  

Others dispute this, arguing that vakaturaga culturally obligated them to attend and stay at 

isevusevu’s, preventing an immediate return to the classroom. 

 

Isevusevu Without Disrupting Education Delivery  

A number of informants felt that it was in fact possible to present a isevusevu, meet customary 

requirements, and have teachers present at such formalities, without causing too much disruption to 

education delivery.  This was discussed in Chapter 2 (see p.37), where the three types of isevusevu 

were detailed.  The first is deemed, within the contemporary culture, to be a reflection of the 

isevusevu in its most traditional form.  The waka is presented together with the formal verbal 

accompaniment, and then only sufficient aqueous yaqona is mixed allowing the representative of 

the visitor’s party, together with their matanivanua, to consume up to two bilo’s along with the 

hosts chief representative, and their matanivanua.  At the completion of consumption, and with the 



 

- 101 - 

tanoa empty, the isevusevu is officially concluded.  This was argued to appropriately meet 

traditional requirements.  All those present at the isevusevu then attend to their duties and return at 

the close of the school day to meet informally. This type of isevusevu can be conducted in under 20 

minutes, and when presented in this manner, dissuades additional consumption, which ensues when 

the second type of isevusevu, in which all of those present drink, is conducted.  Talatala Malakai 

Tuikadavu (cited in Nabobo-Baba, 2006:61) supports the concept of this approach as meeting 

traditional requirements.  He states that protocol dictates that only “a cup or two [be consumed], 

that is all.”  He adds that, “[a]ll night drinking which is going on today is not custom.  Worse still, 

some people are saying this is custom.  This should be corrected and stopped.”   

 

The third type of isevusevu, as discussed in Chapter 2, was also suggested as an appropriate 

alternative in preventing education delivery disruption.  This type of presentation is often referred to 

as the dry isevusevu, although its use is not as common when dignitaries are involved.  The waka 

and verbal accompaniment are presented, however, no aqueous yaqona is mixed.  This can be 

completed in a very short space of time, taking under five minutes.  All parties then attend to their 

obligations, and gather at the end of the school day to consume the beverage and socialise.  In 

discussing the dry isevusevu, responses were mixed.  Several people stated they felt this type of 

presentation met cultural obligation, whereas others believed that to traditionally fulfill the 

requirements of isevusevu, yaqona must be consumed by the principal representatives.  Sekove 

Bigitibau (personal communication, 25 November, 2006; Bigitibau, 2007) of the Fiji Affairs Board 

commented that the dry isevusevu is most often used when entering a village through the veimataki.  

Literally meaning “point of entry”, the veimataki is a designated house in which relational ties, 

when present, offer a gateway to a village.  Relatives first visit the veimataki, offer their dry 

isevusevu without expectation that aqueous yaqona will be mixed in reciprocation, thus fulfill entry 

protocol, and then freely go about their reason for visiting, such as attending a church service, etc.  

It is suggested that the isevusevu, together with its significance in meeting cultural requirements, be 

discussed by the MoE and other interested parties, in order to give guidance to school environments 

in order to prevent disruption to education delivery.          

 

Yaqona Consumption and Regulatory Control 

Several organisations within Fiji have attempted to negotiate issues related to the consumption of 

yaqona during working hours by imposing regulations.  The two examples cited in the earlier pages 

were the Methodist Church and the Police (see p.91-2).  In the case of the former, the imposed ban 

was simply ignored, whereas in the latter, the regulation was amended the following day with the 

condition that consumption was permitted, but only for reasons of tradition.  This type of pre-
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condition has been said to be problematic, as many believe that every time they consume yaqona, it 

is done so for traditional reasons.  This argument does in fact have substance.  In most cases when 

yaqona is consumed, regardless that this may be in a garage in New Zealand using a plastic bucket 

and a small imitation bilo, as I have personally experienced, aspects of tradition are still observed.  

Therefore, how much, or how little tradition is required in order to designate a yaqona session as 

being traditional?  I would suggest that the semantics of arguing tradition is not the issue, rather, if 

there is a genuine concern regarding the consumption of yaqona during working hours, specific 

guidelines with measurable boundaries need to be made available.  Such regulations could 

potentially be different for each sector, and it is suggested that the intoxicating properties of yaqona 

be taken into consideration during the drafting of policy, as the requirements for a paramedic for 

instance, would be different to that of a cleaner.  In regards to this study, what regulations, if any, 

need to be formulated for the teaching environment, and how would this be presented so it is 

explicit and measurable?  It is suggested that this question requires the deliberation of the MoE. 

 

 A number of informants believed that the complete removal of yaqona from the school 

campus is the only concrete way to prevent any impact upon education delivery.  This measure will 

now be discussed. 

 

“Simply remove the grog from the schools, and the problem is fixed…”  

In Fiji, culture, and the behavioural expectations and values of vakaturaga, are intricately woven 

into the fabric of systems and structures.  Students, Teachers, and auxiliary staff are strongly 

influenced from childhood, and bring with them to the school campus, vakaturaga and a respect and 

admiration of culture passed down through countless generations.  Culture strongly influences 

curriculum, with qito vakaviti and meke (traditional games and dance) learnt and performed at inter-

school competitions, and displayed at formal ceremonies.  Traditional handcrafts are made in the 

classroom and adorn and decorate the sites of ceremony where the intricate rituals associated with 

the presentation and mixing of yaqona are conveyed by male students who have spent hours in 

preparation.  It was argued in Chapter 3 that an understanding, together with the teaching of culture, 

is believed to enhance a student’s notion of self worth, and personal and social identity.  Culture is 

also believed to be a necessity to academic accomplishment and holistic development, together with 

countering aspects of under-achievement (see p.62).   

 

 It is acknowledged that aspects of culture, together with some of the principles of 

vakaturaga have been reinterpreted as a result of contemporary evolutionary influences, and are not 

always strictly adhered to.  However, they remain implicit as the “vital centripetal quality [and] 
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ideal behavioural pattern to which individuals or groups are expected to adhere whenever and 

wherever they interact with one another or with outsiders” (Ravuvu, 1987:319).  A salient facet of 

culture and vakaturaga is the respect of others.  Irrespective of whether a guest visits a village, 

Government office, or school, food and the presentation of yaqona in its whole and aqueous form is 

most often presented and is recognised as an important manifestation of respect (ibid, 1987:18).  

Hosts, considered being the entire community and not just a select few or an individual, will often 

put a halt to non-urgent activities and gather together to serve guests.  If the guest is considered to 

be of rank, or has a special link to the community, even important tasks will be abandoned in order 

to exhibit respect.  As previously discussed, teachers will occasionally leave their students 

unattended in order to be present when the isevusevu is presented to visitors, and to perform service 

roles, especially if the guest is considered to be distinguished (see p.80).  Further, Teachers stated 

that they also felt obliged to consume all and any yaqona they were offered, and stay with the 

visitor until they had departed, an activity that can amount to the consumption of vast quantities, 

and span many hours.  These host responsibilities and obligatory requirements emanate from 

vakaturaga. 

 

 It is evident so far that to simply remove yaqona, a traditional icon fundamentally linked to 

culture and vakaturaga from the systems of education, has the potential to dilute self-worth and 

identity.  Additionally, it would remove from ceremonies and events a significant demonstration of 

tradition, means of acknowledgement, and proffered respect, perpetuate under-achievement, and 

finally, directly assault the value system and moral code of Fiji, and if this was not complex enough, 

another factor exists.  As discussed in Chapter 3, the delivery of educational services in Fiji is 

highly dependent upon a tripartite relationship between the MoE, an individual school, and their 

community (see p.58-60).  This latter group, usually comprising of the student’s parents and local 

villagers, is pivotal in providing needed funds and resources, together with a large proportion of the 

voluntary labour at schools.  Without this support, many schools would cease to function.  

Moreover, when considered in relation to the theme of this thesis, it has been discussed that this 

relationship frequently coexists with yaqona.  At schools such as RMHS, the site of the field 

research, parents often live considerable distance from the education provider, and travel to the 

school and are billeted by them during their period of volunteerism.  A isevusevu is presented upon 

arrival and the host school most often shows its appreciation by serving large quantities of yaqona 

for consumption.   Additionally, with parents present in the school, the opportunity is often taken to 

hold planning meetings, encouraging ongoing commitment and parental ownership, and again, these 

meetings go hand-in-hand with yaqona consumption (see p.59).  Following the completion of the 

days work, the school community again hosts the volunteers, most often by serving large quantities 
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of yaqona.  This is the host’s opportunity to show their appreciation to the visitors, some of whom, 

as discussed, travel a great distance to work at the school, having put their income generating 

vocations on hold, and leaving their family unit.  While the volunteers relax, quaffing large amounts 

of yaqona, teachers also take the opportunity to discuss the progress of students with their parents, 

while friendships are renewed, and relational links strengthened.  Whenever the volunteers gather, 

the hosts stay with them until they have had their fill and head to bed.  Time is not a consideration, 

neither is the fact that the host may be required to teach the following day.  This is vakaturaga.  

 

It is for these reasons; culture, and the necessity of community partnership, that it was 

argued that to simply remove yaqona from the systems of education, would be both impossible and 

detrimental.  If and when the MoE are in a position to adequately fund schools to a point where 

community participation is unnecessary, change may be possible (see p.60).  However, there would 

still remain the issue of culture and the ethos of vakaturaga, which includes yaqona, and I would 

argue this is vitally important to notions of identity, self-worth, expression, and additionally, in the 

case of the student, educational attainment.  It is doubtful that the MoE will be in a position to meet 

the financial needs of schools for sometime, a situation made even more unlikely with the recent 

coup d’etat.   

 

This leads to the second concern.  Many research participants believe teachers over-

consume yaqona on a nightly basis, and this is affecting their ability to competently deliver 

educational services.  The field research revealed that this is a multi-faceted issue heavily 

influenced, again, by culture.  Prior to discussing these cultural implications, yaqona hang-over and 

the impact this is believed to be having on education delivery will be revisited, in order to give 

context to the deliberation. 

 

“In the morning you feel lazy, you want to sleep; it is hard to teach”     

Irrespective of whether or not parents or visitors are present and being hosted in a school 

community, many teachers, both rural and urban, consume yaqona on a nightly basis.  Several of 

the participants in the field research indicated they drank yaqona for up to 30 hours per week (see 

p.77).  This is not unusual as some consumers exceed 40 hours per week (see p.68-9).  Additionally, 

it was discussed, that it is not uncommon for some to drink for over 4 hours, consuming more than 

20 bilo’s of yaqona, almost 5000mg of kavalactones, on a night prior to teaching in the classroom 

(see p.86).  Informants were questioned regarding how they felt the following morning after 

consuming large quantities of yaqona.   A number stated that the post consumptive, or hang-over 

effects of yaqona, disrupted their ability to adequately deliver education.  Many reported feelings of 
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acute lethargy, decreased motivation, laziness, impassivity, carelessness, irritability, and disrupted 

memory recall (see p.51,86-7).  Several informants reported observing hung-over teachers who had 

become irate with students over what had appeared to be trivial matters, and that students had been 

physically disciplined, although these later incidents were believed to be isolated (see p.87).  Most 

suffering a yaqona hang-over felt that they had made a marked improvement following the mid-day 

meal (see p.86).  Additionally, many believed memory recall disruption was more a case of the 

effort involved in trying to recollect facts, as opposed to a permanent loss of information; an 

observation, from personal experience, I would concur with. 

 

 Previously, it was discussed that there is a lack of specific literature that identifies an exact 

point of yaqona intoxication.  Similarly, a paucity of research also exists on the topic of yaqona 

hang-over.  In order to investigate this subject, yaqona’s drug half-life was investigated (see p.45-

9).  This revealed that kavalactones took more than 90 hours to eliminate from the body, and for 

regular consumers, accumulation was evident.  Of greatest interest to this study was that the level of 

intoxication at the cessation of drinking would only reduced to half, nine hours after consumption, 

and that this was likely to be at a time when a teacher was entering the classroom the following 

morning to deliver education.  Essentially, as the teacher began their morning instruction, they were 

still half the level of intoxication as experienced when they ceased drinking nine hours earlier. 

Additionally, if the consumer habitually drank yaqona for six hours each night, by the fifth 

morning, they would reach steady-state concentration, that being 66.6%.  Put simply, this would 

mean that there are some yaqona consumers, teachers included, that because of the regularity of 

their consumption habits, begin the working day, 66.6% grog doped.  It is suggested that these 

findings be discussed by the MoE, and other interested parties, in order to consider whether, or if, 

they threaten the systems of education delivery.    

 

 Yaqona hang-over was discussed with a former teacher, and now Fijian education 

researcher, Dr. Priscilla Puamau from the University of the South Pacific (USP).  She stated: 

 

Some teachers are arriving at school in the morning grog doped and you find that those teachers are not 

fit to teach.  They are drowsy; you as a consumer will know the effects, you are not alert, you are not 

focused.  What on earth are they doing in the classroom anyway?  How dare they go and drink grog and 

come to the classroom.  How dare, when they know that the lives of those students lie in their hands.  

To me, drinking grog is like drinking alcohol, it’s like eating, it’s like everything else, done in 

moderation, that’s fine, but when you abuse it, when you are excessive; and I know for a fact that some 

teachers have absolutely no discipline.  They know they have classes tomorrow and they drink 

[excessively] and go to the class tomorrow.  They are very irresponsible and they have no business 

doing that sort of thing (personal communication, 8 August, 2006).  
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     There were many informants during the research who voiced their concerns regarding the over-

consumption of yaqona by teaching staff, together with the impact this is believed to be having on 

education delivery.  Although most commented in a surreptitious manner, or were slightly more 

forthcoming when they were assured of anonymity, Dr. Puamau’s forthright comments, in my 

experience, reflected a very small, but passionate sector of the Fijian society.  However, any 

discussion regarding the problematic nightly consumption of yaqona must consider and take into 

account, a number of complicating factors.   

 

“What I do in my time is my business” 

The first aspect that needs to be considered is whether the MoE, or an individual school, has the 

right to dictate what a teacher does away from the school campus, in their own time.  It is agreed 

that regulations surrounding the consumption of yaqona within the confines of the school can be 

instituted, and this has been done by RMHS, as discussed in Chapter 4 (see p.94).  However, what 

of the Teacher who decides to consume vast amounts of the beverage in their own home, off 

campus, during their free time?  Is this an area that a school or the MoE can legislate against?  Any 

deliberations regarding such questions could potentially consider the response of the Fiji Civil 

Aviation Authority (FCAA).  Regulation 72 restricts pilots, air crew, and “licence” holders, which 

include air traffic controllers, from consuming yaqona within 12 hours of the commencement of 

work (see Appendix G).  This policy exists for reasons of safety.  Two points are worth noting in 

regards to this.  The first is suggested for consideration by the FCAA, whereas the second is for the 

MoE and other parties interested in education delivery. The first question is, considering the facts 

surrounding drug half-life and the steady-state concentration of yaqona, as discussed in this 

research, is 12 hours sufficient time for the intoxicating effects to subside in a pilot, air-crew, or air 

traffic controller, if the previous nights yaqona consumption was heavy?  Secondly, and in line with 

the theme of this study, can the levels of responsibility between civil aviation staff and teachers be 

compared?  It could be argued that yes, a potential link could be drawn, especially if the teacher was 

supervising electrical tool usage such as woodwork or metalwork tools; was involved in mixing 

chemicals or using Bunsen Burners in the science laboratory; or was transporting students in a boat, 

a common method of transportation in the outer islands.  It is suggested that further discussion is 

required by the MoE regarding this present topic, in order to ascertain whether or not some form of 

regulatory edicts are required.   

 

Limited Extra Curricula Activity 

The second factor, and one that tends to be more prevalent in rural teaching environments, is a lack 
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of extra curricula activity.  A large number of research informants stated that due to their isolation 

and inability to simply get on a bus and  “go to the movies”, for example, options during their free 

time tended to be limited to work or socialisation, which most often included yaqona consumption 

(see p.77-8,85).  Some believed this form of socialisation was one of the contributing factors in the 

love/hate relationship they had with yaqona.  On the one hand, it lent itself to the strengthening of 

community and social systems, whereas on the other, there was the hang-over and “saumi dinau”, 

or the debt that had to be repaid the following day, due to yaqona over-consumption (see p.85,87).  

It has been noted that urban teachers, even though they had greater opportunities to avail social 

activities, still tended to consume vast quantities of yaqona.  I would argue that Fiji’s strong 

communal culture, the foundation of their social structure, and one that encourages group cohesion 

and assembly, provides a platform conducive to yaqona consumption, and will make any change in 

this area very slow.  

 

The Cultural Ethos of Vakaturaga 

The third factor, one which has already been discussed in this chapter, is vakaturaga.  This ethos, or 

set of customary values, is strongly linked to respect and veikauwaitaki (caring) (see p.80).  In the 

school situation and the site of yaqona consumption, this customary standard produces feelings of 

obligation and compels teachers to accompany visitors, and stay with them until the guest chooses 

to leave the yaqona session.   Turner (1996:204) could not have stated it any more concisely when 

he commented, "drinking kava is an inescapable part of village life."  Additionally, some reported 

that if a school community member, whom they respect, invited them to consume yaqona, they also 

felt obligated.  Others felt that due to kinship relations, of which members of a school form regard-

less of actual relational ties, many felt a necessity to join in any group activities and socialisation.   

 

These feelings reflect culture and the strong emphasis on a communal disposition, where 

individualism is frowned upon (see p.80-1).  A number of informants commented that vakaturaga 

and the culture of yaqona also prescribes that when one joins a yaqona session, they were obligated 

to stay until the end, a time when the “tanoa was empty”, irrespective of lateness, or the fact that 

they were required to teach the following day (see p.80).  This belief was discussed with all of the 

research participants, although there appeared to be some division over how strictly this needed to 

be observed.  Some were adamant that vakaturaga required them to stay, whereas some felt that 

once it got too late, they simply left.  However, for those who took their own leave, the vast 

majority stated they felt some guilt at doing so.  A number of others added that they often stayed 

due to the relaxed blasé attitude yaqona manifests in the body, and that to remain seated and 
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continue consumption was often easier than summoning the energy to leave and attend to 

responsibilities, or go to bed (see p. 52).  

 

Feelings of obligation to stay the course at a yaqona session can be very strong.  However, I 

recently experienced a situation that resulted in a number of unsolicited favorable comments from 

those present.  A group of volunteers were visiting RMHS from Wailevu and Mokoisa, spending a 

week assisting in the building of a new girls dormitory.  I, together with Talatala Seru from RMHS, 

were given the responsibility of hosting the group and receiving their isevusevu.  The presentation 

was made by the visitors and reciprocated by Talatala Seru, and the consumption of yaqona began 

at approximately 5.30pm.  By 8.00pm, a large group had gathered to accompany the volunteers, 

although to my surprise, the designated leader from the visiting group asked me, as the mixer of the 

beverage, if I would “vakamacā na yaqona”.  This meant that, although the tanoa was still full of 

aqueous yaqona, which cannot be poured out and must be consumed, I was to finish the session.  

Once this had been done, confusing some of those present, including myself, the designated leader 

explained that this action had officially concluded the isevusevu, and that he was now going to ask 

that I restart the session, although this time there would be no formal reason for consumption.  He 

added that all of those present could now come and go freely, without feeling as though they were 

obligated to stay until the conclusion of the session.  He specifically mentioned that this had been 

done, as some of those present, were required to teach the following day, while others had traveled 

a long distance and must rise early to work at the dormitory.  Several people commented that the 

action of the designated leader was uncommon, but very wise and appreciated.  This was the first 

time I had experienced such a directive, and although it is not a remedy to limit the over-

consumption of yaqona, I believe it has merit.  In relation to the focus of this thesis, I would 

therefore suggest that isevusevu’s are brought to an early conclusion, and that those present are 

advised that they are free to leave when they so desire.  This will potentially lift the burden of 

obligation and thus allow people to depart earlier than they would otherwise.    

     

Bole, Tauvū, Veitabani, and the Culture of Yaqona 

The fourth factor that encourages the over-consumption of yaqona are relational connections such 

as tauvū and veitabani, and the associated practice of bole (challenging and grog fighting).  As 

discussed in Chapter 4 (see p.82-3), when persons with particular relational connections, such as 

tauvū and veitabani meet, certain behaviours are exhibited.  These include joking, license, and 

particular forms of collaboration based on historical and cultural connections.  In the case of 

veitabani, behaviours can also be influenced by historical inter-tribal and village conflicts, although 

it must be reiterated that past aggressions are never revived, and even discussion related to such 
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events are very rare.  At yaqona sessions, these behaviours will often include bole, where 

consumers will challenge each other as a test to see who can consume large quantities of the 

beverage.  When the veitabani connection is present, challenging can almost be considered a 

reenactment of historical challenge, defense, and warfare, although again, such activities are 

exercised playfully and never associated with aggression (see p.82-3).   

 

Most research participants stated that when drinking with tauvū or veitabani, irrespective of 

whether they were openly bolei (challenged), notions and attitudes associated with bole were ever 

present (see p.83).  Therefore, consumers felt compelled to consume yaqona as if they had been 

bolei, as it was considered a test of their masculinity, and any failure would also contribute to 

disparagement of their reputation and standing of their community and vanua.  As discussed in 

Chapter 3, those who comprise a school community form bonds similar to kinship relationships as 

observed in their own village.  Hence, the vanua of the school is accorded the same value as ones 

own ancestral lands (see p.67), and any perceived threat, or bole, that could reflect negatively on the 

school, is vigorously defended.  Further, school staff often comprise of teachers from all over Fiji, 

and tauvū or veitabani relational connections are common (see p.82).  This encourages and often 

perpetuates the over-consumption of yaqona, even when it is only the school community who are 

present at drinking sessions.  Additionally, at some schools, bole can be a prominent and pervasive 

part of the culture of yaqona, especially if the local community, which as been recognised as 

influencing the school environment, actively engages in, and encourages grog fighting (see p.83).      

  

Tomlinson (2006:12-14) colourfully recounts an experience he had that appropriately 

illustrates bole, veitabani, and aspects of tauvū and vakaturaga as discussed above.  During 

research at Tavuki, Kadavu Island, in 2003, Tomlinson accompanied the Talatala Qase (Methodist 

Superintendent Minister) and several others to Ekita Village, in the district of Yawe, in order to 

attend a church meeting.  As discussed, Tavuki and Yawe are veitabani (see p.82).  Upon arrival, 

they were redirected to the nearby Yawe Chiefly village of Nalotu where they were advised the 

meeting had been postponed.  Despite that a purpose no longer existed to prevent them from 

returning home, the ethos of vakaturaga became the purpose, and the Nalotu-ites welcomed the 

group, showed their respects by offering a isevusevu, and mixed yaqona for consumption.  This 

initiated an 11 hour drinking session accompanied by bole and grog fighting “around the kava bowl 

by trying to out-drink each other while joking exuberantly at each others expense”.  Tomlinson 

adds, “we are in Yawe, after all, so Tavuki men must keep drinking vigorously, [with] four [of] the 

Tavuki men, all kava champions (making reference to the amount they can drink), masculine 

paradigms of thirsty consumption.”  Upon his return to Tavuki, he asked the Talatala Qase, whom 
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he knew was not overly keen on yaqona, why he had nonetheless, consumed it.  The Talatala Qase 

advised him that to decline such a hospitable offer would have been disrespectful.  This story 

clearly illustrates a number of aspects involved in the culture of yaqona, these being the strong 

influences of bole, veitabani, tauvū, and vakaturaga.  Associated with this culture of consumption 

are notions of masculinity, the subject of the fifth factor, and one that is credited with encouraging 

the nightly consumption of yaqona by male teachers.  This in turn is believed to impact their ability 

to adequately deliver education.   

 

Masculinity and the Culture of Yaqona 

Tomlinson’s story (above) is a clear account of the type of narratives that often constitute relaxed 

conversation at daily yaqona sessions all over Fiji.  What is of greatest interest to this study are 

some of the words he, and many others, use and allude to, when generally discussing yaqona 

consumption; “drinking vigorously, kava champions, masculine”.  Masculinity and links to the 

amount of yaqona one can consume was detailed in Chapters 3 and 4 (see p.68&83).  In summary, 

this appears to be more prevalent among the unmarried “bachelor” demographic, although it is still 

noticeable, albeit to a lesser extent, amidst the married males.  A number of informants felt that a 

loss of cultural identity and modernisation were disempowering men and threatening their notions 

of masculinity.  Others believed bole, grog fighting, and a demonstration of ones consumptive 

prowess, were methods in which some attempted to recapture their loss of manliness.  Although 

there may be some validity to this, I would argue, that consumptive levels and masculinity have 

cohabitated for some time, preceding modernisation.  George Forester (1777:406), a naturalist 

aboard Captain James Cook’s sloop Resolution, observed Fijian men consuming yaqona in Fiji in 

1773.  He commented that those who were capable of consuming vast quantities were obviously 

proud of their abilities and “value[d] themfelves” (spelling mistake as per original).  This would 

indicate a link between notions of masculinity and consumption levels that transcend the 

contemporary period.     

 

A further aspect of masculinity is kanikani, the flaky skin condition that results from the 

over-consumption of yaqona (see p.53,78-9).  Those with the condition are often referred to as “the 

man”, or grog swipers (heavy yaqona drinkers), and the manifestation is termed, by many, as a 

badge of honour. Of particular interest to this study were informants who I had noted in the past had 

appeared proud of their kanikani, openly displaying it as an indication of their heavy consumptive 

habits, had either tried to mask it, or denied its presence during this field research.  When 

questioned regarding these anomalies, one participant commented that they had done so as the 

condition indicates they spend a great deal of time drinking yaqona, that heavy consumption was 
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known to interfere with education delivery, thus their abilities as a teacher would be questioned.  

Irrespective of whether ones ability to consume large quantities of yaqona is based on a cultural 

precept, notions of masculinity, or embraced to counter disempowerment, this factor, and also the 

quest for a badge of honour, is yet another element in encouraging teachers to over-consume 

yaqona. 

 

Cultural Change, a Slow Process 

Five factors have been identified as contributing to the excessive nightly consumption of yaqona by 

teaching staff, which is believed to negatively impact education delivery.  I would argue that the 

first element, which discussed the policy response of the FCAA and possible hindrances to student 

safety resulting from hung-over teaching staff, could be considered and discussed from a pragmatic 

perspective, whereas the remaining four factors complicate such an approach.  This is because the 

latter are heavily influenced by culture, an aspect involving belief and values systems, which is not 

as amenable to a utilitarian approach.  Additionally, Otsuka (2006:5) argues that “[c]ultural values 

and beliefs are normally internalised through their socialisation process, [they] change slowly, are 

not held to change like fashion, and endure over a long period of time”.  I would suggest that if this 

is in fact the case, any change regarding practices related to the yaqona consumption habits of 

Fijian Teachers is set to be a long drawn-out process.   

 

Although a number of informants felt that any regulations concerning yaqona consumption 

would simply be flouted, and that drinkers already use technicalities, such as the excuse of tradition 

and vakaturaga so they can imbibe whenever they choose, support for change may be greater than 

anticipated.  This will now be discussed. 

 

Self-preservation and Strategic Consumption 

In Chapter 4, a number of strategies, or self-preservation measures, were discussed which 

consumers employ in order to meet aspects of vakaturaga, namely obligation.  These are embraced 

in order to assist drinkers to regulate their consumption, and stay until the completion of yaqona 

sessions (see p.84-5).  It was also noted that these strategies are fickle and hard to maintain, and if 

caught, punishment is meted out in the form of even larger quantities of yaqona.  It is possible that 

those who regularly employ such strategies, which this research found to be in excess of 75% of all 

drinkers, would be supportive of change, as this would lift some of their obligatory burden.  

Additionally, it was noted that while the research participants continuously acknowledged the 

importance of upholding the vakaturaga principles of obligation and respect, many would, at the 

same time, counter this by employing strategies.  It would appear then, that the ‘perception’ that one 
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was observing vakaturaga is more important than religiously adhering to the ethos.  Again, those 

who utilise strategies in order to be seen to do the right thing, as opposed to actually doing it, may 

also support change.  Finally, in the last section, it was discussed that any pragmatic discussion 

regarding the implementation of regulations concerning yaqona consumption was complicated by 

culture.  I would suggest that this perception/vakaturaga incongruity offers a semi-utilitarian 

starting point for discussion.  This potentially provides the MoE and other interested parties, with 

the opportunity to pragmatically counter the excuses of those who, on the one hand use vakaturaga 

values as their reason for over-consumption, while on the other, practice self-preservation 

strategies.     

 

 If the MoE and other interested parties were to consider instituting regulations to counter the 

over-consumption of yaqona by teachers, I would further suggest that they first must acknowledge 

and seek methods to counter, what appears to be, a pervasion of denial, in regards to this issue.  

This topic will now be addressed.   

  

“The MoE and Supervisors can see the problem, but they ignore it…” 

A number of informants indicated that the need for change was well overdue.  They also felt that a 

number of measurable indicators, such as patterns that had emerged within the Performance 

Management System (PMS), demonstrated a need for such change (see p.88-9).  However, as was 

made salient in previous chapters, there appears to be an incongruence between what is observed, 

what is acknowledged, and what is acted upon.  Firstly, in the case of the immediate school 

environment, several Supervisors stated that heavy yaqona consumers tended to score low in the 

PMS competency ratings.  These same teachers were the ones who often arrived last, or late, to their 

classes in the morning, and were also the same people who were occasionally discovered at home 

sleeping when they should be teaching (see p.87).  However, when those same Supervisors were 

asked if they had ever confronted teachers regarding their over-consumption of yaqona, they replied 

no, not specifically.  Secondly, when the observations of Supervisors, regarding PMS and yaqona 

consumption, were offered to a MoE Senior Education Officer (SEO), they dismissed the potential 

of such a link.  Of interest though, was that the dismissal was followed by a story in which the SEO 

stated that, on a recent visit to a rural school, it was obvious that by simply looking at the teachers, 

it could be seen (evident in kanikani and bloodshot eyes) that they were over-indulging in yaqona.  

The SEO appeared amused when reporting his observation (see p.89).    

 

Thirdly, an informant stated that at a school where they had previously worked, staff 

habitually consumed yaqona throughout the day, that this was impacting the school’s academic 
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record and perpetuating student drop out rates, and that the MoE was aware of this, although they 

had not acted.  Fourth, over the past six years, I have heard innumerable comments, some said with 

conviction and concern, some as rhetorical questions, and others in jest, concerning teachers, 

education delivery, and their yaqona consumption habits.  However, when the “[n]umerous 

submissions” were received by the Fiji Education Commission,  which resulted in the production of 

the MoE’s 2001 Learning Together document, considered “a comprehensive review [and] 

overarching examination of the system as a whole” (MoE, 2000b:i), apparently no one appeared to 

be concerned regarding the issue of yaqona over-consumption by teachers (see p.62-3).  Nabobo 

(2001:64) stated their submitters cited “excessive indulgence in social activity” as disquieting, 

although she did not mention anything regarding yaqona.  Fifth, as discussed, under-achievement in 

Fijian education has been well researched, with scholars such as Puamau, Nabobo and Thaman 

leading the charge, although, with the exception of two sentences in the Learning Together report, 

the topic of this research, has not to date, been investigated or commented on with any authority.  I 

would argue that these five examples, together with comments from many of the research 

participants in this thesis, reveal a reluctance by many, including the MoE, school Principals, Heads 

of Department’s (HOD’s), and Supervisors, to overtly acknowledge that a link potentially exists 

between under-achievement, education delivery, and the consumption of yaqona by teaching staff.  

Further, if in fact this link does exist, I would suggest that the MoE and other interested parties 

investigate the reasons why a culture of denial exists, because until such time as this is addressed, 

any problematic culture of yaqona, will continue to persist. 

 

Completing a Circle 

This explorative research has in effect completed a circle, which began with a series of questions in 

the Introduction (see p.17).  It was queried whether there actually is no problem and that the reports 

of informants regarding the over-consumption of yaqona by teaching staff and concomitant impacts 

upon education delivery are baseless?  Also, it was asked that could it be that such a cause and 

effect does exist, although is not overtly acknowledged, because to identify a link, risks the 

traditional emblem being banned from the structures of education?  Additionally, are some 

concerned as to what such research would reveal?  Finally, is the assumption of some correct when 

they state that, the issue is not confronted because, to criticise yaqona or the consumer, is to criticise 

the emblem, and vicariously, the traditional culture, and this is inappropriate?  In the Introduction it 

stated that these questions would not be answered explicitly, as this is beyond the authority of this 

study.  However, by investigating the issues surrounding these questions, this study has identified 

and discussed several new aspects related to the systems of education and its delivery.  It is believed 
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that these will assist and avail the MoE and organisations associated with education delivery in Fiji, 

and stimulate discussion concerning under-achievement.   

 

 Themes related to education delivery, not previously investigated, included the culture of 

yaqona, bole, grog fighting, vakaturaga, culture, consumption strategies, masculinity, role 

modeling, drug half-life and steady-state concentration.   Of notable interest was that whenever 

informants were asked to specifically identify incidents or behaviours that they believed were 

contributing to a breakdown in education delivery resulting from the consumption of yaqona by 

teachers, most appeared reluctant, unless they felt their confidentiality was secure.  These research 

participants, with the exception of a few who were surprisingly vocal from the outset, answered 

questions in a non specific manner, and made veiled references to problematic situations and 

incidents.  However, when assured of their anonymity, almost all, including those who could be 

stereotypically labeled grog swipers, openly discussed, identified incidents, implicated themselves, 

and voiced their concerns that the over-consumption of yaqona is impacting education delivery and 

affecting the learning of students.   

 

In concluding this part of the discussion, and prior to making final comments and 

recommendations, two points are worth considering that add to the as yet, unanswered questions, as 

offered above.  Tomlinson (2004:662) reports that Fijian’s often acknowledge that in the 

contemporary culture, yaqona is over-consumed, that this is impacting productivity, church 

attendance, and weakening the physical stature.  However, he states that, consumers often “decry 

kava drinking while drinking kava”.  Secondly, Fiji has a National Substance Abuse Advisory 

Council (NSAAC), established in early 1999.  This organisation is a “statutory body under the 

Ministry of Education to collaborate with government ministries and NGO’s to address problems 

arising out of drug and substance abuse” (MoE, n.d.:2).  The NSAAC acknowledges yaqona is a 

drug, as they subscribe to the definitions of the World Health Organisation.  During a discussion 

with a staff member, it was stated that the NSAAC are currently involved in data collection, and 

while there was an acknowledgement that the over-consumption of yaqona is a concern, their 

immediate focus was the abuse of cannabis and alcohol among students and the general public 

(IQ107).  I would suggest that these two points raise a further question, which is, can it be possible 

there are greater concerns in Fiji at present; more pressing issues, and that yaqona consumption by 

teachers and the potential impact this may be having on education delivery is a low priority?  As an 

example, in the final weeks of writing this thesis, Fiji has faced its fourth coup d’etat in 20 years, a 

factor that is currently increasing yaqona consumption as people gather and discuss developments, 

their fears and uncertainties.  Interestingly, the Fiji Sun newspaper (Sharma, 2007:4), in quoting a 
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visiting Church Minister, draws a link between the recent coup d’etat and yaqona consumption.  

Korean pastor Reverend Peter Kim stated that because Fijians consumed the “cursed” beverage, 

they were receiving God’s “cup of punishment [and] judgement” upon their nation, and this had 

manifested as a coup.    

 

Charting the Future of Fijian Education  

The MoE mission statement, contained within the Blueprint for Affirmative Action on Fijian 

Education (MoE, 2000a:5), asserts the following,  

 

“To develop and transform all Fijian schools into centers of cultural and educational excellence to 

promote, facilitate, and provide the quality education and training Fijian students need for their own 

individual development, and to adequately equip them for life in a vibrant and developing economy.  

To inculcate into Fijian parents the understanding that education is the key to success in life and to 

therefore place the education of their children highest on their list of priorities”. 

 

The education of the young in Fiji has been recognised as being strongly influenced through the 

mentoring, coaching and role modeling of those who deliver their education (see p.67-70).  It was 

argued that the actions of the Teacher are often more important than what they say.  A male 

student’s notion of masculinity and behaviour for instance, is strongly influenced by watching male 

teachers.  Thaman (1992b:8) makes a point worthy of consideration.  This statement has an 

application to all levels of the systems of education and its delivery, including the culture of 

yaqona, and if observed, I would argue, will positively impact upon achieving the mission of the 

MoE.  “The most important thing for a teacher [is] to be a good role model.  If we accept the 

definition of education as worthwhile learning, then at every point in our teaching and learning, we 

need to ask questions about the relevance of what we are doing in relation to the cultural context in 

which we find ourselves”.  I would suggest that Thaman’s statement is a relevant challenge to the 

MoE, teaching staff, school Boards, and all organisations interested in education delivery in Fiji, as 

a place to begin discussing whether the consumption of yaqona is negatively impacting education 

delivery.  Further, if a link is acknowledged, what specific measurable first steps are required to 

bring about change?      

 

Recommendations for Further Research  

The MoE has requested “more research on the relevance of Fijian values and Fijian culture to the 

current education system [and t]he relationship between the traditional life style and the demands of 

the school curriculum” (Williams, 2000:179,188).  Although this thesis has potentially raised more 

questions than it has answered, the contents provide a large amount of information, and a number of 
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suggestions and questions, believed to be valuable for further discussion and research focused on 

“cultural values, the traditional life style”, yaqona consumption by teaching staff, and its impacts on 

the systems of education delivery.  Additionally, it is recommended that further research be 

conducted in the following areas, allowing future investigation concerning the focus of this thesis.  

A list of suggested peripheral investigations, Areas for Future Research, is attached on page 120. 

 

1. This study has argued that several different styles of isevusevu are currently being used in 

Fijian ceremony and acknowledgement.  It is suggested that research be undertaken, 

possibly by an organisation such as the Fiji Affairs Board, in order to investigate the formal 

processes of this practice, clarify procedures and notify Government Departments, work 

places, schools, the PSC, etc.  This would assist these organisations when formulating 

memorandums and policy concerning yaqona consumption, and allow for measurable 

guidelines.  Additionally, it would clarify the subjectivity surrounding tradition and 

contemporary isevusevu.  

2. This research focused on the rural teaching environment.  It is recommended that a 

comparative study of yaqona consumption by teachers be conducted focused on the 

academic achievement between rural and urban students in order to add to under-

achievement literature. 

3. It is suggested a comprehensive study be undertaken to investigate the observations by some 

school HOD’s that heavy yaqona consumption by teachers is evident in low PMS scores.  

4. Further research is recommended regarding the relationship between vakaturaga, obligation, 

yaqona and education delivery. It is argued this will greatly assist the MoE’s request for 

further research on the relevance of Fijian values and culture to the systems of education. 

5. It is suggested that, if still available, the submissions that contributed to the production of 

the MoE’s 2001 Learning Together document be reviewed in order to determine if yaqona 

consumption was a concern to submitters, and if so, to ascertain why this concern was 

omitted from the final report. 

6. It was evident throughout this study that many were hesitant to overtly criticise the 

education system.  It is suggested that this reluctance be investigated as transparent 

comment by stakeholders has the potential to reveal and highlight educational deficiencies, 

and to open the way to finding solutions for best practice. 

7. Finally, it is also suggested that the function of the teacher as a role model be investigated 

within the Fijian context in order to determine how both positive and negative behaviours 

influence student achievement, both in the short and long term.  
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In the opening pages of this research, I discussed Mr. Filipe Jitoko, a former  

school teacher, and current Deputy Secretary for Education: MoE.  I have consumed yaqona with 

this man on three occasions and have been aware of his reputation as a grog swiper, together with 

being an exceptionally hard and competent worker, for more than four years.  During the research 

interviews, numerous informants confirmed my observations and beliefs through unsolicited 

comments.  This apparent anomaly was put to Mr. Jitoko.  He began by stating that he believes the 

over-consumption of yaqona by teaching staff is a factor in under-achievement.  "I am a daily user 

of yaqona.  I use it to relax, and for consultation, at meetings.  If I have to go out, and I know it will 

be a big night [of consumption], I plan for the next day first.  I write all my notes, and do all my 

planning, and then I go.  See, I use the grog, and I don't let grog use me.  I think that is the problem, 

too many people letting the grog use them” (personal communication, 7 April, 2006).   
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LIMITATIONS 

In concluding this exploratory research I would like to highlight the following as possible 

limitations in the methodology and outcomes.  First, the sample size was small, consisting of only 

31 participants.  Although this study adds to the general body of literature concerning yaqona and 

education delivery, caution must be taken not to generalise the findings to all Fijian school 

environments.  Second, the gathering of data was primarily restricted to a single environment, that 

being a rurally isolated day and boarding school.  While the research site is considered an archetype 

of a Fijian School, especially those that are rural, the reader must be cautioned that by no means is it 

a controlled replica of every school, and educational governance structures and cultural practices, 

especially those surrounding yaqona, can differ between teaching environments. Third, the yaqona 

consumption data collected during the seven day survey period should not be considered as 

representing a typical seven day period by all Teachers.  I would argue that yaqona consumption is 

in a constant state of flux, especially in rural teaching environments, due to the presence of 

volunteers, visitors, and the patterns of life in neighbouring villages.  Further, I would suggest that a 

typical consumption week would be difficult to accurately define, although the quantities consumed 

during the survey period were reasonably indicative of the research environment, on a whole.  

Fourth, inaccuracies are acknowledged in both the data collection and analysis, stemming from 

participant hindsight and self-reporting biases (Passer & Smith, 2001:45-5,48-9).  Informants are 

recognised as occasionally manipulating facts and observations in order to make themselves “look 

good” (Coolican, 1999:135), and two examples of this are cited in the research (see p.74&79).  

Despite this, I would argue that collectively, the information gained through interviews allows a 

judicious overview and gives a reasonable snap-shot of the culture of yaqona at the research site.  

This argument is supported by a familiarity with the school, my long-standing relationship with 

many of the informants, and my kinship association, entitling a greater level of acceptance than 

would potentially be accorded to a foreigner.  Two anthropologists, familiar with Kadavu and my 

relationship to the environment commented that, without a deep level of trust existing between the 

participants and I, the researcher, it is doubtful whether many of the informants would have been as 

forthcoming with sensitive information, especially that which had the potential to identify them.   

Fifth, cross-cultural differences can cause a misinterpretation of research data (Leung & Van De 

Vijver, 1996:357).  Although I am familiar with the Fijian culture and environment, it is 

acknowledged that I am predominantly influenced by an alternative worldview due to my place of 

birth and habitat (New Zealand), and this has the potential to create misunderstandings and 

distortions regarding the values and practices at the research site.  This was mitigated, as much as 

possible, by clarifying and discussing the cultural concepts, principles and actions of Fiji with a 

wide variety of informants who are indigenous to this nation.   Finally, my presence at the research 
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site together with my status as a visitor, is acknowledged as potentially stimulating yaqona 

consumption among the teaching staff.  However, during the field research, a number of additional 

visitors and volunteers were at the school, therefore, this presence could be argued as mollifying my 

presence.   
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AREAS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This exploratory research raised a number of peripheral topics believed to also be worthy research 
topics.   
 

1. Research has been conducted regarding the effects of small doses of kavalactones on 

cognitive performance.  However, there is a paucity of established data that quantifies the 

impacts on physical and mental functioning when large doses have been consumed.  This 

would be a worthy area of investigation, and would not only clarify a teacher’s ability to 

adequately deliver education, but also clarify the incongruities related to safe machine 

operation and driving.  Additionally, this data could be of assistance to those involved in 

road safety.   

2. This research hypothesised that six or more “standard” bilo’s of average strength yaqona, 

equating to 1484mgs of kavalactones, consumed within a period of one hour, would be 

sufficient to cause cognitive impairment.  It is suggested this hypothesis be tested under 

controlled conditions in order to clearly establish an initial impairment and intoxication 

point.  This would also aid the research as suggested immediately above. 

3. This research modified Julien’s drug half-life and steady-state concentration tables allowing 

calculations to be applied to yaqona consumption.  It was then hypothesised that a maximum 

accumulation level of 66.6% is reached by the fifth morning, when nightly consumption is 

habitual.  It is advocated that these findings be pharmacologically tested and certified. 

4. It is recommended that response latency tests be conducted, utilizing incremental time 

frames, on intoxicated and hung-over yaqona consumers in order to measure cognitive and 

physiological functioning.  This is in order to determine whether yaqona’s lengthy 

elimination half-life of nine hours impacts mental and physical functioning over, and 

beyond, this extended period.  

5. This study has, for the first time, investigated masculinity and yaqona.  It is suggested that 

further research be conducted regarding this topic with a comparative analysis of femininity 

and yaqona. 

6. Finally, yaqona is consumed widely throughout the islands of the Pacific.  It is suggested 

that any research concerning yaqona consumption and education delivery be widened to 

other Pacific nations. 

 



 

- 121 - 

APPENDIX A:  

SAMPLING QUESTIONNAIRE 
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APPENDIX B:  

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

These semi-formal interview questions were used as a guide only. 

General questions: 
1. I heard that when it comes to drinking grog, Fijians are more concerned with respecting 

people, and that makes it hard to sometimes moderate/regulate drinking.  Also, that Fijians, 
out of respect, will say yes to drinking grog, even if they don’t feel like it, they will do so 
any way.  Do you agree with this?  Explain? 

2. When asked, do you ever feel obliged to drink grog here at RMHS – you want to say no, but 
feel like you cannot? Why? 

3. When you hear the tabili after school, why do you go to the hall?  
4. Do you feel under pressure to stay late when you go to the grog?  Why do you feel you 

cannot simply leave?  
5. Do you feel you can go down to the grog, sit there, but not drunk?  Why?   
6. If you had a choice, would you like to be the one to choose how much and how often you 

were served instead of the matanivanua deciding for you?  Why, explain?  
7. Do you have strategies to regulate your consumption levels?  What are they? 

a. IF YES, why do you employ these strategies?  
8. I have frequently seen people challenge each other at the grog, or pouring big bowls for 

people and if they attempt to tip a bit back, they are chastised, criticised.  Why does this 
happen? 

9. How frequently does bole happen?  
10. Why does bole happen? What motivates it?  
11. I have seen people being served big bowls and heard people say that they like to get 

attendees at the grog drunk.  Why does this happen? 
12. So, Fijian culture likes to get people drunk, but if someone vomits, they get teased and 

criticised.  Why is this, when the initial object was to get them to vomit? 
13. Please explain what it feels like to be mateni (body and mind) on yaqona? 
14. How much grog do you feel you need to drink (include hours) to be mateni? 
15. What do you think about grog?  
16. After a long night drinking grog, please explain how you feel (body and mind) in the 

morning?   
17. Do you ever find it difficult to concentrate the next day after a long night on the grog? 

Explain? 
18. Following a long night on the grog, do you believe you have any memory recall problems? 

Explain? 
19. At about what time the next day do you feel your brain has kicked in and is working again to 

capacity? 
20. I read a comment by a researcher who said that “The 'tiredness' and 'weakness' of which 

(some) drinkers complain (about) is an after-effect surely deserving the diagnosis of 
hangover.”  The researcher said that people do not often talk about this.  He goes on and 
say’s that a grog hang-over can have “symptoms (of) lassitude and indifference, a queasy 
stomach and a slight headache,.. lethargy of both mind and body (where) one want simply to 
sit still, though physical activity seems to be the best cure." (Young 1995:89-90).  Do you 
agree with this? Explain? 

21. When people are hung-over on grog, they never talk about it, or complain.  Why is this?   
22. If you drank grog until 11pm, and rated yourself as mildly intoxicated as opposed to heavily 

intoxicated, how would you feel the next day?  Explain? 



 

- 124 - 

23. During the past month, were you ever been late for work?  (How many times). 
a. IF YES, were you drinking grog the previous night? 
b. IF YES, do you believe this was a factor? 

24. Do you believe teachers who drink grog until midnight impact their students in any way? 
How? 

25. Explain how you see the drinking habits of the females here at RMHS?  
26. What about non-drinkers, do you think they are isolated, feel isolated, made to feel isolated, 

because they do not drink grog? 
27. Have you ever heard a visiting MoE Senior Education Officer (SEO) talk about the over 

consumption of grog by teachers?   
a.   IF YES, when? 
c. IF YES, what was said?  

28. Have you ever been spoken to by a Supervisor, or a Principal, or HOD, regarding your grog 
consumption and work performance? Explain? 

29. What did you think of the Performance Management System (PMS) competency system?  
Why? 

30. Did you notice if any of the competencies were impacted negatively by grog drinking?  
Explain.  

31. Do you think grog is a problem at RMHS? Explain? 
32. I heard that you had a Community Meeting a few weeks back where you discussed and set 

some regulations concerning yaqona consumption.  Do you believe the meeting was 
necessary? Why?   

33. Kanikani is sometimes called a badge of honour.  Why? 
 
Supervisors, HOD’s: 

1. I was told that the MoE does not have a specific policy regarding yaqona, that they use the 
PSC memo.  Have you ever seen this memo?  How, when, circumstances? 

2. IF NO, have you ever heard about it? How, when? (Is it general knowledge among staff?) 
3. [Show Memo]. Now that you have seen this, do you believe it has an application at schools?  

How? 
4. In the Fiji Times, 25 August 1998 edition, it quotes the Methodist Church president Talatala 

Doctor Ilaitia Tuwere saying grog drinking has "been banned in the churches ministerial 
institutions… in schools" (Kamea, 1989:1).  

a. Have you ever heard of this “ban”? When, where? 
b. I have visited two Church schools and it is obvious this “ban” is not being adhered 

to.  Was it at one time?  What are your comments regarding this? 
5. Why do you believe this “ban” is not being enforced now? 
6. I was told that SEO’s from the MoE visit schools in order to conduct audits and from these 

audits they can grog is a factor in the schools performance.  I was further told that if there 
appears to be a problem, they speak to teachers and remind them about the dangers of over-
consumption of grog: 

a. Do you agree with what I was told? Explain. 
b. When was the last time a MoE audit was done here? 
c. Was grog mentioned/identified by the MoE as a result of the audit? Explain? 
d. How often does a MoE SOE and do audits? 
e. Have you ever heard MoE SOE give a grog warning talk to staff? What was said?  

What was the context (staff meeting)? 
f. How often have you heard these talks?  
g. Do you believe the talks are effective and staff take note of them? 

7. Toren (1999:28) stated that irrespective of blood or marriage ties "ideally, all Fijians are kin 
to one another."  Do you agree with this? 



 

- 125 - 

a. Considering Toren’s definition of veiwekani (kin), do you believe the RMHS 
community are kin from a Fijian perspective? Explain?  

b. Do you believe this kinship definition is indicative of all rural day/boarding schools? 
Explain, compare other schools?  

c. Do you believe this kin/community relationship also makes people at RMHS feel 
obliged to attend the grog? 

d. Does this obligation also make them feel obliged to attend every night? 
8. Were you at the "unity workshop" held at Naqalotu Village in June 1999 by the Ministry of 

Fiji Affairs where a document was circulated entitled "Proposed Tikina And Village Orders" 
that included three rules suggesting behaviour and grog consumption?  

a. IF YES, do you recall what the regulations were? (Show regulations?). 
b. IF YES, do you believe these “Tikina regulations" also apply to a school facility? 
c. IF YES, do you believe these regulations have been implemented? Explain (school 

and local villages). 
d. IF YES, what do you believe is be general attitude among  

i.    villages towards the “Tikina regulations? 
  ii.   teachers toward the “Tikina regulations? 

e. IF NO, did you hear any discussion related to this? Explain? 
9. I was told that “If you are asked to drink grog, it is hard for a Fijian to say no, because that 

is bad manners.  Also, it is bad manners to leave until the grog is finished.”  Do you agree 
with this?   

10. Can you please explain this cultural concept? 
11. Do you believe this concept is a pressure that encourages teachers to stay and drink grog 

until late? 
12. I was told that when visitors arrive, and the isevusevu is done, it can tie up teachers for vast 

hours during the day when they would otherwise be teaching.  Explain? 
13. I understand that you supervise staff members under the PMS competency system.  Do you 

believe grog influences PMS competencies? Explain, what did you observe?  
14. How do you believe these deficiencies affect the teacher’s students? Explain. 
15. Have you ever spoken to any staff members about their drinking as a result of what was 

revealed in their PMS competencies?  What was said, action taken, any positive/negative 
results/actions? 

16. Do you believe the PMS competencies are valuable in highlighting issues such as the over-
consumption of grog and its impact upon students? 

 
 Ministry of Education: 

1. Do you personally consume yaqona? 
2. Do you believe RMHS is typical of most schools in Fiji? Explain, compare? 
3. I have been told that every school must submit a set of accounts annually to the MoE and 

that any unharvested grog, that is grog still in the ground, must be included in the asset list?  
Do you agree with this statement? 

4. Does the MoE have a standard calculation system to value the unharvested grog? Explain? 
5. Does the MoE also have a standard calculation that can be applied to allow for risk in order 

to give a more accurate value of the unharvested grog?  Explain. (RMHS – Kadavu, cyclone 
path, would calculate as one third as the risk factor.) 

6. Is this risk factor applied to all accounts, mandatory?  
7. How do you compare the consumption of yaqona between urban and rural teachers? 

Explain, observations, reasons? 
8. What are your thoughts regarding the offering of a isevusevu when you visit a school? 
9. I have seen teachers leave the classroom and attend isevusevu when the MoE and visitors are 

in the school?  What are your thoughts regarding this?  
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10. A number of Supervisors believed they noticed a pattern among heavy grog consumers, in 
that they tend to score low on PMS competencies, namely "Initiative and Resourcefulness" 
[1] and "Punctuality and Attendance" [5].  What do you think of this? 

11. Has this trend ever been discussed at a national level/have a national influence? 
12. What is the MoE policy regarding corporal punishment? 
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APPENDIX C:  

DAILY ACTIVITY SHEET 
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APPENDIX D:  

INFORMED CONSENT 

 

FOMU NI VEIVAKADONUI 
PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

 
NA FOMU QO ENA MAROROI TU ENA LOMA NI LIMA (5) NA YABAKI 

This consent form will be held for a period of five (5) years. 

 
BULA VINAKA, O AU O SHANE APOROSA KA’U CAKAVA TIKO E DUA NA VAKADIDIKE NI 
YAQONA. NA VAKADIDIKE NI VULI TOROCAKE (KOROI NI VUKU) NI NOQU VULI ENA 
MASSEY UNIVESITI, PN. Bula vinaka, I (Shane Aporosa) am doing a research study on yaqona as part of my Masters Thesis at Massey University, 

Palmerston North, New Zealand.   

 

NA NOQU LIULIU NI VAKADIDIKE O DR. DONOVAN STOREY, KA TIKO VATA QO NA NONA I 
VOLA NI VEITOKONI ENA SASAGA QO. My supervisor for this research is Dr. Donovan Storey and this is his contact details and a letter 

from him.   

 

NA VAKADIDIKE QO ESA SOLI NA KENA VEIVAKADONUI MAI NA TABACAKACAKA NI VULI KEI NA 

TURAGA I LIULIU NI KORONIVULI, O MASTER SETA. This study, has been approved by the Ministry of Education and the Principal, 

Master Seta.   

 

AU KEREA NA NOMU VEITOKONI MEU VAKATAROGI IKO ME RAWA NIU NA KILA VINAKA 
KINA NA VEIQARAVI ENA KORONIVULI. Can you please assist me by allowing me to interview you so that I can better understand your 

school and how it functions. 

 
 
TAUMADA, AU VIA WASEA NA NOMUNI  DODONU: But first I would like to tell you your rights as a participant: 

• NA VAKADIDIKE QO E SEGA NI VEIVAKASAURARATAKI. This study is voluntary, and you do not have to 

partake in it.   
• NA I TUKUTUKU O NA SOLIA ENA MAROROI KA NA SEGA NI SOLI VAKAVEITALIA 

NA YACAMU VAKA VO KE SA TAURI NA NOMU VEIVAKADONUI. The information you provide will be 

treated with utmost confidentiality and your name will not  be used unless you first give permission. 
• E SOLI NA DODONU MO KUA NI SAUMA EDUA NA TARO. You are free to refuse to answer any particular 

question. 

• E SOLI NA GALALA MO KAKUA NI VAKAITAVI ENA VAKADIDIKE QO.  You can withdraw from the 

study at any time. 
• E SOLI NA GALALA MO TARO. You have the right to ask any question about the study at any time during participation 

• ENA SOLI VEI IKO NA MACALA NI VAKADIDIKE NI SA CAVA NA SASAGA QO. Once the 

study is completed, you can have access to the findings. 
 

 
NA NOMU VAKAITAVI E VAKAVINAVINAKATAKI SARA VAKALEVU. Your participation in this research study 

will be greatly appreciated.  

 

KE DUA NA NOMU TARO, E SOLI NA GALALA ME DARU VEITALANOA. If you have any questions now or later, 

please feel free to speak to me. 

 

NA NOMU VAKAITAVI E SEGA NI VAKASAURARATAKI. KE O VAKADONUYA MO 
VAKAITAVI, KEREI MO SAINI GA ERA. Again, your participation in this research is voluntary.  You are free to say no.  If you agree to 

participate in this research, please sign below. 

 

 

 

 

________________________    _____/___/06 

Saini 

(Signature) 
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APPENDIX E:  

PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION (PSC) MEMORANDUM: YAQONA 
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APPENDIX F:  

CHANGES IN CONCENTRATION OF YAQONA IN THE BLOOD STREAM 
 

This Appendix sets out, in layman’s language where possible, the differential equations used to 
illustrate Figures 2.1, 2.2 and 6.1, presenting the changes in concentration of yaqona in the blood 
stream of a person who drinks the beverage.   The equations and graphs were produced by Doctor 
Martin Upsdell, Statistician, from calculations (used to create the hypothesis on page 44, and 
contained within Tables 2.1 and 2.2) prepared by the author.  Therefore, the author takes full 
responsibility for any inaccuracies.   
 

In order to create Figures 2.1 and 2.2, foundational data was calculated by considering the 
case of a person who drinks a single bilo of yaqona, in one gulp, and tracing the resulting 
concentration with time.  This is presented in the first section, F.1.  The second section (F.2) 
considers the case of a person who regularly drinks yaqona on a nightly basis between 6pm to 
midnight, and presents the steady-state concentration. 
 
 
F.1. Passage of a Single Bilo of Yaqona: Gut to Blood 
When a person drinks a single bowl of yaqona it goes immediately into the gut, and from there into 
the blood stream and tissues (Ng, 1997).  Singh (20004c:127) determined the distribution half-life 
of this process as being from 3-5 hours.  In the case of these calculations, the mid point of 4 hours 
has been utilised, and it is described by the equation:  

ygut = y0e-kt (1) 

 

Where ygut is the amount of yaqona in the gut, y0 is the amount of yaqona initially 
swallowed, t is the time in hours after drinking yaqona.  k is the gut rate constant = loge2 / half-life 
of yaqona in the gut = loge2 / 4.  In differential equation form this is: 

gut

gut
ky

dt

dy
−=  (2) 

The amount of yaqona in the blood will be described by a differential equation of the form: 

bloodgut

blood lyky
dt

dy
−+=  (3) 

Where yblood is the amount of yaqona in the blood, l is the blood rate constant = loge2 / half-

life of yaqona in the blood = loge2 / 9.  The first term is the amount of yaqona entering the blood 
from the gut and the second term is the amount of yaqona being removed from the blood.  The 
solution to this equation is (Coddington, 1961:41):  

( ) ltktlt

blood eyee
lk

k
yy

−−−
+−

−
= 10  (4) 

where y1 is the amount of yaqona initially in the blood. 

The first term is the effect of the yaqona coming through from the gut. The effect depends 
on the difference in the rate at which the gut supplies yaqona, k, and the rate at which yaqona is 
removed from the blood, l.  The second term is the effect of yaqona already in the blood.  In this 
case y1=0 and equation (4) becomes: 
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( )ktlt

blood ee
lk

k
yy

−−
−

−
= 0  (5) 

Figure 6.1 (below) presents a plot of the amount of yaqona in the blood and gut after 1 bilo 

is swallowed.  It takes several hours for the yaqona to pass from the gut into the blood, with 5% of 
the yaqona still remaining in the gut after 18 hours, and this 5% continues to supply yaqona to the 
blood.  The plot illustrates the considerable delay between drinking the single bilo of yaqona and 
the full effect of the kavalactones on the consumer.  The maximum concentration of yaqona in the 
blood occurs 10 hours after the moment that the yaqona was swallowed.  Even after 48 hours, or 2 
days later, the kavalactone activity in the blood is still at 10% of the maximum at the initial 10 hour 
point. 
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Figure 6.1: Plot of the amount of yaqona in the blood (solid line) and gut (chain line) 

after swallowing one bilo as time progresses. (Source: Dr. M. Upsdell) 

 
 
F.2. Yaqona’s action in the Gut and Blood Stream During and Following a Drinking 

Session of Several Hours. 

In the section above, data was calculated and presented in order to show the action of the yaqona on 
the body following the ingestion of a single bilo.  The following calculates what happens in the gut 
and blood stream of a person who consumes yaqona for several hours.  It is assumed that the 
yaqona is imbibed at a steady rate of r bilo’s per hour for a period T and then consumption ceases.  
While the person is drinking, the differential equation (2) is replaced by: 

rky
dt

dy
gut

gut
+−=  (6) 

where r is the rate of drinking.  The second term represents the amount added to the gut through 
drinking.  The solution to this is:  

( )ktkt

gut e
k

r
eyy −−

−+= 10  (7) 
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where y0 is the initial quantity in the gut. 

The first term is the same as equation (1) which represents the amount of yaqona initially in 
the gut.  A term representing the amount being consumed is now added.  This has as a multiplier the 
ratio of the rate at which the person is adding yaqona to the rate at which it is being digested and 
leaving the gut.  As time progresses, the exponential terms become zero and the amount of yaqona 
in the gut reaches a steady-state of the multiplier, r/k. 

The amount of yaqona in the blood is still described by the differential equation (3) but the 
value of ygut is replaced by equation (7).  The solution to this equation is:  

( ) ( ) ( )
( )lkl

elek
reyee

lk

k
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blood
−

−−−
++−

−
=

−−

−−− 11
10  (8) 

The first two terms are the same as equation (4) and represent the passage of yaqona initially 
in the gut and blood respectively.  There is now an added term representing the passage of the 
yaqona currently being consumed, which has a multiplier of r, the rate of consumption, which 
depends on the difference between the rate at which the gut is supplying yaqona through digestion, 
k, and the rate at which the liver and kidneys are removing it, l. 

While the person is not drinking, equations (1) and (4) describe the amount of yaqona in the 
gut and blood respectively.  

 

These calculations were considered when preparing Figure 2.1.   

 

F.3. Calculating Intoxication Level 

Qereqeretabua (see p.43-4) observed that drinkers become intoxicated after drinking for 3 hours at a 
rate of five bilo’s per hour.  The amount of yaqona in the blood at this point can be computed by 
inserting t=3 and r=5 into equation (8).  At this point the amount of yaqona in the blood has reached 
3.05 bilo’s.   

F.4. Amount of Yaqona in the Blood Stream of a Regular Drinker. 

Finally, the figures presented within Tables 2.1 and 2.2 were calculated to determine the amount of 
yaqona in the blood stream, and the steady-state concentration, of a person who regularly drinks for 
six hours between 6 pm and midnight every night at a rate of five bilo’s per hour, or 30 bilo’s per 
night.  It is assumed that this is imbibed at a steady rate.   

This calculation was considered by applying equations (6) and (7) while the consumer was 
drinking, and between ingestions, equations (1) and (4) applied.  This is presented in Figure 2.1. 
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APPENDIX G: 

FIJI CIVIL AVIATION AUTHORITY (FCAA) 

 

 

 

Extract from Fiji Air Navigation Regulations 2003: 
 

Use of intoxicating liquor, narcotics or drugs 

72. - (1) No person shall, while in a state of intoxication, enter or be in an aircraft. 
(2) No person shall act as a crew member of an aircraft if such person has taken or used any 
alcoholic drink, sedative, psychoactive substance (including kava), narcotic or stimulant drug or 
preparation within 12 hours prior to the commencement of the flight and no such person shall, while 
so acting, take, use or be under the influence of any alcoholic drink, sedative, psychoactive 
substance (including kava), narcotic or stimulant drug or preparation. 
(3) Every holder of a licence granted or rendered valid under regulation 53 shall not take or use any 
alcoholic drink, sedative, psychoactive substance (including kava), narcotic or stimulant drug or 
preparation within 12 hours prior to the commencement of his or her duties and no such person 
shall, while so acting, take, use or be under the influence of any alcoholic drink, sedative, 
psychoactive substance (including kava), narcotic or, stimulant drug or preparation. 6 

      

                                                           
6 Air traffic holders are included as licence holders under Regulation 53. 
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