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Introduction 

Rotuma is a small, remote island that is a Fijian dependency and Rotumans are the 

indigenous ethnic group from Rotuma Island. Low population has been an on-going issue for 

Rotuma since European explorers demolished the Rotuman population with disease in the 1800’s 

(Howard & Rensel, 1999). Epidemics continued to plague Rotuma till the early 20th century, then 

outmigration became the main source of depopulation (Howard & Rensel, 1999). During this 

time, many Rotuman men would leave the island to work as sailors on colonial ships, starting 

what would become the long-term trend of outmigration for opportunity. Census reports show a 

population boom in the 1920’s till it plateaued in 1996, going from a total population of 2,112 to 

9,727; however the total population differs from the on-island population which has slowly 

dwindled due to outmigration since 1996 when the on-island population was about 2,500 (1996 

Fiji Census, cited by Howard & Rensel, 1999). The off-island Rotuman population has grown 

since the 90’s due to the working-aged adults moving for opportunity, leaving a shrinking on-

island population of mostly the young and old (Howard & Rensel, 1999; Titifanue, Varea, Varea, 

Kant & Finau, 2018).  

 By understanding the history of Rotuman population and migration, we can see the how 

the trend of outmigration continues today and has expanded far beyond Fiji. A latent 

consequence of outmigration is culture/language loss and ethnic dilution; therefore, most 

Rotumans live outside of the island in Fiji, Australia and New Zealand with many small 

communities in Europe, North America and the Middle East for example. With a dispersed 

global population, many Rotumans are disconnected from their home land and have limited 

access to other Rotumans and the culture. The limitations of cultural connection have been 
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mitigated by the Internet which has allowed Rotumans to reconnect globally via virtual platforms 

like Facebook resulting in a digital diaspora. Particularly, this virtual ethnography observes the 

Rotumans on Facebook group, analyzing the ways the group facilitates communication, culture 

and reconnection. I theorize that Rotumans on Facebook provides the means of limited 

participation in the local culture, being the broader Rotuman community in Rotuma and Fiji, 

without physically being present in said community. Rotumans on Facebook therefore becomes a 

virtual community center for the diaspora to find kinship, share casual conversation, discuss 

current events, share art and teach cultural traditions and knowledge to the younger generations. 

This study seeks to answer the question, how do online communities like Rotumans on Facebook 

allow migrated or disconnected members of a culture to engage with their community and how 

does it affect them? 

Through my research, multiple trends developed which I have categorized as language, 

news, community engagement, arts and reconnection. These categories will be further defined 

and explored in the Findings section. Various themes like positive support, language/cultural 

revitalization, kinship and reconnection arose which through further analysis, provides support to 

the idea that Rotumans on Facebook provides a positive effect on the global community through 

facilitating togetherness, belonging and cultural revitlization. 

Literature Review 

Rotumans are recognized as an indigenous group under Fijian law and Article 21, 

“Protection and Enhancement of Fijian and Rotuman Interests” advocates for special rights to 

Fijians and Rotumans to succeed (Howard & Rensel, 2012). Such rights include “scholarships, 

training privileges”, land ownership and other Government assists for the two indigenous groups 
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to accelerate development and opportunity (Howard & Rensel, 2012). Furthering their privileges 

in Fiji, Rotumans overrepresent “the professions and higher-salaries occupations” (Howard & 

Rensel, 2012). In the article Issues of Concern to Rotumans Abroad: A View from the Rotuma 

Website, Howard and Rensel report that “approximately 85 percent of those who identify 

themselves as Rotuman or part-Rotuman live overseas”, mostly in Fiji but also in New Zealand, 

Australia, North America and Europe (Howard & Rensel, 2012, p. 144). The literature shows 

how Rotumans would benefit greatly from emigrating, specifically to Fiji where they receive 

privileged opportunity to own land and find gainful employment in high-paying jobs, and such 

actions have become the norm for working-aged Rotumans. 

Howard and Rensel write “Rotuma’s isolation made it difficult for emigrants to keep in 

contact with their home island”, citing “limited literacy” and unreliable transportation (Howard 

& Rensel, 2012, p. 146). The authors found in their own research that participants mentioned 

older generations failing to share or eliminating Rotuman culture from their lives, severing the 

tie for younger generations (Howard & Rensel, 2012). Howard and Rensel report in 2012 that 

“more than three-quarters of the Rotuman population in Fiji reside away from Rotuma” and that 

“a good many of the younger Rotumans have never been to Rotuma and are less than fluent in 

the language” (2012, p.15). Howard and Rensel note that significant Rotuman communities 

would form in New Zealand and Australia, developed “around Rotuman-oriented churches”, but 

some Rotumans were unable to form community abroad because their locations were impractical 

(Howard & Rensel, 2012, p. 146). The main form of communication with Rotuma was through 

unreliable mail service and limited land-line service till the formation of the Rotuman Website 

by Dr. Alan Howard himself in 1996. The Rotuman website was the first virtual location for 

Rotumans world-wide to connect, however internet access in Rotuma was not established till 
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2008 (Howard & Rensel, 2012, p.147). On the website, a message board was created for 

“locating friends and relatives, announcing upcoming events, expressing views on various issues, 

and engaging in humorous banter”, where messages were “mostly English” with some mixed or 

exclusively Rotuman (Howard & Rensel, 2012, p.147). Howard deleted the message board when 

it became hijacked by delinquents, used to harm others, replacing it with a forum and bulletin 

board which Howard explains there was a need for a virtual community “that requires people to 

take responsibility for their actions and opinions” (Howard & Rensel, 2012, p. 147). Howard and 

Rensel find that second and third-generation Rotumans enjoy participating online because “the 

internet has provided an opportunity to explore their cultural roots in ways denied them by 

parents and grandparents who made no effort to transmit Rotuman cultural knowledge” (Howard 

& Rensel, 2012, p.150). Titifanue et al. explain that “through social media, Rotumans are able to 

harness familial and community networks to stay informed on issues pertaining to Rotuma and to 

learn more of their culture” (2018). 

In Being Rotuman on the Internet, Howard outlines the many ways Rotumans signal 

identification and cultural identity in various ways: using the Rotuman language, expressing 

Rotuman humor, referencing or expressing “admiration or nostalgia” for Rotuma, sharing 

cravings for Rotuman cuisine, participating in Rotuman events, singing Rotuman songs & 

dancing Rotuman dance, “acknowledging connections to Rotuman kin” and expressing pride for 

Rotuma and their Rotuman heritage (Howard, 2017, p. 3). But Howard notes that second-

generation migrant children, particularly half-caste children do not speak, read or write the 

Rotuman language which is the primary expression of Rotuman identity (2017). Titifanue et. al. 

expresses the importance of social media platforms like Facebook for the Rotuman digital 

diaspora as it serves to supplement the severed system of passing on indigenous knowledge from 
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elders to the young (2018). They go on to explain how Rotumans on Facebook particularly 

allowed people from anywhere to keep informed about the Rotuman community and that 

Facebook acts as a “digital mamfua”, a digital elder that passes down knowledge via the Internet 

rather than the traditional oral system of knowledge we use in Rotuma (Titifanue, 2018, p. 37). 

Digital Diaspora, Reinvigorating Indigenous Identity and Online Activism reaffirms the same 

identification process as Howard as well as the role of social media in reconnecting heritage 

(Titifanue, 2018; Howard, 2017). 

Findings 

The methods used in this study include one twenty-minute unstructured interview and 

participant observation (four sessions going through posts between February and March of 

2019). My interviewee (Hanisi) also participated in this study as an informant and translator by 

translating posts in Rotuman to English. This is an inductive study, whereby the concepts and 

understands are pulled through the analysis rather than determined a priori. Data was collected in 

field notes and screen-shots of posts on the Rotumans on Facebook page were saved. Four 

overarching themes were created to encompass the various findings: language, news, arts and 

reconnection. Language refers to all discourse about the Rotuman language including 

advertisements for language classes, expressed interest for learning Rotuman and learning 

material for example. News refers to all content regarding current events in the Rotuman 

community like political events, rugby scores, recent happenings and boat schedules. Arts 

includes all posts regarding any form of art like drawings, wood carvings, poetry, photography, 

fashion design, dancing and much more. The last category is reconnection which entails posts 

regarding ancestral reconnection. The four themes represent the literal data collected through 
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observation such as what participants post about and use Rotumans on Facebook for. Other 

underlying themes were discovered through deeper analysis like the overwhelming amounts of 

positive support, community engagement, language/cultural revitalization, kinship and the 

importance reconnection. These themes are not directly discussed necessarily, rather they are 

pulled from the categories, the interactions and the interpretations of the posts.  

Analysis of Findings  

Language 

Language as noted by the literature is a major identifier of Rotuman culture, but through 

outmigration and ethnic dilution, there are lower rates of Rotuman language proficiency and 

literacy (Howard & Rensel, 2012; Titifanue et al, 2018). This was recognized as a major concern 

for the virtual Rotuman community as various efforts have been made and promoted for 

Rotuman language education in Fiji, Australia 

and New Zealand respectively. Figure 1 is a 

video of a Rotuman language and cultural 

class in New Zealand where they taught basic 

language skills through a course that 

participants could sign up for. Within these 

language classes, elders and youths come 

together to teach how to speak, write and read 

Rotuman through curriculum created by the 

community, through song and dance called 

taumaka, which is a Figure 1: Rotuman Language Classes, March 8, 2019 
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traditional Rotuman performance art. Language requires community and therefore it is 

significant that there is a collective effort to revitalize the language, especially for migrant 

children living outside of Fiji. Other posts were frequently advertising Rotuman language 

courses as well as a dedicated Rotuman Language Week in May that coincided with the 

Rotuman Independence Day on May 13th. 

Language is heavily mixed on the Facebook group. Observation found that most posts 

were in English, many were mixed Rotuman and English and some were in complete Rotuman. 

This finding aligns with Howard’s experience with the Rotuman Website in the 90’s, suggesting 

that maybe there is no increase in Rotuman literacy (Howard & Rensel, 2012). However, it is 

important to understand how unique and complex the Rotuman language is. Rotuman is tonal 

and uses various accents like glottal stops and umlauts which can be difficult to type, but also 

due to low literacy, few people know how to apply the accents properly. Therefore, without 

proper punctuation and accents, tonal words can be difficult to understand without complete 

fluency in the language and proper context. Hanisi explains in his interview that since he speaks, 

reads and writes Rotuman, he can understand the improperly spelled/grammatically incorrect 

messages, but this would be very difficult for others not as fluent (Personal Communication, 

March 24, 2019). He explains that to understand a message without proper punctuation, grammar 

and spelling, one must have a strong understanding of the language and heavily rely on the other 

words in a sentence to understand (Hanisi, Personal Communication, March 24, 2019). Hanisi 

notes that those most likely to be fluent in the language would be the mamfua (elders) or those 

who grew up in Rotuma for an extended period of time (Personal Communication, March 24, 

2019). Hanisi explained that it is mostly the “younger generation” that he finds uses Facebook 
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(Personal Communication, 

March 24, 2019). In Figure 2, 

an exchange occurs in mostly 

Rotuman with some English 

but some words in Rotuman are 

often spelled a variety of 

accepted ways. The word “foieskia” means thank-you however it is correctly spelled "fại‘äksia” 

with a lower umlaut, a glottal stop and a diaeresis which you will rarely find included due to 

keyboard limitations and literary skill. Generally, as represented in Figure 2, most people will 

apply the glottal stop (represented by an apostrophe) in their writing as it is vital for 

distinguishing words, but the umlauts and diareses are often omitted. Beyond this, when 

participants write in Rotuman, it closes off the potential participation of those not literate to join 

the conversation. I theorize that these issues become a large barrier for those who speak Rotuman 

to also type it and particularly for those who like myself, are only partially capable of reading 

and writing Rotuman.  Overall, it is very encouraging to see the passion and effort to revitalize 

the language as it was added to UNESCO’s list of endangered languages which sparked a sense 

of urgency and importance in the global Rotuman community (Titifanue et al. 2018).  

 There was a significant presence of news on Rotumans on Facebook, with posts 

regarding the recent Christchurch terrorist attack, a beloved Colonel’s death & funeral and the 

presidential tour of Rotuma by H.E Jioji Konrote, the President of the Republic of Fiji who is a  

Figure 2 Example of Mixed Language and Rotuman Accents 
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Rotuma native. Regarding the Christchurch event, 

the community shared their condolences and 

sadness over the tragic attack (See Figure 3). 

Participants shared the news because the 

Christchurch Rotuman community was involved 

with planting flowers and providing solidarity to 

the victims while the global Rotuman community 

mourned with them. In this, Rotumans on Facebook 

created a place for Rotumans to express feelings of 

events not directly relating to Rotumans and show 

how they can be involved.  

 Similarily, a Colonel’s funeral was live-

streamed via the Fiji Sun for all to watch and this 

was shared to Rotumans on Facebook. In a similar 

concept, this allowed for members to mourn 

together regardless of their physical location. One 

participant commented “we’re so blessed to be able 

to watch this live…”, expressing her gatitude to be present for an important event through 

Facebook. There was significant coverage of the colonel’s death and the funeral with all 

participants showing love, condolenses and respect, often sharing testimony of his character or a 

personal story about him.  

Figure 3 Rotuman Support for Christchurch’s 

Muslim Community 
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Regarding H.E President Konrote’s tour 

of Rotuma, multiple updates were shared to the 

page every day regarding the on-goings on the 

tour which included a visit to the mamfua, 

visiting the 2 primary and 1 secondary school 

on the island and visitng the chiefs council 

among other activities. The president, like the 

colonel, is highly respected and liked on 

Rotumans on Facebook. One participant posted 

a long criticism of the president and the current 

infrastructure of Rotuma which received 

positive feedback and praise from the 

community seen in Figure 4. This came as a 

surprise as political commentary on Facebook 

typically becomes hateful. I was pleasantly 

surprised to see how respectful and constructive 

this exchange was. This reflects the underlying theme of positive support which reoccured 

throughout my fieldwork.  

 As so many Rotumans live outside of Rotuma, the activity regarding news showed the 

interconnectedness of the Rotuman digital diaspora. Rotumans regardless of their location are 

positively involved and connected to the lives and events of Rotumans world-wide. Aligning 

with Howard’s experience with Rotumans and the Internet, the broader community is still very 

involved and concerned with the current events of Fiji and Rotuma, as supported through my 

Figure 4 Political Criticism 
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research. This reflects the yearn to be connected and updated with the local Rotuman community 

by those living abroad.  

Arts 

 Rotuman culture, like many other Polynesian 

cultures, are artistic in a variety of ways grounded in 

traditional practice.  Rotuman communities typically 

perform a tautoga, a set of traditional dance and 

chants which is performed for special occasions like 

weddings and celebrations. Although I did not see 

any of this during my observation, this is due to the 

timing of my fieldwork. Had observation taken place 

in December (Christmas) or May (Rotuma Day), 

there would be endless content of tautoga. From my 

observation, arts like poetry, photography, drawing, fashion, traditional weaving and song were 

common. Figure 5 shows a participant selling a tofua, a hand-woven, fine-mat skirt regalia. 

Many comments regarded how 

beautiful it was and others were 

interestred in purchasing. Figure 6 

shows a new member of the group 

sharing their Rotuman inspired artwork. 

This participant shared many different 

drawings over the course of 

Figure 5 Tofua For Sale 

Figure 6 Rotuman Inspired Artwork 
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observation, with much appreciation and support by the community. Other significant posts 

about art included promotion for a Rotuman Dance show in Australia and weekly devotion music 

of bible prayers in Rotuman. Music crosses into language as many Rotumans learn to read and 

speak through learning Rotuman songs. Members would use the platform to advertise and sell 

their art to others, typically in Rotuman and Fiji. Things like clothing, food and hand-woven 

pieces are often listed for sale and commenters will show interest, inquire about price or simply 

share their admiration of the work. 

Reconnection 

Reconnecting to the culture is the most 

facinating aspect of this study. Similar to the 

findings of Howard in 2017, my observations found 

significance in participants posting to reestablish 

severed ties to their Rotuman heritage. Figure 7 

shows a photo of children and nuns in Rotuma from 

the 1950’s. A participant, Green, comments on the 

photo establishing his kinship to those in the photo 

and he shares his story of migration to the United 

States and how some kinship ties were lost. 

Participant Yellow and Purple comment on the photo 

to give more information, sharing that they are 

connected to Green and establishing the ancestral 

line. This is a common occurance on Rotumans on Facebook, however this is more informal as 

Green happened to have seen the photo but was not actively looking for reconnection. Figure 8 

Figure 7 Exchange Over Family Depicted in 

Image 
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represents a call for help from a 

participant to connect her family. In 

Figure 8, Navy follows the common 

way to appeal to the broader community 

for reconnection by declaring who they 

are, their maternal and paternal surname 

and heritage and any other 

names/information they have followed 

by who they are looking to reconnect to. 

In this example, Navy is looking to 

connect with the Teal family. Many 

participants will comment on these posts 

either directly as a member of the family or tagging others who are part of the family. In the 

example, we see a member of the Teal family commenting to help. Also important to note is the 

way Navy addresses the community: “Noa’ia e mauri se te’ ne kainaga Rotuam ‘atakoa”, this 

translates “Hello to the Rotuman relatives” in a broad sense. Participants often refer to almost all 

other Rotumans as family or relative in a fictive sense, however because everyone can trace their 

ancestry, there truly is a consainguinal kinship tie in most cases even if it is very distant and go 

back many generations. Hanisi explains that it is mostly the children of migrated Rotumans who 

the culture was not passed down to (also found by Howard, 2017), who are interested in 

restablishing anecestral connections as adults. He also notes that reconnection would not be 

possible without the mamfua and those born and raised in Rotuma (Personal Communication, 

March 24, 2019). Hanisi suggests that ancestral knowledge is directly tied to land distribution 

Figure 8 Call to Establish Ancestry 
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because each clan has clan land, a huä’ta (caretaker of the clan land), and the land is shared by 

all biological members of the clan (Personal Communication, March 24, 2019). By 

understanding the clans, the land each family is connected to and how someone is related to the 

clan, Rotumans can establish who a person is. This knowledge would only be known by those 

who were born and raised in Rotuma, have strong knowledge of Rotuman culture or has been 

passed on the knowledge by a mamfua (Hanisi, Personal Communication, March 24, 2019).    

Conclusion  

The significance of these findings show the various ways that Rotumans participate in the 

physical culture via digital platforms. The Rotuman digital diaspora therefore relies on platforms 

like Facebook, in particular Rotumans on Facebook as the means of performing their Rotuman-

ness, finding family and community while also using it as a source of education in things like 

arts, language and news. The connection between community, culture and wellbeing is a strong, 

dialectic relationship whereby each factor requires and influences the others which can be seen 

through this virtual ethnography. Participants join Rotumans on Facebook to find community 

which they may be separated from or perhaps they are strongly involved with. The online 

Facebook group allows for those living in Rotuman and Fiji to share their thoughts, feelings and 

happenings with kainaga (family) around the world, alleviating the isolation of Rotuma. This 

study found that there is a strong digital diaspora that is capable of restablishing ancestral 

connections through the help of social media and traditional knowledge, perhaps providing a 

sense of belonging and community that migrated individuals have been deprived of. Through this 

community, Rotumans can share, learn and perform their culture by such actions like signing up 

for language lessons, learning Rotuman devotion songs or studying traditional Rotuman art like 
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mat weaving. Regardless of Rotuman ancestry, having a sense of belonging and being grounded 

in your history and culture will foster a sense of wellbeing. Particularily for those who have been 

isolated through migration and ethnic dilution, they are able to participate in a culture and 

community regardless of their location by joing Rotumans on Facebook. In a sense, Rotumans on 

Facebook becomes a large family in both a fictive and literal sense as well as a community 

centre. As noted by Hanisi, it is typically the younger generation of Rotumans who do not speak 

Rotuman, live outside of Rotuma and have lost their ancestral ties to Rotuma who comes to 

Facebook in search of finding where they belong, who their clan is and where they come from 

(Personal Communication, March 24, 2019).  
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