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Polynesian and Indigenous wayfinding
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Core question

How can people navigate vast environments without reducing wayfinding to a map, compass
or written coordinate system?

Historical and evolutionary context

Polynesian voyaging connected islands across one of the largest inhabited ocean regions on
Earth. Lapita-associated settlement reached Remote Oceania roughly 3,000-2,800 years
before present. High-precision radiocarbon syntheses place the first phase of East Polynesian
settlement around 1025-1120 CE and a major subsequent pulse across remote archipelagos
around 1190-1290 CE; Aotearoa/New Zealand was settled late within this expansion, broadly
in the thirteenth century. Navigators integrated stars, solar position, swell patterns, winds,
clouds, birds, currents and remembered island sequences. Knowledge was learned through
apprenticeship, oral teaching and embodied practice. Comparable principles of culturally
organized environmental navigation appear in Arctic, desert and other Indigenous traditions,
although the cue systems differ.

Wayfinding is therefore not a deficient form of cartography. It is a different information
architecture: dynamic, multimodal and embedded in movement through a known
environment.

What could communities know before this transition?

Local navigation can rely on landmarks and short-range memory. Open-ocean voyaging
requires maintaining orientation when destinations are below the horizon and when no single
cue is continuously available.

What changed?

Navigators learned to combine partially reliable cues into an integrated environmental
model. Direction was maintained through sequences of observations rather than through
one instrument.

Why could this capability emerge?

Repeated voyages, inter-island exchange, settlement and specialist training created strong
incentives to preserve navigational expertise. Canoe technology and social organization were
as important as cognitive skill.

What later forms of knowledge did it enable?

Wayfinding sustained migration, exchange and political relationships across large oceanic
spaces. Mid-twentieth-century claims that long-distance Polynesian settlement could largely
be explained by accidental drift, associated especially with Andrew Sharp's 1956 argument,
made navigational competence itself a historical question. The 1976 Hokule‘a voyage from
Hawai‘i to Tahiti, navigated without modern instruments by Mau Piailug, provided a powerful
practical demonstration that non-instrument wayfinding could support deliberate long-
distance voyaging.

New limits and risks

Romanticizing Indigenous navigation can be as distorting as dismissing it. Skills are not
mystical; they depend on extensive training and ecological knowledge. Colonial disruption
also damaged transmission chains.

What changed in the architecture of human knowledge?

Knowledge could be distributed across perception, memory, environment and social
teaching rather than externalized primarily in text or instruments.
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Loss, exclusion and uncertainty

Historical reconstruction must distinguish documented navigator practice from speculative
reconstructions of ancient voyages. The diversity of Indigenous systems should not be
collapsed into one universal method.

Dependency map

e PARALLEL < PIO-006 Rivers, coasts and early navigation
* PARALLEL < PIO-019 Calendars, seasons and agricultural risk
* PARALLEL — PIO-042 Maps, coordinates and the representation of space
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