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Abstract 
Brown-Baby is a visual compilation of multiple art mediums such as poetry, dance, music, rap, and 
animation working together to explore the spaces that we inhabit as first generation Sāmoans born in the 
New Zealand diaspora, specifically in South Auckland. This visual piece is a South Auckland take on the 
interpretation of space. The space we live and thrive in physically and the space that exists internally 
mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. It will bring to the forefront the issues of Pacific Island women in 
New Zealand society and aims to give them a space to speak their truth about their struggles as women 
of colour, as artists of colour, as queer women of colour, and as bigger bodied women. A piece 
challenging the methods we take to create films or any sort of visual art based on the stories of a person 
or people of Pasefika heritage.  
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Introduction 
 
At the centre of the Pasefika diaspora is South Auckland, the only place in the world you’ll find that is 
predominantly Brown and predominantly Pasefika. Auckland has “the largest urban concentration of Pacific 
Islanders living outside their own countries” (Minority Rights Group, 2018). The 2018 Pacific Peoples in 
Auckland Census, done by the Auckland Council Research and Evaluation Unit (RIMU), showed that Pacific 
peoples make up 15.5% of the overall Auckland population and the largest portion of this percentage are 
found in Māngere-Ōtāhuhu (59.4%), Ōtara-Papatoetoe (46.0%), and Manurewa (36.3%). (Auckland Council, 
2020). 
 
South Auckland has the biggest Pasefika presence in the world. South Auckland culture is built on the 
intersecting of not only Pasefika cultures but also Black culture as well. This can be seen in South Auckland 
fashion, lingo and slang, gang culture, and music as well. The parallels in the way all BIPOC are treated in 
Western colonialist societies makes it easy to relate though the oppression, trauma, and erasure of our 
heritages and cultures while living in Western colonies. It can be seen in the neighbourhoods BIPOC (Black 
Indigenous People of Colour) are forced into; the common thread of poverty, mental health issues and 
policing has resulted in many Pasefika people identifying with Black culture and embracing it as a way to 
navigate through the diaspora. This is specific to the Millennial and Gen Z Pasefika generations. 
 
The 90s. Some of the most influential female rap was released around the time I was born. Queen Latifah 
had just released U.N.I.T.Y in 1993 and other female MCs like Bahamadia, Missy Elliot, Lady of Rage, and 
Lauryn Hill (as a solo artist and with the Fugees) would release some of the most influential albums and 
tracks from 1994 to 1999. Most of these tracks then became some of the most influential and empowering 
Hip-Hop tracks for women of colour. Hip-Hop culture became a massive part of who I was as a person and 
who I would become as an artist. Hip-Hop influenced the way I dress, it changed the way I hear sound and 
also affected what interests me sonically. I grew up on Rap, I grew up on Krump and I grew up wearing baggy 
clothes and being obsessed with sneakers. Black culture has helped me become more comfortable in my 
skin not only as a woman of colour, but as a queer woman as well. Black women have created movements 
and spaces that have sheltered a lot of non-Black women and Black people have inspired a lot of the 
movements non-Black people of colour have used in other colonised countries in which people of colour 
continue to be treated as second-class citizens. This can be seen in the Polynesian Panthers Party, a social 
justice movement in New Zealand inspired by the Black Panther Party in the United States. However, in 
stating the influence of Black resistance on the Pasefika diaspora, my intention is not to discredit or erase 
the Māori and Pasefika resistance to colonisation, like the resistance to the British land seizure at Parihaka, 
the Tuhoe resistance to the Crown, and the Mau movement. All black and indigenous resistances to 
colonialism and imperialism are crucial to our resistances today.  
 
Being a Brown woman born and raised in the diaspora means all of the history above is relative to who I am 
and how I exist in the diaspora, but it isn’t the only thing that defines who I am. At the core of who I am is my 
Sāmoan heritage. Before anything else I am Sāmoan. Living in the diaspora means having multiple cultures 
existing, intersecting, growing, transforming and evolving over time.  Heritage is the core of you, it isn’t 
something you learn to be or choose to identify with.  
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Brown-Baby is a project centred around the experiences of Pasefika women living in the New Zealand 
diaspora, specifically South Auckland Pasefika women. It gives Pasefika women a platform to speak on what 
that feels like, the conflicts, the contradiction, the silencing of our voices and the invisibility of Pasefika women 
in New Zealand film and media. Brown-Baby is about challenging western standards, redefining and 
reclaiming space, and as always taking down the patriarchy and colonial systems. The aim is to create an 
entirely new visual language that is centred and built upon Sāmoan values including: 
 

1. Alofa - Love 
2. Tautua - Service 
3. Fa’aaloalo - Respect 

 
The Hollywood film industry has set the standards and written the blueprint for most of the film industries 
around the world. With the globalization of American films came cultural imperialism through media. This 
influenced so many things, first off it influenced what we thought was real, how we measured what was true 
and false and what we found to be more preferable or beautiful, e.g. preferring more Eurocentric features, 
more slim bodies, straight hair and lighter skin.  
 
Brown-Baby is a way for Pasefika women to take up space as well as create space for other women 
oppressed by these colonial systems and standards. Through the use of Alofa, Tautua and Fa’aaloalo the 
aim is to create a safe and more honest, mindful and empowering environment for our stories to be told as 
well as finding new narrative structures that are specific to our cultures and heritage. This research explores 
the types of discrimination Pasefika women experience and the need for intersectionality in film and media. 
The type of discrimination this research covers is fatphobia, and how the colonial influence on Pasefika 
cultures and other indigenous cultures has resulted in the constant hate and ridiculing of fat women eventually 
resulting in the erasure of fat Pasefika women in New Zealand Pasefika society and on screen. 
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Literature Review 
 
Representation in film and media has become of great importance to many Pasefika filmmakers. There are 
so many film makers using the phrase ‘For us, about us, by us’ referring to the importance of work for Pasefika 
people, about Pasefika people and made by Pasefika people, and although we are starting to see more 
Pasefika content on screen and in the media, this does not mean that the content isn’t problematic or doesn’t 
add to the discrimination and erasure of certain types of Pasefika people, for example plus size Pasefika 
women, LGBTQI+ Pasefika people, and disabled Pasefika people. Visibility is important, but so is 
understanding the importance of intersectionality and how this can benefit filmmaking and storytelling. 
Intersectionality validates people that experience multiple layers of discrimination in addition to race and sex 
discrimination. New Zealand media and Pasefika film have so far to go in terms of representation, this can 
be seen in the use of Pasefika men and white women in ads. These are screenshots I have taken from social 
media ads. 
 

  
 
 

(Instagram Flybuysnz Ad, 2021) (Youtube ASB Ad, 2020) 

(YouTube SKYTV Ad, 2021) 
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Pasefika men and white women have become one of New Zealand’s default representations for diversity in 
media. Here, Pasefika men are used to represent Pasefika people and white women are used to represent 
women. When it comes to representing Pasefika people or Pasefika discrimination, we see this mostly 
through the experiences of Pasefika men. When it comes to representing women or sex discrimination, we 
are always looking at this through the experiences of white women. This erases and completely disregards 
the existence of Pasefika women who live at the intersection of race and sex, and also those who experience 
other forms of discrimination too.  
 
In her 2016 TED talk titled ‘The urgency of intersectionality’, Kimberlé Crenshaw who coined the term 
intersectionality, stresses the reality of race and gender bias and how harmful and detrimental this is to the 
lives and experiences of Black women. “I began to use the term intersectionality to deal with the fact that 
many of our social justice problems like racism or sexism are often overlapping creating multiple levels of 
social injustice” (Crenshaw, 2016). Crenshaw is speaking specifically about Black women, but I will be 
applying this to the same mistreatment and erasure of specific types of Pasefika women in New Zealand 
Pasefika film and media. The erasure of Pasefika women on screen stems from many intersecting types of 
discrimination that is often invalidated, not acknowledged and seen as minor because race discrimination 
and sex discrimination are framed as the two main types of discrimination. Crenshaw (2016) talks about 
reframing discrimination and using intersectionality as a way to understand that these other types of 
discrimination are layers that can exist in addition to race discrimination or sex discrimination; BIPOC women 
experience both race and sex discrimination at the same time along with many other types depending on 
their sexuality, size, class, age, and physical abilities (Crenshaw, 2016). Intersectionality is important because 
it brings to the forefront the types of discrimination society fails to acknowledge, talk about or call out. 

One of the types of discrimination is Fatphobia. There is a lack of representation for plus size and bigger 
bodied Pasefika women on screen. “Like any form of systematic oppression, fatphobia is deeply rooted in 
complex structures like capitalism, patriarchy and racism, and that can make it really difficult to see, let alone 
challenge” (Drinkwater, 2016). If you search fatphobia on any social media platform you are bound to come 
across a lot of body positive and fat activists who continue to uplift and inspire fat people and people who 
don’t feel comfortable in their bodies, but to counter this, you will also come across just as much, if not more 
negative fatphobic comments and people. An example of this is the countless amounts of definitions found 
on urbandictionary.com that define fatphobic as “A word created by fat people to make themselves feel better” 
(Urban Dictionary, 2021), completely disregarding the existence of fatphobia and gaslighting fat people who 
are constantly discriminated against and experience oppression because of this. Many compare it to other 
forms of discrimination and oppression to invalidate the experiences of fat people and to justify their own anti-
fatness. In her analysis of fatphobia, race, gender, sexuality and black womanhood, Kara A. Lawrence states: 

The reference to fatphobia as a “made-up” oppression signifies the lack of 
understanding people have towards those situated outside the margins of societal 
privilege. Comparing it to other oppressions as an attempt to discredit the struggle fat 
people endure, completely disregards those who are experiencing fatphobia and other 
forms of oppression at the same time. Also, people who perpetuate fatphobia fail to 
understand the difficulties of being deemed unattractive in such an appearance driven 
society. The lack of regard for plus sized bodies negates bodily autonomy and seeks 
to dehumanize the person in an attempt to make others more comfortable. Feeling 
negated is damaging to a person’s psyche because it leaves people feeling unworthy 
and unattractive, which is dangerous especially for women. (Lawrence, 2019
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For fat BIPOC women, visibility and representation on screen is rare and when there are fat women on screen 
and in the media, they are often used as comic relief, or they are hypersexualized or desexualized. The types 
of fat bodies that are usually hypersexualized are the curvy, hourglass figure like bodies. This applies to fat 
women with small waists and big hips and thighs, they have slim faces and are curvier than they are fat. A 
couple of visual examples of this body type are the bodies of plus size models like Ashley Graham and Tara 
Lynn.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Fat bodies that are curvy are seen as more feminine, and to be more specific white curvy bodies, and because 
they are still seen as sexy and desirable to men, these are the types of fat bodies that are hypersexualized 
heavily in media. However, fat bodies that are not considered desirable are often desexualized and these are 
specifically the bodies of fat BIPOC women. In her book ‘Fat on Film’, Plotz talks about how fatphobia has 
affected women to a much greater extent than men. She talks about how if women’s bodies are fatter or 
bigger, taller or more muscular than men, this is seen as a threat to societies traditional gender roles and to 
the woman’s status and place within the patriarchy (Plotz, 2020, p. 22-23). “Fatness was seen as one of the 
key indicators of racial and evolutionary inferiority. Fatness served as yet another attribute demarcating the 
divide between civilization and primitive cultures, whiteness and blackness, good and bad” (Farrell, 2011, as 
cited in Plotz, 2020, p. 21-22). Though fat white woman are victims of sex discrimination and fatphobia, the 
intersecting of fatphobia, sex discrimination and race discrimination for black women was more normalized 
because of what Western culture and society had already labled black people (Plotz, 2020, p. 23-24). 
Although the text specifically speaks about black women, I believe that most of this applies to most indigenous 
women of colour as well. Often BIPOC women, and more specifically fat BIPOC women are not seen as 
feminine because of the shade of their skin, the size of their bodies and also their physical capabilities. BIPOC 
fatness comes with an automatic desexualisation as well as de-humanization.  

Plotz (2020) points out that “Whiteness is an essential part of normative femininity in 
general and also of feminine ideals of physical attractiveness in particular. Patricia Hill 
Collins points out how in the American context milky white skin and long, blond, silky 
hair have traditionally been considered to be the epitome of female beauty, thereby 
immediately excluding African American women from these ideals and situating them 
as less attractive by default” (Plotz, 2020, p. 69) 

Plotz (2020) went on to write that because the fat body is the epitome of non-normative femininity, female 
fatness carries connotations of being in opposition to hegemonic gender roles. The fat body is seen as a 
resistance against societal limitations (Plotz, 2020, p. 68). The gaslighting of fat people and invalidation of fat 

(Ashley Graham Instagram, 2021) (Ashley Graham Instagram, 2021) (Tara Lynn Instagram, 2021) 
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discrimination is a result of white supremacy because it supports the way white supremacists have used the 
idea of ‘othering’ to dehumanize BIPOC people. People who are dehumanized are often defined as “other” 
on the basis of race, ethnicity, gender, and other cultural attributes. A person is objectified as an other  when 
they are viewed as “an object to be manipulated and controlled” (Collins, 1990, as cited in Hairston, 2008, p. 
69) and because black women already exist outside of the idea of normative femininity and are portrayed on 
screen as being prone to aggressiveness and physical violence, they are often ostracized from romantic 
storylines, and the caricatures created to represent them on screen are out of control, gluttonous monsters 
that have no self-respect and no respect for authority. A perfect example of this is Rasputia in Norbit (Brian 
Robbins, 2007). The fact that Rasputia is played by Eddie Murphy, a man, is proof of the desexualisation of 
fat black women, oftentimes black men have created and supported the creation of these characters that 
humiliate and further dehumanize black women. In Norbit, Rasputia had to physically force him to marry her 
using her size and body as the weapon she holds him victim to. He doesn’t love her, he fears her.  

Hollywood has created characters that are specifically for fat women only, and this is because her fatness is 
what drives her character. It is what makes her funny and interesting. Her body holds her entire performance 
and her physical violence and aggression is overexaggerated at times to over-sell how similar her bodily 
abilities are to that of a man, labelling her as undesirable and unattractive. 

Diana (Melissa McCarthy) in Identity Thief (Seth Gordon, 2013) kicks and punches her 
opponents, her signature move being a quick punch to the throat; in Bridesmaids (Paul 
Feig, 2011) Megan (also McCarthy) slaps and grapples with her friend on a couch; in 
Big Momma’s House the title character knees a neighbour, who keeps hassling her, in 
the groin; in Pitch Perfect (Jason Moore, 2012) Fat Amy enthusiastically joins an 
incipient brawl by kicking a guy in his groin; Rasputia in Norbit (Brian Robbins, 2007) 
constantly slaps or otherwise physically attacks her husband; in Madea’s Family 
Reunion (Tyler Perry, 2006) the title character on several occasions hits and slaps 
those behaving to her dislike. (Plotz, 2020, p. 72-73). 

 
These characters using their bodies for physical violence is seen as ‘unladylike’ and non-normative femininity. 
“What some of these acts also convey is physical strength, a very non-feminine trait, in particular when 
women are shown to be physically stronger than men. The fat female body in general carries connotations 
of physical strength and thereby compromises traditional gender roles based on the dichotomy of (physically) 
strong masculinity vs. (physically) weak femininity” (Plotz, 2020, p. 74). The hypersexualization and de-
sexualization of fat women has led to the dehumanization of fat women.  
 
When I was in performing arts school I remember the first role I got was playing a teacher. A strict, advice 
giving, staunch Samoan principle. I was the only tomboyish fat girl in my class and I felt like they chose me 
specifically for this role, because they don’t see non-feminine presenting bodies as feminine enough to play 
the high-school girls or just regular young women. I remember thinking what is this? I don’t want to play an 
older woman, I don’t want to play someone’s mum or aunty, or even someone’s grandma, and I remember 
seeing a lot of the big non-feminine presenting girls playing these same roles. This desexualisation of fat 
women who aren’t curvy or dress feminine is dehumanizing and is the reason most fat girls never audition 
for roles. It is already standard for performers to look good in the industry according to the Eurocentric 
standard, to look like they can sell love, romance, sex appeal and perfection. These standards leave out fat 
performers and artists. They leave the world thinking fat people can’t perform or act unless they’re there to 
make you laugh. 
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Now why is this important and how does it relate to my work in Brown-Baby? Pasefika women are already 
under-represented in film. This need for representation that forces the audience to settle for any kind of 
representation results in the erasure of certain types of Pasefika women because the standard for 
representation will always follow western-centrism or Eurocentrism. Pasefika and non-Pasefika filmmakers 
will always choose the skinny light skin woman over a bigger bodied woman that is a darker shade of brown. 
Following Hollywood standards and methods of filmmaking is demeaning, devaluing, dehumanizing and 
erases the plethora of body types and skin shades that exist. It also erases lesbian/bisexual/pansexual and 
trans women, it erases non-binary people and it erases women with disabilities. The under-represented 
women on screen in New Zealand Pasefika film are mostly fat women, queer women, women with disabilities, 
and dark skin women. The types of Pasefika women that are always casted as love interests, side characters 
or leads for Pasefika film are able bodied, slim, lighter skinned and heterosexual. The film No. 2 (Toa Fraser, 
2006) is about a Fijian-Kiwi family, but the cast of women aren’t even of Fijian descent. Apart from Ruby Dee, 
who is a black American actress, the main cast of women include Mia Blake (European/Tongan), Miriama 
McDowell (Māori) and Tuva Novotny (Swedish) playing the girlfriend of one of the brothers. All of these 
women are slim figured and very fair skinned. The male cast are also non-Fijian, and the only white woman 
casted, Tuva Novotny, is the centre of a fight that breaks out between 2 of the brothers. Sione’s Wedding 
(Graham, 2006) again consists of a very slim and fair skinned female cast like Madeleine Sami, Teuila Blakely 
and Maryjane McKibbin-Schwenke, apart from these women, there is a very obvious preference in favour of 
white women, this can be seen through Robbie Magasiva’s character Michael.  
 

 
 
 
These women are not to blame for the fact that their presence on screen has added to the under-
representation and erasure of other types of Pasefika women who are different sizes and have darker skin 
tones from them. They just so happen to fit the preferred type of image New Zealand Pasefika film is painting 
Pasefika women as. Most of the films these women are casted in are films directed by men, Sione’s Wedding 
being directed by a white man. What New Zealand Pasefika film lacks is an understanding that this is not a 
preference, this is anti-black, anti-fat, colourist, ableist, homophobic and ultimately racism and sexism. The 
Eurocentric bias is very obvious. Only featuring women that you know can sell sex appeal and femininity to 
men and specifically white men, is not inclusive and cannot be seen or labelled representation, it supports 
race discrimination, sex discrimination and so much more. There is a massive need for New Zealand Pasefika 
filmmakers to undo the colonized mentality that allows the space for racism, sexism, colourism, fatphobia, 
homophobia, transphobia and ableism. One way to decolonize film and storytelling is to normalize all the 
faces and bodies of BIPOC women, normalize all features, sizes and skin tones. Another way is to recognise 
the privileges we hold when we don’t fall under certain types of discrimination.  
 
This is also why there is a massive need for filmmakers and storytellers to understand intersectionality. 
Intersectionality is important especially for BIPOC women, through this Crenshaw teaches that because race 
and gender discrimination are viewed through a single-axis framework this erases the experiences of women 
who experience discrimination that is in addition to race and sex discrimination. Therefore those who are at 

(Miriama McDowell) (Mia Blake) (Madeleine Sami) (Teuila Blakely) (Maryjane McKibbin-Schwenke) 
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the centre of both and experience more types of discrimination like classism, homophobia, transphobia, 
fatphobia, xenophobia, islamophobia, ableism and ageism, fall through the cracks of these frameworks 
because there isn’t a frame that centres their experience as something that is not just race discrimination or 
sex discrimination, it is both and so much more.  

I want to suggest further that this single-axis framework erases Black women in the 
conceptualization, identification and remediation of race and sex discrimination by 
limiting inquiry to the experiences of otherwise-privileged members of the group. In 
other words, in race discrimination cases, discrimination tends to be viewed in terms 
of sex- or class-privileged Blacks; in sex discrimination cases, the focus is on race- 
and class-privileged women. (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 140) 

Again although Crenshaw speaks specifically on the experiences of Black women, I feel as though this relates 
to so many indigenous and communities of colour as well. Just like how Pasefika people living in the New 
Zealand diaspora and specifically in South Auckland identify with black culture, the writings of black 
academics and black activists often help us understand the struggles we share as non-white people living in 
these western colonies, and also helps us find our voices and ways to voice this. However, this doesn’t mean 
our struggles are the same or take away from our separate histories dealing with colonialism and imperialism. 
Pasefika people and other non-black people of colour have privileges that black people don’t, our histories 
are not the same and do not give us non-black people of colour the right to appropriate black culture. 
Intersectionality forces us to hold ourselves accountable for the privileges we have over others without 
invalidating our own. This is important to decolonizing film and other art spaces.  
 
In order to create an entirely new visual language that will open up space for all Pasefika storytelling there 
are so many things in need of dismantling.  
 
• We need to understand intersectionality. 
• We need to remove Hollywood standards, structures and methods.  
• We need to normalize our faces, features, bodies, hair textures, and skin colours.  
• We need to normalize queer relationships, queerness, transness and genders that are non-binary, as 

well as indigenous genders like fa’afafine, fa’atama, fakaleiti, mahu, akava’ine and takatāpui.  
• We also need to normalize respecting pronouns.  
• We need to normalize people with disabilities, and normalize them as protagonists and love interests.  
• We need to stop creating content that caters to white audiences and uses our stories, traditions and 

heritages as a commodity.  
• We need to stop trying to modernize our traditions just so they become more palatable for western society.  
• We need to be more considerate and respectful of our cultures and heritages and the ways we use them 

through storytelling.  
 
Most importantly we need to take up space and create spaces for our stories and our people that have 
boundaries that don’t allow  discrimination, invalidation and white-washing. The foundation of these spaces 
need to be built upon our own cultural values. The space I create through Brown-Baby is built upon Alofa 
(Love), Tautua (Service) and Fa’aaloalo (Respect). 
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Methodology 
 
To provide some context on why I chose Fonofale as my methodology, let me quote the first words written in 
Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s ‘Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous peoples’ (1999).  
 

From the vantage point of the colonized, a position from which I write, and choose to 
privilege, the term 'research' is inextricably linked to European imperialism and 
colonialism. The word itself, 'research', is probably one of the dirtiest words in the 
indigenous world's vocabulary. (Smith, 1999, p. 1). 
 

With the history western research has with indigenous peoples, as a Sāmoan woman, I wanted to make sure 
my research was done in a way that was respectful of my people, all Pasefika people, and our cultures, 
traditions and values. The approach I wanted to take was one that reminded me that my overall goal was to 
create a visual language that is rooted in our values, does not exploit our traditions and practices, benefits 
our communities and protects the wellbeing of Pasefika people. The methodology I chose had to be from a 
Pacific worldview, it needed to be rooted in Fa’asamoa and not centred around the Eurocentric methods and 
ways of conducting research. The western world view values the individual and their obsession with doing 
whatever is necessary to achieve their ultimate goals, whereas the Pacific worldview always values and 
works towards what is best for the collective (Tu’itahi, 2007, as cited in Ponton, 2018).  
 
Fonofale methodology is an approach to research that values individual wellbeing as well as the wellbeing of 
the collective. Through Fonofale methodology we are reminded to be mindful when recruiting, gathering data 
and measuring outcomes (Ponton, 2018, p. 4). Fonofale forces researchers to recognise boundaries as well, 
cultural boundaries, family boundaries and personal boundaries, as well as ensuring that research is done 
appropriately and ethically. I also believe that it is important to use the same approach when working with 
LGBTQI+ peoples, people with disabilities, fat or plus size women, and all people who sit outside the 
Eurocentric norm.  
 
Earlier this year I met Fuimaono Karl Pulotu-Endemann the creator of the Fonofale model at a wedding. 
Pulotu-Endemann is a transwoman so I will refer to them as they/them as I don’t know their preferred 
pronouns. We had a conversation through email where I expressed how the Fonofale methodology was of 
great importance to my research and my approach to research itself. They replied and expressed their 
excitement for the work I am doing and also told me that the they created the model in the “1980s amongst 
the controversy of HIV/AIDS, homophobia and racism” (Pulotu-Endemann, personal communication, Apr 28, 
2021). As a queer Sāmoan woman, I find it crucial to understand the importance of recognising and respecting 
the spaces and boundaries that each individual or community create to protect their overall wellbeing. 
Understanding this, is understanding that wellbeing ties back to the Vā. Sāmoans are taught the importance 
of boundaries through our understanding of the Vā. My grandpa always talked about the Vā as the space in 
each and every relationship between people, a space that needed to be constantly nourished with respect, 
understanding, patience, love and so much more. This is why the Vā is always evolving, always growing, and 
never empty or ending.  
 
Brown-Baby is a creative project that uses the model of a Sāmoan fale (house) as a way to understand the 
importance of Pasefika wellbeing and also understand the ways in which Pasefika wellbeing is affected by 
film and media. The Fonofale model’s structure has aiga (family) at the foundation, cultural 
values/heritage/identity as the roof, and the four pillars representing physical, spiritual, mental and other 
(sexuality, gender, age, socio-economic status) wellbeing. Brown-Baby explores how we can use this 
framework to understand what is crucial to Pasefika storytelling and how can it serve our stories better.  
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Discussion 
 
When I began this research, the project I had originally planned to create was a live performance show called 
Brown-Baby, that was about the multiple spaces that Pasefika women live and thrive in today. It was going 
to also incorporate different art practices together like poetry and rap, and dance and music with animation, 
video editing and sound editing. I wanted it to be set in my community here in Māngere, South Auckland and 
I wanted it to be a piece that blends Sāmoan culture with South Auckland culture.  
 
After considering the situation with covid in Auckland I was forced to rethink my project and final output. 
Brown-Baby is no longer a live performance show, it is an audio-visual (moving image) piece about the space 
we inhabit and how we use this space. It is also about taking up space, space that has kept certain types of 
people out. Lastly it is about taking back the power to be able to tell our Pasefika stories how we want and 
using structures and methods that keep it from being exploitative or exploited by others. 
 
From the perspective of a young brown queer fat woman, the audience is shown the South Auckland Pasefika 
diaspora experience through her eyes and the eyes of other young Pasefika South Aucklanders. Decolonizing 
the screen involves decolonizing the lens in which you see people. Brown-Baby uses music, poetry and rap, 
dance, camera work, editing, and sound design to tell the stories of untold and unsung heroes. It shows the 
love, the service and the respect that exists in Pasefika cultures and people. It normalizes brown fatness and 
queerness and makes space for a different type of storytelling.  
 
A visual collection of images and sounds that make up the South Auckland experience and that explores the 
ways that film can be used to create a multi-layered visual piece that shows the dimensions of spaces that 
exist in our stories. Many storylines within one storyline that intersect at some point.  
 
Our story is driven by our masked protagonist. A character who’s face stays covered in a brown bandanna 
mask. 
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The pace of the film is dependent on this characters thoughts and feelings. The characters immediate world 
where other South Auckland characters exist is constantly intersecting with the outside world and it’s 
influences. This is shown in the video and sound editing and the way everything is cut together at a fast pace 
with measured chaos. Sounds and images that are from different dimensions of time and space intersect to 
serve the purpose of the narrative, what is being said or what is trying to be said. The chaotic and jumpy 
cutting style represents the pace of South Auckland, but it is also a representation of being a Brown person 
living in a white colonial society and the different spaces Pasefika people constantly have to tune in and out 
of and navigate through.  
 
I think it’s important for non-BIPOC people to understand that being a Brown in a white colonial society means 
having to be different people in different spaces, and sometimes this means losing parts of yourself to these 
spaces as well as creating new personas as a defence mechanism. Defence mechanisms we are forced to 
build because we are policed in a lot of spaces. Pasefika people and all BIPOC people have to navigate 
through racist university spaces and classes, work environments and even public spaces. When you are 
Brown and you go in for a job interview you have to make sure you turn off your South Auckland accent, sit 
up straight and be extra early and polite, making sure you don’t give them a reason to stereotype you because 
you’re Brown and also because you’re from South Auckland. When you are Brown and walk around a 
predominantly white neighbourhood you can’t help but notice the stares that force you to smile so you seem 
less threatening. As a Brown person that attended the Unitec screen arts course, I remember having to 
introduce myself to a lot of my white peers because they would just stare at me but never talk to me or even 
introduce themselves. I also remember when a white student created a false narrative conflict that painted 
all of us Pasefika students as bullies to our entire screen arts cohort, including some of the staff. We were 
ignored and avoided like we were criminals and when we had a meeting with the course director, we were 
told to apologize to her and advised to buy to her some flowers and a card. The chaos in the editing represents 
the chaos of having to navigate your own Brownness in white spaces. White spaces that constantly police 
your every move and force you to police yourself. Always having to choose between being yourself or being 
someone that is acceptable to white colonial society. The chaotic cuts between different types of media also 
represents the short attention span of youth and young people today due to these fast form video making 
apps like TikTok. It also represents the alarming rate we absorb media at.  
 
One of the scenes I have set up in the film covers policing but shows this through the relationship between 
South Auckland and the police. The film’s chaotic cuts changes into slow paced shots of each character 
watching the police pass by. Their lives being put on pause as the blue and red lights cross their faces. The 
relationship between the police and BIPOC people has a long history of resistance and police brutality. From 
Bastion Point to Mauna Kea, Standing Rock to the Mau movement, all the way into the Black Lives Matter 
movement of today. The slow pace that the film takes during the police passing by scene, represents how 
aware you have to be as a BIPOC person in the presence of police. Especially now that New Zealand police 
have access to firearms. Being automatically seen as a threat and hostile forces you to watch every move 
you make. 
 
One of my experiences with the police happened when I was having lunch with a friend. As we were walking 
back to school two police officers ran up and grabbed both of us really aggressively, the one that grabbed 
me pulled on the back of my shirt so hard it choked me. It turned out they thought we were two Māori/Pasefika 
girls who had shoplifted from a store that wasn’t even close to where we were having lunch. They continued 
to question us about everything and were considering following us back to school to make sure we were 
enrolled in the course. The stance that BIPOC people take when dealing with police is a result of generational 
trauma and also personal experience. 
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After this scene with the police, we come back to our chaotic cutting style. Through these chaotic flashes of 
image and sound we can see the narrative trying to build itself, the film itself is trying to automatically create 
a false narrative for our masked character’s world but she won’t let it succeed. This story speaks to the way 
the media perpetually creates false narratives about South Auckland and Pasefika people in New Zealand. 
 
The music in the film is intended to be eerie. All the music created for this film includes Pasefika drums mixed 
in with Roland 808 (drum machine) and bass sounds characteristic of Hip-Hop. The sound style is similar to 
the sound design and music used in my previous films ‘Moonmelon’ (Peterrz, 2017) and BlueTabu 
(BRŌWNALFĀ, 2019). This particular soundscape is one I have developed myself over time. The sounds 
are purposely mixed in with dialogue, conversations, rap and poetry to represent how we can over-absorb 
media. The sheer amount of online media that we take in everyday can become dangerous and sometimes 
scary. This can also be seen in the visual pace and editing style of the film. It is very jumpy and chaotic at 
times but also has its moments that are calm and mostly driven by conversation and sound design. This 
chaotic editing style jumps between the main driving storyline of our masked protagonist, the storylines of the 
other South Auckland characters and the interrupting cuts of outside source media.  
 
When it came to shooting the film one of the ideas I wanted to explore involved characters and cast members 
controlling the point of view of the audience. Something that interests me about social media is the different 
ways in which people present the stories they shoot throughout the day. Most people are very creative and 
have their own personal aesthetic to their social media profiles. Being able to control the way people see you, 
what you share and what you keep to yourself. Some people don’t share much and some overshare and I 
wanted to explore this contemporary world of image making and consumption through the visual style of the 
film. The visuals are shot on multiple cameras, there is a main camera that has the highest definition, a 
GoPro, and then there are phone cameras used for other shots. In the world of this film the characters are 
never ever seen in close-ups unless they choose this willingly; the GoPro is always shooting from afar and 
generally with wide shots. I wanted to create a visual representation of boundaries, I wanted to play with the 
idea of authorized and unauthorized entry and surveillance, South Auckland being the place that is observed, 
inspected, and policed the most in this country. Even when we aren’t doing anything we are still watched and 
followed by police.  
 
Collaborating with me on this piece are some of my favourite South Auckland and Brown female artists, all 
of whom are close friends and family members of mine. To help write the poetry I collaborated with one of 
the best spoken word artists I know, Roimata Prendergast, someone who has grown up in South Auckland 
their whole life and whose use of words is unmatched. My cast are made up of family and close family friends; 
all except one of my collaborators are non-actors. The reason why I always choose to work with non-actors 
is the flair they have of not trying to overdo or oversell the characters, and this is because these characters 
are representations of themselves or people they know. I find film interesting when the characters are played 
by people from the community that is being portrayed in the story. One of the things I value and is a big part 
of the way I tell stories is authenticity.  
 
One of the problems with New Zealand Pasefika that inspired me to create a piece like this, is the 
misrepresentation of South Auckland in the media. After seeing ‘My friend Michael Jones’ (Rambo, 
Leaupepe, 2018) I realised that New Zealand media loves to see these stereotypical caricatures of abused 
women and violent men from South Auckland. They love to see how harsh, how violent and how ignorant 
South Auckland is. Films like ‘Once were Warriors’ (Tamahori, 1994), and short films like ‘Manurewa’ 
(Peacocke, 2010) and ‘My friend Michael Jones’ (Rambo, Leaupepe, 2018) all use South Auckland as the 
aesthetic to their films on abuse, bullying, family violence, anger, rage, sexual assault and suicide. My 
problem with films like this is they create characters that support stereotypes without giving the context of the 
environment so many people grow up in, generational trauma and abuse, mental health issues as well as 
poverty all play a massive part in the statistics, but are never really elaborated on in the films made about the 
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statistics. Also why is it that the only South Auckland films that receive international and domestic recognition 
are the ones that are traumatic and about violence, abuse and suicide?  
 
As I developed my understanding of what I feel is missing from Pasefika media I noticed that there are so 
many people under-represented or not represented at all. This research is important because it showcases 
the different faces and bodies of Pasefika women we usually don’t see on screen. This project also creates 
space for film that isn’t linear, it creates space for new narratives styles that are rooted in a Pasefika world 
view and Pasefika values. Narratives that call for more than one protagonist and strictly from the point of view 
of the under-represented. Narratives that give you space for imagination, giving you what is necessary and 
leaving the rest up to your own interpretation. Narratives that force you to think and reflect. Narratives that 
are considerate of those who may be triggered by images of abuse, suicide, and sexual assault. Narratives 
that showcase more than just one depiction of Pasefika women and celebrates all women. Most importantly 
narratives that are not racist, sexist, homophobic, transphobic, fatphobic, ableist, colourist, ageist, 
xenophobic, islamophobic or classist. There will be no space for discrimination because one of the main 
purposes of this research is to challenge the bias that NZ Pasefika film has to Eurocentric ways and features, 
and re-define what we consider representation. The under-representation of fat women, queer women, trans 
women, women with disabilities and dark skin women in NZ film and media is disgusting. It is erasing the 
existence of these types of women, silencing their voices and invalidating their struggles and experiences.  
 
This project speaks specifically from the point of view of a fat queer Sāmoan woman from South Auckland, 
because this is my own personal experience and also because the lack of women characters on screen that 
are fat, queer and Pasefika adds to the constant ridiculing of fat women and the silencing of queer women in 
our communities. Having no representation on screen dehumanizes so many people and especially fat, trans 
and queer BIPOC women.  
 
Fatphobia and the lack of representation for fat women in film devalues fat women’s bodies and leaves space 
for cruelty, violence and abuse. On the app TikTok there are so many cruel and disgusting conversations 
being had about the bodies of fat women. Earlier this month a video was found online of a podcast where a 
man is talking about how he thinks the bottom half of fat woman’s body is worthless. He talks about shooting 
fat women in the head like “cattle” if they don’t have big breasts, and then goes on to talk about his desire to 
have someone slice the bottom half of a fat woman’s body off because the only use a man would have for a 
fat woman’s body is her mouth and her breasts if they are big. This video had been online for 7 years. It had 
7.6K views and 214 likes. It has now been removed from YouTube because of the countless reports woman 
have been sending to YouTube. One thing I have noticed while watching videos like this one is that most of 
these conversations are being held by white men. There is another video of an older white man saying that 
fat girls who dress like they’re skinny should be seen as a crime and a crime punishable by death. The fact 
that these types of videos exist online and condone violence and sexual assault towards fat women is 
disturbing. A lot of Pasefika woman are fat and plus size women. This puts us in danger. As much as people 
like to believe the solution then would be to just lose the weight, this takes away from the actual problem and 
actual threat, uncultured, ignorant, spoilt and coddled white men. This is why I believe that understanding 
that fatphobia is a real problem is important. When people invalidate a fat woman’s experience they give 
permission to these types of men to continue dehumanizing fat women and also all women. It puts the lives 
of fat women in danger because men have used this as an excuse to other women again, specifically the 
women they don’t see as attractive.  
 
Cis-gendered white men perpetuate the most violence towards women online, this will be shown in my final 
project. There is an entire movement on TikTok of men who call themselves “Alpha” males. Most of the 
content made by these so called “alpha” males spread misinformation about the experiences of woman, 
woman’s bodies and how relationships are meant to work between men and women. None of these men are 
trained professionals, they just have a lot of time one their hands and no friends. With all the time and opinions 
they have, they create these woman hating podcasts to push their ignorant agendas and ideologies on other 
easily influenced insecure men, putting women in danger. TikTok user @bulldogmindset says in one of his 
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videos that to be an “alpha” male you need to “stop beating around the bush. Stop being extra-polite. Say 
what you want, and say I want you to do this in bed. Do this. You’re giving a command” again dehumanizing 
women and supporting non-consensual violence and coercion. This white privilege male mentality is creating 
dangerous environments for women, specifically BIPOC women who are already othered by the colonial 
ideologies these men worship. This mentality supports so much more than the patriarchy, it supports white 
supremacy. It others and dehumanizes women according to their sexual worth to men. Men who think this 
way because they have never been othered in Western society. White men hold the most privilege because 
they are both of the white race and of the male gender, both of these things are considered superior in white 
supremacy and western society.  
 
This is the world that we live in today. This is the world for which Brown-Baby was created. This is the reality 
for fat BIPOC women and this doesn’t even cover the type of abuse BIPOC queer and trans women receive. 
This is the reality of Pasefika fat, queer and trans women. Othering and abuse. Silencing and erasure. 
Violence and death.  
 
How do these problems and mentalities seep into our smaller communities? Because we live in western 
colonies we will always feel the pressure of this, it flows into our education systems, it flows into our work 
environments and church communities, it is absorbed by our young men and women and practiced in 
classrooms, eventually making its way into our homes. When abuse and violence makes its way into our 
homes it can become generational if not stopped. It can create generations of trauma if not called out from 
the beginning. Our fat, queer, and trans sisters need exposure, they need to be seen as human beings that 
have feelings and are not your funny side characters who provide good advice and comic relief. They need 
to be seen as lovers, as mothers in healthy relationships, as sisters, as daughters to non-abusive parents, 
and as leading ladies in films about super-heroes, fantasy, adventure, and every other genre. There is so 
much space for this to happen, it’s just no filmmaker is brave enough or decent enough to do this. Brown 
Baby attempts to rectify this. By weaving together different creative techniques and practices, Brown Baby 
experiments with an audio-visual language that better honours the experiences of Pasefika in South 
Auckland.  
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Appendix 
 
Figures 1-4 were taken as reference images for the look I was trying to create visually on camera. Figure 4 
also shows the development of drawings into photographs.  

(Figure 1: Brown-Baby, 2020)   

(Figure 2: Brown-Baby, 2020)   

(Figure 3: Brown-Baby, 2020)   

(Figure 4: Brown-Baby, 2020)   

(Figure 4: Brown-Baby, 2020)   
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(Figure 5: Brown-Baby, 2020)   

(Figure 6: Brown-Baby, 2020)   
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Figure 5: Face angles    
Figure 6: South Auckland environment 
Figure 7: Storyboard for police scene 

 

(Figure 8: Brown-Baby, 2021)   
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(Figure 9: Brown-Baby, 2021)   
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Figure 8 & 9: BTS of shooting traditional dance scene  Figure 10: Images from storyline shoot 

(Figure 10: Brown-Baby, 2022)   




