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A familiar stereotype about women in the Pacific was that European 
women normally do not do any work. If prevailing imperialist ideology held 
that white men could not endure strenuous labour in the tropics, then it 
followed that their more 'delicate' companions would instantaneously wilt in 
the same environment. Claudia Knapman's White Women in Fiji may not be 
exclusively devoted to the issue of white women and their work but it has 
made a significant contribution to reconstructing their experiences in Fiji 
be~een 1835-1930. As she amply documents, an overwhelming proportion of 
these women's lives was spent indeed as workers. Central to demonstrating 
this are two important interpretations of feminist labour history and the 
history of the colonial Pacific. First, feminist and labour historians (see e.g. 
Davin 1981) established that the history of women's labour has been fettered 
by patriarchal and capitalist notions of what constitutes work. Many feminists 
would argue that these assumptions are inextricably linked to the prevailing 
gender ideology which devalues women 's work. Knapman continues this 
analysis by demonstrating that perceptions w~ich dismiss the work women 
engage in as not constituting 'real work' have shaped the appraisal of white 
women's work in Fiji. Such assumptions have become deeply entrenched 
because writers in the nineteenth century almost always voiced Victorian 
patriarchal values which elevated .'respectable' women above 'work', The 
colonial mentality further separated white women from blacks as the latter 
were assigned a natural place in God's kingdom as toilers. Modern scholars 
may have rejected such racialist assumptions but, as Knapman argues, they 
have been somewhat more reluctant to revise their perceptions of gender, not 
only in relation to women and work but also with regard to the more general 
role of white' women within colonialism. 

The second interpretation (and the central theme of the book) which has 
skewed any analysis of white women and work in the Pacific, attributes 
deteriorating race relations to the increasing presence of European women in 
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the colonies. "White women as an objective and immutable group have been 
identified as the cause of the "final and irrevocable estrangement' of white 
from black" (p.161 quoting France 1969:40). This blame has permeated a dense 
array of popular and academic literature which attributes to women the 'ruin 
of empires'. Liberal scholars have attacked and hacked their way through the 
ideology of imperialism and racism but, as Knapman argues, have still to break 
through the blindfold of gender ideology. This reflects the slow emergence of 
histories written from women's perspective and from the viewpoint of ordinary 
people. It is suggested that the framework used for analysing imperialism in 
the Pacific has been pre-programmed by scholarship in other colonial contexts. 
Although historical work on Fiji by France (1969) and Young (1968) may have 
been innovative, it has still accepted the analysis of gender and race relations 
set by scholarship on Africa (e.g. Banton 1967:225, 253-4, Mannoni 1964: 115-
116), India (e.g. Ballhatchet 1980:5, Spear 1965:140-1) and Papua New Guinea' 
(e.g. McAuley 1975:172-3) which has highlighted women as being responsible for 
poor race relations. Knapman rejects their assumptions through a plausible 
documentation of the lives of white women in Fiji. Her interpretation- is 
placed within the broader context of colonial social, economic and political 
relations and analysed within a feminist theory. Source material is taken from 
contemporary accounts which to a limited extent permit the women to speak 
for themselves, as does the oral testimony derived from the daughters of the 
colonial settlers in Fiji. Women's history has generally faced problems in 
accumulating enough evidence and a perusal of the fairly extensive footnotes 
show that Knapman did rely considerably on specific families and individuals 
who tended to be more prominent in colonial society and/or were prolific 
correspondents. It could be argued that this attributes a class bias to her 
respondents but in fact white women in Fiji were representatives of the 
dominant class in the country's colonial society. Knapman further notes that 
it was extremely difficult to trace information concerning 'transient' white 
women, many of whom resided in Fiji for the duration of their husband's tour 
in the colonial civil service. 

Although bounded by limited source material, a conVInCIng reconstruction 
of both the routine and the exceptional aspects of women's lives is depicted. 
Extensive photographs also add to the vividness of the text. The 
reconstruction smashes established stereotypes of colonial woman as either the 
morally upright missionary or the lazy, bored and tyrannical planter's wife. 
Instead we are given a picture of ordinary women actively engaged in 
heterogeneous work and leisure activities. Knapman succeeds in rescuing 
women from the role in which they have been predominantly cast as 
perpetuators of disastrous race relations and the destroyers of empire. She 
does this through her attention to the personal details of these women's lives, 
the broader historical process and the ideology which encased them. Chapter 
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eight challenges simplistic assumptions that the period before the 'Fiji Rush' of 
the 1860s was one of more harmonious race relations than in subsequent years. 
Before Cession, Europeans were frequently in a dependent rel ationship to their 
indigenous hosts. Regardless of this, evidence suggests that although there 
were sexual alliances between European expatriates and Fijians, they could still 
involve violence and a lack of respect by European men towards Fijian women. 
Knapman refutes Scarr's simplistic conclusion that such sexual encounters led 
to acculturation or that miscegenation necessarily opened "channels between 
cultures" (p.139). She points to wider and much deeper sources of economic 
and political conflict which coloured relations between the colonisers and the 
colonised, such as the presence of warships to back up European domination 
and the greed .shown by planters as they sought to legitimjse their 
expropriation of indigenous lands. The suggestion that segregation in the 
post-1860 period was primarily promoted by women through public social 
activities (such as balls and picnics) is also dispensed with. Males formed 
clubs and societies which were not only racially but also sexually exclusive: 
"the desire for respectability. and self consciousness. were not female 
prerogatives" (p.143). Neither were women totally responsible for the 
penetration of European lifestyles which was as much encouraged by and 
dependent upon the expanding retail and distributional sector in Fiji. These 
are only some of the arguments Knapman advances to delve into the roots of 
racial conflict. "By treating white women as an undifferentiated group, and by 
accepting nineteenth century male judgements about their character and role, 
gender differences have replaced socio-historical explanations" (17.145). 

Chapter seven explores the ideology of racial and sexual identity as 
articulated in the gender and racial images of Victorian England, Australia, and 
New Zealand, and its transference to colonial society in Fiji. Knapman argues 
that the linking of white women and racism is no accident because sexual 
inequalities are inherent in situations of racial conflict. Considerable 
discussion is devoted to the dualistic (mind-body) basis of Western thought. 
This has resulted in Western man defining himself in oppo ition to black men, 
white women and black women. Knapman rejects an encompassing class 
analysis as she argues that intergroup relations between blacks and whites, and 
males and females, were primarily regarded as problems of race and sex. Her 
argument, however, is somewhat ambivalent as elsewhere she notes some 
commonality of interests between white women from elite circles and Fijian 
women of chiefly status. Nevertheless racial and sexual ideology was a 
principal justification for imperialism and European ' ideology as expounded by, 
for example, Sir Arthur Gordon, in his denigration of Fijian society as semi
civilised. This does not deny that women also voiced racist ideology but 
generally not in an institutionalised or public manner. 
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The connections between the everyday reality of white women's lives in 
Fiji and sexist and racist ideology are brought out in the final chapter. 
Knapman attacks "extraordinary myths" about "ordinary women" in colonial Fiji. 
These myths have ranged from that of the white women in colonial society as 
an oppressed victim, to being a safekeeper of 'racial purity' and a scapegoat 
for the failure of empire. While Knapman does not ignore the "evidence of 
great unhappiness" experienced, she tries to focus on the positive means by 
which white women adapted to and survived difficult family relationships and a 
sometimes hostile wider environment. These women should not be seen as 
dependent .objects; Knapman considers this a static perception from the 
viewpoint of the superior partner. She suggests such oversimplications derive 
from a dualistic analysis in which 'female ' has been defined as opposite to 
'male'. Instead she describes the complexity of real social relations and the 
reality that women acted independently but still in an unequal political and 
economic relationship with men. Again, it is in the sphere of white women's 
work, and their relationship with non-European female workers, that gender 
ideology has prevailed, as well as blurring the extensiveness and nature of 
white women's everyday work. 

Knapman's research has provided a wealth of information documenting the 
heterogeneous working experiences and roles of white women within economic 
production in colonial Fiji. Chapter two examines the most fundamental 
production women were responsible for; the biological reproduction and rearing 
of an imperial race. "... for the expatriate society to be self-sustaining women 
needed to devote much of their lives to producing the colonials of the future. 
In this sense white women were essential to the maintenance of the racial 
strilcture of colonial Fiji" (p.19). Knapman also stresses that the ease and 
support given to white women as they coped with childbirth and childrearing 
varied and strongly related to class differentiation within European society. 
This points to one of the ambiguities of the book. The hetereogeneous nature 
ot" white society is continually referred to but it also appears that overall it 
constituted a single class. At the same time there clearly was also 
segmentation within this class as reflected in the differing conditions, nature, 
work and lifestyles of white women (see chapters 3-5). Unpaid women's work 
included participation in constructing habitation, producing and purchasing 
food, providing and maintaining clothing, cleaning, entertaining, nursing and 
caring for others. Women in affluent households assumed a more supervisory 
role over servants but many white women engaged in strenuous manual labour 
which was not acknowledged as work. Such activities not only contributed to 
the expansion of empire but also provided a home or refuge for white men. 
Rather than accepting the neurasthenic stereotype of white women in the 
tropics, Knapman emphasises their ability to adapt, cope and endure strange, 
stressful and lonely situations. 
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The domestic workplace is also treated as a conjunction of racist · gender 
stereotypes and the daily reality of the relationships between mistress and 
servant (see pp.148-160). Again, such appraisals in the Fiji context have been 
biased by a reliance upon analysis of mistress/servant relationships in other 
colonial contexts. The latter summons up the image of the lonely, frustrated 
and powerless housewife who in turn irrationally victimises her inferiors, the 
servants. Class analysis has also been used to denigrate lower class white 
women as poor managers of servants. Anti-female analyses have further 
suggested that "issuing orders to a man satisfied an unconscious urge of 
European women to dominate a male figure" (p.148). Knapman systematically 
attacks such generalisations, including the assumption that women feel 
ambivalent and guilty about the unequal relationship between mistress and 
servant. This was in fact quite unlikely as European society did not criticise 
colonialism during the period of Knapman's study. Domination and 
subordination were ordained by colonial society and were not peculiar to the 
mistress/servant relationship. Accounts of friendly, empathetic and trusting 
relationships between women and servants are depicted which indicate that 
women were no more racially intolerant than men and were probably able to 
sustain deeper personal relationships with some members of other ethnic 
categories. Although Knapman does acknowledge that such evidence was 
unbalanced, as it was drawn overwhelmingly from the employers' perspective, 
her emphasis on the "apparent harmony" (p.159) of mistress/servant 
relationships is open to strong criticism. The fact remains that white women 
were in a dominant position of power over their servants. Even if many white 
women did not publicly articlHate racist ideology or privately subscribe to it, 
they were integral to the maintenance and perpetuation of a colonial and 
racist society. It could be suggested that in her enthusiasm to redress 
negative and sexist stereotypes Knapman may have 'white-washed' tense and 
exploitative relationships between European women and other ethnic categories. 

Chapter four details aspects of work undertaken by white women outside 
their homes. Census statistics grossly underestimated this partly because a 
large proportion of women's work was classified as domestic duties, unpaid or 
part-time: "Women's work was confirmed as essentially external to the 
economic life of the colony" (p.53). Settlers in Fiji were influenced by 
prevalent bourgeois notions from Australia and New Zealand that a society 
which allowed women to be principal wageearners could not be considered 
prosperous or respectable. In the colonial context, this class and gender 
ideology also included the idea of race and implied that the superior race 
should not labour. On the contrary, many white women in Fiji did work 
outside the home and frequently supported themselves and their families or 
supplemented a joint income. Not only did this work embrace 'respectable' 
occupations, such as teaching and nursing, but also included more independent 

104 



and entrepreneurial roles. Women also performed a variety of unpaid tasks in 
family, missionary and ' charitable enterprises. Although contributing to the 
colony's economy and sometimes being economically independent, women 
continued to be described as 'dependent' because they simultaneously performed 
'women's work' which men did 'not undertake. 

This book has made a significant contribution to social history in the 
Pacific. Overall Knapman has succeeded in deconstructing the gender ideology 
which has blamed women for deteriorating race relations and the ruin of 
empire and reconstructed a positive account in which the experiences and 
perspective of women are central. Although her subjects were a small and 
frequently privileged minority it will help to fill part of the enormous gap in 
the history of women in the Pacific. The book also reveals a wealth of 
information about colonial society and, through its attention to unpaid and 
casual work and mistress/servant relations, approaches aspects of labour 
history which are usually ignored. 

Knapman's terminology and conceptual framework will nevertheless draw 
criticism. As noted above, regardless of whether it is established that white 
women were no less racially intolerant than white men and not responsible for 
deteriorating black-white relationships, their role in reinforcing colonial 
attitudes of domination and exploitation was still central. Further, is the 
blank catch-all 'white women' appropriate when the book demonstrates the 
heterogeneity of the experiences and lifestyles of these women? We could also 
learn more of the class and backgrounds of these women although the study 
clearly is about white women in Fiji. In general however, the term 'white 
women' is relevant to the context Knapman describes and within an ideolO8Y 
based on race and gender. 

The other concept I find some problems with is that of race. Knapman 
uses this term with reference to how a social group defines itself as a race 
and stresses that racial vocabulary was the norm within the dominant ideology 
during her period of study. Though Knapman [qlly acknowledges the historical 
construction of 'race' with its false biological connotations she still uses the 
concept as a tool of analysis. Miles (1982:43) has pleaded for historical 
analysis of race and race relations in the style of Knapman's work but he has 
also questioned why sociologists persist in attributing analytical status to so
called common sense concepts. The danger is that even if race is used with 
quotation marks, it helps to perpetuate and legitimate the term: 

... analysis must not only distance itself from common sense 
categories, but must also have the means to generate its own 
analytical categories. I want to suggest that only with an analysis 
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based on the principles and procedures of historical materialism is it 
possible to break completely with the 'race' relations' problematic. 
Without doing so, and despite recognising that 'race' has no 
objective reality, the idea of ' race' and its derivatives (e.g. the 
notion of 'race relations') will inevitably retain a certain analytical 
role (Miles 1982:43). 

It can also be argued that in the Fiji context to speak of race, race 
relations and racism mystifies the nature of class development and inequality. 
Knapman maintains that "race cannot be subsumed by class" (p.114) as even the 
poorest white can identify, at least in theory, with the white ideal. It could 
also be suggested that although class and status divisions among white women 
are referred to there is room for somewhat more analysis of class 
differentiation within Euorpean households. Further, while the study 
exonerates women from being scapegoats for racial tension, they did' perpetuate 
the ideology of a dominant class. A final criticism is that there tends to be a 
disjointed quality in sections of the book, This does reinforce the 
heterogeneous nature of these women's experiences and also to some extent 
.their isolation from one another. We might, however, have learned more of 
the relationships between white women themselves, and between white women 
and white men. These criticisms should not detract from the exciting and 
scholarly impact Knapman has made on women's history in the Pacific. 
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