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Abstract: This comparative analysis delves into the role of religious and economic factors in
shaping social stratification in Samoa and Tonga, two prominent societies within the
Polynesian triangle. While both islands share cultural traditions that intertwine religious
beliefs with the control of resources, which grant chiefs or kings substantial authority, their
political structures have evolved along distinct trajectories. Tonga developed a centralized
monarchy, heavily influenced by the divine right of kingship, consolidating power in the
hands of the monarchy and reinforcing hierarchical structures. In contrast, Samoa established
a decentralized matai system, prioritizing communal governance and shared leadership
through extended family networks. The study further explores how geographical and
economic conditions shaped these divergent systems, contributing to varying degrees of
institutionalized inequality and societal organization. By examining the interplay of religion,
governance, and resource control, this paper aims to provide a detailed understanding of how
these factors historically influenced social hierarchies and power dynamics across Polynesia.
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1. Introduction

Polynesia is formed by thousands of islands scattered across the Pacific Ocean, including island
groups such as Tonga, Samoa, Cooked Islands and French Polynesia, in which they share similar
cultures and beliefs. Polynesian social structures are often centered around hierarchies led by clan
chiefs or kings, who were seen as both the spiritual and political leaders. Religion played a central
role, as chiefs were often considered to be divinely appointed or possessing a special connection to
gods and ancestors. This belief granted them significant authority over land and resources, which
were often controlled and distributed by the elites. This essay will focus on a comparative analysis of
Samoa and Tonga—two significant islands within the Polynesian triangle. Both islands share
religious practices and traditions where chiefs or kings hold authority, but they differ in the nature of
their social hierarchies. Samoa tended to develop into a more egalitarian system, whereas Tonga
developed a centralized monarchy. This comparison will highlight how different factors such as
religious and economic factors influenced the development of social stratification in each society. In
this essay we will first discuss the formation and differences in the political and economic structure
between Tonga and Samoa that dated back to the prehistoric period. We will then look at factors such

© 2025 The Authors. This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

57



Proceedings of the 3rd International Conference on Social Psychology and Humanity Studies
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7048/81/2025.20443

as religion, economic and geographical influences that formed the foundation of social stratification
and discuss which factor had contributed the most.

2.  Religion
2.1. [Egalitarian Beginnings and Emergence of Hierarchies

In small, isolated island communities like Samoa and Tonga, religious beliefs were a key factor in
the evolution of hierarchical systems from earlier egalitarian structures. Religion was not only a
framework for spiritual practice but also helped to legitimize leadership and control resources. In
Tonga, society became distinctly stratified into four classes: monarchy, nobles, commoners and
ceremonial attendants. The monarchy, represented by the Tu’i Tonga, held supreme authority. This
power was deeply rooted in mythology, with the first Tu’i Tonga, ‘Aho’eitu, described as the child
of the god Tangaloa 'Eitumatupu'a, a divine ancestry that justified his rule and elevated his status
above the nobles, commoners and ceremonial attendants [1].

2.2. Comparison

By contrast, Samoa, while maintaining a hierarchical structure, was relatively more egalitarian.
Leadership within the Samoan matai system emphasized a balance of political and spiritual authority.
Chiefs (matai) were chosen based on their perceived connections to gods and ancestors, as well as
their ability to represent the collective interests of their clans (‘aiga) [2]. This system allowed for
shared decision-making, with village councils (fono) operating as collaborative governance bodies.
Unlike Tonga's centralized monarchy, Samoan religious leadership was dispersed, reflecting the
decentralized nature of its societal structure [3].

3.  The impact of Geographical Factors

Geography could also be argued as a central factor in shaping the societal structure of Tonga. The
islands of Tonga are part of a volcanic arc, formed through intense geological activity associated with
the Tonga-Kermadec Trench. This unique geological setting endowed the islands with highly fertile
volcanic soils, rich in lime and iron oxides, particularly on islands like Tongatapu [4]. This soil
supported robust agricultural productivity, allowing for surplus food production, which was critical
in sustaining a growing population and fostering the rise of a centralized monarchy.

Tonga’s volcanic islands are aligned along en-echelon fractures and submarine ridges, which
created clusters of habitable and resource-rich areas. This geographic clustering further concentrated
resources, potentially enabling the formation of centralized governance. Fertile land and a strategic
location within the volcanic arc were key factors that contributed to islands like Tongatapu emerging
as centers of political and economic power. The nutrient-rich soils derived from basaltic and andesitic
volcanic rocks provided the agricultural foundation that supported Tonga's hierarchical societal
structure.

In contrast, while Tonga developed a highly stratified society under a centralized monarchy
supported by fertile volcanic soils and concentrated resources, Samoa's rugged terrain and fragmented
settlements gave rise to a localized form of governance. Figure 1 is a map of Samoa highlighting the
mountainous terrain with darker areas indicating higher elevations [5]. The use of colors and shading
indicates different types of land usage and elevation, portraying the fertile coastal plains used for
agriculture and the less accessible, rugged interiors. This contrasts with Tonga, as shown in Figure 2,
with its flatter landmass enabling the formation of centralized political and social structures [6].
Moreover, “From Corporate to Individual Land Tenure in Western Samoa” describes how villages
were separated by geographic features such as coastal reefs and forested peaks, which delineated their
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lands and helped maintain their autonomy, indicating the communal land tenure system in Samoa
played a crucial role in shaping Samoa’s decentralized structure [7]. This text further explains that
extended family groups, known as 'aiga, collectively owned nearly all land and essential resources,
such as agricultural plots, residential areas, and communal tools. Leadership and decision-making
were managed by the family matai (chief), with land ownership remaining with the family unit across
generations. This cooperative system ensured equitable resource management, reflecting the
dispersed and locally focused nature of Samoan settlements (Figure 1).

Additionally, authority over land was not centralized but distributed among villages, with village
councils, otherwise known as fono, tasked with protecting and managing land within their rule. These
councils operated autonomously, overseeing areas that extended from coastal reefs to forested
highlands. This arrangement, driven by the need to manage resources sustainably in a challenging
environment, emphasized local decision-making and governance tailored to the unique needs of each
community (Figure 2).
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Figure 1: Map of Western Samoa [5]
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Figure 2: Map of Tonga [6]
4. Resource control

In both Samoa and Tonga, religious beliefs were deeply integrated within the systems of resource
control, contributing significantly to the consolidation of elite power. This relationship is clearly
reflected in Tonga's centralized monarchy, where the divine authority of kings played a crucial role,
and in Samoa's decentralized matai system, where land was managed at the clan level.

In Tonga, the monarchy derived its legitimacy from its divine connection to the god Tangaloa, and
power was centralized through a patrilineal system of inheritance. This approach ensured that land
remained under the control of nobles and chiefs, further embedding social hierarchies. Kaeppler notes
that inheritance of wealth, particularly land, was strictly patrilineal, securing the transfer of resources
from father to son [1].

Monumental tombs, such as those found at Lapaha, further emphasized this centralized authority.
These tombs functioned as enduring markers of leadership, symbolizing and reinforcing the political
power of the Tu’i Tonga lineage. According to Clark, the construction of these elite tombs was a
means of documenting the power and legacy of Tongan chiefs over centuries [8].

Tonga’s centralized governance gave it an edge in regional politics. As Clark explains, the Tongan
state, with its structured chiefly lines, was among the most powerful socio-political entities in
prehistoric Oceania. Chiefs strengthened their authority by overseeing agriculture, land management,
and ceremonial roles, which maintained social cohesion and stability [8-11].
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4.1. Samoa: Decentralized Matai System

In contrast, Samoa’s matai system was characterized by communal land ownership, with land held
collectively by extended families (‘aiga) and managed by chiefs. Unlike Tonga’s centralized
authority, power in Samoa was more widely distributed. Chiefs were selected based on their
contributions and the consensus of the family, rather than through strict inheritance, enabling a more
flexible distribution of leadership roles [12,13].

However, this decentralization did not eliminate inequality. Tcherkézoff highlights that matai titles
are tied to the founding ancestors of a family, and these ancestral names carry varying levels of status,
with highborn individuals more likely to inherit titles with greater prestige and authority [2].

4.2. Institutionalization of Inequality

Both societies institutionalized inequality, though they approached it through different mechanisms.
In Tonga, the combination of patrilineal inheritance and centralized governance entrenched a rigid
social structure. Chiefs and nobles derived their power through their proximity to the monarchy, as
Clark describes the high chiefs’ immense authority. Similarly, Kaeppler points out that societal
ranking was ascribed at birth, creating a deeply stratified hierarchy [1].

In Samoa, while the matai system allowed for a more flexible transfer of power, certain families
and clans accumulated resources and influence over time, perpetuating inequality. Tcherkézoff
emphasizes that: “The position of matai makes itself felt not only in the family but in the village. The
family is the center of social life; the village, that of political life amongst the Samoans.”

5. Conclusion

The comparative analysis of Samoa and Tonga reveals the significant role of religion and geography
in shaping social stratification. In Tonga, the fertile and geographically compact environment fostered
the emergence of a centralized monarchy, where divine authority upheld a rigid class hierarchy. In
contrast, Samoa's dispersed geography and system of communal land ownership encouraged a
decentralized governance structure that, while less hierarchical, still concentrated resources within
elite families. Despite their differences, both societies institutionalized inequality through distinct
mechanisms. This study highlights how the interplay of religious beliefs, economic structures, and
geographical conditions forged unique pathways to social stratification, shedding light on the
complexities of Polynesian societal organization.
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