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Obituaries 

Epeli HauÕofa: 1939-2009 
 

Cluny Macpherson 
 

Epeli HauÕofa was born in Papua New Guinea to Tongan missionary 
parents. His first life journey involved a long trip during WWII, which, 
over several years, took him from Papua New Guinea via Australia to 
Tonga.  He spent much of the rest of his life travelling in and teaching, 
speaking and writing about the Pacific that was both his home and his 
passion. He was educated around the Pacific: in Fiji, Tonga, Canada and 
Australia and eventually received his PhD from the Department of 
Anthropology, Australian National University and mastered several 
Pacific languages and cultures.  

Among the positions he held during an extraordinary professional 
life was Keeper of Palace Records and Deputy Secretary to King 
Tafaahau Tupou IV in Tonga. He spent much of his professional life in 
Suva where he was Head of the Sociology Department and later Head of 
the School of Social and Economic Development of the University of the 
South Pacific. In 1997, he became the founding Director of the Oceania 
Centre for Arts and Culture at the USP in Suva.   

Among his most influential anthropological writing was his work 
on the way the Pacific Ocean linked peoples from Australia to Rapanui. 
He explained, as only he could, how the sea connects, rather than 
separates, the peoples of Oceania. In one elegant piece of work, he 
explained how culture both defines and limits the ways in which we see 
ourselves and the world which we inhabit.  That observation, delivered 
with eloquence and humour, helped many to understand both Oceania and 
the potential of anthropology in the hands of a scholar.  

But his writing was not confined to anthropology and he wrote two 
highly entertaining, and irreverent, novels ÔTales of the TikongsÕ  and 
ÔKisses in the NederendsÕ which exposed some of the faces of Pacific 
societies which he found both frustrating and endearing. Those satirical 
works provided a wonderful insight into EpeliÕs character and while they 
were great fun, they were, in an important way yet another 
anthropological insight into life in small societies of the Pacific. 
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As a teacher and speaker he was an example to all. He spoke with a 
clarity, humility and warm humour to which many aspire and few 
achieve. Shortly after publishing his early insights into the Pacific as a 
cultural metaphor, he went to Honolulu to speak about that work. He 
lectured to a spell-bound audience. At the end of the lecture, one who had 
clearly misunderstood much of what Epeli had said, spent some ten 
minutes deconstructing what he supposed to be  EpeliÕs ideas and ended 
by suggesting that he might wish to consider some lines of thought which 
Epeli had just outlined. Epeli listened attentively and courteously thanked 
the confused questioner for giving the matters such serious consideration.      

Later in life, he acquired a bush block in Suva and set about 
converting it into a garden where he could grow his cabbages and 
vegetables and a refuge where he could think. When I last talked to Epeli 
he was waxing lyrical about the joys of setting off for his garden with his 
bush-knife and basket and returning with his basket full of food and a 
mind full of new possibilities.  Pacific scholarship has lost an important 
figure and those who knew him have lost a good friend.    
 


