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SOME COMMENTS ON THE EXPERIENCE 

OF WOMEN IN VANUATU 

Kathl Rarua Lini 

~e attitudes and role of any individual can be 
partially explained by a full appreciation of their 
childhood socialization process. This process of 
socialization can .be defined as the bringing up of 
a child by parents and society at large into roles 
which are sexist in orientation. These socially de
fined sexist roles, originating from a patriarchical 
biased society are further sanctioned through the 
established social mores; and enforced through fear 
of ostracism in small self contained societies. 
Furthermore, most of these mores have become rigid
ified into social institutions such as the post 
contact churches, the media, and in the education 
system. 

The relevance of the socialization process is 
of great importance to the life profile of all Ni
Vanuatu. Of particular relevance is the relation
ship between women and men, and with the society at 
large. Social theorists have noted that both women 
and men are social beings formed by the expectations 
and sanctions of societies which are patriarchical 
in orientation. The importance of the socializa
tion process is that it is a process whereby women 
and men internalize the dominant definitions of 
themselves. This serves to limit the possibilities 
for alternating roles and to limit the opportuni
ties which would otherwise be available for both 
women and men. 
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Any movement that concerns itself with women 
will need to look at the multiple factors that 
perpetuate the traditional role of women. There 
must be an attempt to comprehend the dynamics of 
male domination, the inte~action between females 
and males, and the way in which power is acquired 
and enhanced. Thus women must address themselves 
to the p.roblem of achieving self knowledge which 
is not coloured by the traditional definition of self 
and is neither postulated nor enforced by the domi
nant party. 

Kathy Fergunson 1 argues that the dialectic of 
liberation is the dialectic between freedom and com
passion whereby one can define one's own situation 
but at the same time take in the perspective of the 
other. This interaction she states calls for a 
synthesis of the roles of master and slave. For her, 
it is the master who defines the situation whilst 
the slave takes the perspective of the other. The 
liberation of women, she notes, relies on the abo
lition of the master and slave relationship. So 
establishing a relationship where neither party is 
dominant and where both are autonomous and sympa
thetic. This type of liberation relies on the abo
lition of the sexist roles, both females and males, 
and replaces them with what is fully. human - that 
is a role definition which includes both possibili
ties but does not define them according to sex. 
The existing segregation of roles into female and 
male categories imposes oppressive limitations on 
both women and men because it defines them in terms 
of polarities whilst at the same time eliminating 
any options. This type of categorization into sexist 
roles tends to suppress similarities between people 
of different sexes and exaggerates their differences. 

In the context of Vanuatu, the effects of the 
socialization process in segregating the roles for 
females and males in both the pre-contact and post
contact days have served to I:laintain the/ t\raditional 
role and status of women. This has been per~etrated 
by the rigidification of such roles ip religiou~ 
dogmas, enhanced through the sexist ' language of, 
the media and the male biased education system. 
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Today in Vanuatu, there is a need for women to move 
towards a re-definition of the self,2 independent 
of the male biased patriarchy, in an attempt to 
clarify their roles. To do this, one must identify 
the roles of the Ni-Vanuatu women in the traditional 
period. 

It is apparent that in Vanuatu, a man's posi
tion is not determined solely or even primarily by 
descent, locality, rank, age, or any other single 
criterion. This was specifically noted by Allen 3 

in his study of Nduindui village in 1964. He claims 
that the structure of relationships in the social 
institutions is to a large extent determined by the 
unique networks that were built by self-made leaders, 
and not by the opposition of like solidarity groups 
within any fixed hierarchical segments within this 
type of society. The oppression and exploitation 
of women is evident when we take a closer look at, 
firstly, this socialization process and, secondly, 
at the process whereby self-made leaders build up 
their status and political domain. 

Society and parents encourage children to ful
fil certain stereotype roles, and this is reflected 
in traditional Ni-Vanuatu society. Whilst a girl 
prepares food, weav~s mats, works in gardens, weed
ing and harvesting crops as we1l as looking after 
children; the boy goes hunting, fishing, plays games, 
and is relieved of tedious chores that often restrict 
girls to the house and family. 

By the time a girl reaches marriageable age she 
is expected to have learnt to weave mats, rear pigs, 
and will be expected to bear many children. These 
are all regarded as being part of a woman's role. 
Traditional perceptions of their physical short
coming prevented wo~en from participating in tribal 
warfares and so restricted them to a role in the 
home. It is within this context that the roots of 
the women's role in Ni-Vanuatu society can be found. 
Over time these sexist role definitions have been 
rigidified by socially sanctioned mores and rituals 
keeping both women and men in their appropriate 
spheres. For the male the investment in the bride 
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price ensures him a child bearer, a mat weaver, a 
pig feeder, and a cook; in turn he is now a pro
tector and provider for the wife's extended family, 
and will be expected to act as a hospitable host to 
them in his horne. 

Secondly, when a self-made leader builds up 
his status and political domain, he does so through 
manipulation of the social and economic institutions. 
Leadership in most Vanuatu societies and Melanesia 
at large is competitive and is open to men with the 
necessary ambition and ability. In Melanesia the 
acquisition of titles normally entails large feasts 
and numerous exchanges of the accumulated wealth in 
gift giving ceremonies. This involves the distribu
tion of both physical goods and material artefacts 
with the understanding that it is to be reciprocated. 
The principle of reciprocity is basic to social re
lations in most of these isolated, autonomous groups. 

A powerful leader is therefore a man who is 
capable of financing large scale feasts and ceremo
nies which he can pay for by building up credit 
through the manipulations of gifts and counter gifts. 
Thus, when he distributes his wealth, he does so on 
the principle of reciprocity and likewise expects 
the recipients to help him at some future date when 
he needs to fund large feasts, to expand his gardens, 
or to help in construction work. 

In this we can see one of the keys to the nature 
of the Ni-Vanuatu male oriented society. The women's 
role is rarely recognized as being crucial to the 
building up of the man's political domain through 
gift creation (mat weaving, pig rearing), or her con
tacts through her extended family. A woman's role 
in the traditional society must be seen as complemen
tary to that of the man. The use of their accumu
lated wealth and skills to build up the prospective 
leaders' status is restrictive for women in that 
the opportunity to gain leadership status is not 
open to women and is rarely questioned by women. A 
prospective leader can build up his political domain 
through the distribution of wealth accumulated by 
both women and men; yet the woman gains few tangible 
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benefits and her status remains secondary to the 
man~ If one looks at the process whereby a man 
acquires his position of power, a woman can be seen 
as merely a means whereby a man acquires and main
tains his political domain. This further highlights 
a woman's inferior status within the traditional 
society, and demonstrates that her accessibility to 
the means of production is only insofar as it helps 
to build up a man's position and prestige, and is 
not a mechanism for acquiring power herself. Thus, 
without a woman's productivity, a man's political 
power could be lost; a position which she herself 
would never acquire. 

This sexist categorization, gives little chance 
for women to advance socially or to participate in 
any other alternative roles. Any attempt to super
cede the socially allocated roles is not only con
sidered eccentric but can be sanctioned by ostracism 
and the enforcement of fines issued by a male domi
nated council type court. Women could traditionally 
hold titles, yet these were secondary to the male's 
title and usually signified her belonging to a partic
ular chieftainship. 

By comparing the roles and status of women in 
Vanuatu to other Melanesian societies, one is able 
to see some similarities in the nature and the struc
ture of leadership type. In the early literature, 
Malinowski, in his study of the Trobriands, showed 
that women played economically important roles in 
the growing of yams and the weaving of banana leaves. 
Annette B. Weiner,4 in her study of the role of 
Trobriand women, stressed their important economic 
role in the accumulation of yams, mats and pigs which 
are then distributed by a prospective leader to 
build up his political domain. 

Early literature suggests that women in Melane
sia may have played significant economic roles in 
the manufacture of mat money. This was described by 
Codrington in 1891, who demonstrated that mats were 
essential for pig transactions. Men had to pay 
high-ranking women from secret women's societies 
money for their mats, ornaments, and pigs so as to 



attain certain rights and insignia that came with 
these societies. Codrington also noted that women, 
through the possession of such wealth often reac~ed 
higher position and greater power. Such contrad~c
tions in the literature of ethnographic data may have 
resulted from changes brought about by contact with 
the west, although the problem may be related to 
the assumptions drawn by anthropologists themselves. 
Further complications are also met where data has 
shown that women have controlled the objects of ex
change such as mats, pigs and yams. 

Weiner (1971-76) concludes in her study that if 
attention is focused on women's wealth and this is 
used to bring about political power, one can, on that 
basis analyse the place of women in the society stud
ied. She demonstrated that without women's wealth 
the men would be unable to maintain their roles in 
the regeneration of social relations - a role which 
is of great importance in maintaining men's political 
status. 

One must conclud~ that in relation to a man, a 
woman's status in a traditional Melanesian society 
was limited. The present status of women in Vanuatu 
has been created by a male biased socialization pro
cess which divided the respective r0les of men and 
women. Yet there is evidence that the accumulated 
product of women's labour is used to build up a man's 
political domain. 

The mid 19th century European migration into the 
Pacific was primarily by adventurers and missionaries 
of Victorian lower middle class origins. With form
al colonial contact came the associated institutions. 
Firstly religion, later to be followed by an educa
tion system established by missionaries, which did 
much to influence the newly created political and 
economic institutions. With this came the mores and 
values of Victorian Europe which have had their in
evitable influence on the social attitudes of the 
colonized population. Ninetee~th century European 
women whatever their class had a lesser status to 
that of a man's. At that time, she was deprived of 
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the right of franchise, or to hold political office 
and did not have the authority to manage her own 
property if she was married, or to participate in 
many religious ceremonies. 

Since the period of contact the establishment 
of European orientated religious, political, and 
economic institutions have helped to imprint west
ern values onto the indigenous peoples. Such 
values included the European perception of women as 
to their status and responsibilities. These values 
were and are still propagated in the church dogmas, 
the education system, and the media. Thus, the 
attitudes of a woman's role in both the traditional 
times and in the period of contact complement each 
other in perpetrating women's limited status. 

However, whilst one cannot ignore the limita
tions set forth by both the existing institutions 
and those that were introduced, one must not ignore 
the positive aspects brought about through contact 
with the west. Since contact a woman's profile has 
somewhat improved. Today, she is given a degree of 
access to the education system. Certain traditional 
practices such as the segregation of women during 
times of childbirth and menstruation are played down 
today. Also today women are g{v~n some degree of 
freedom to participate in public discussions where
as traditionally she was not given such opportuni
ties. Yet newly established institutions have served 
to maintain women's traditional status despite the 
ideological and technical changes that have occurred 
since contact with Europeans and more recently, in
dependence. 

The mores of the traditional society and the 
dogma of the church have helped create a mentality 
which restricts women's roles to positions which are 
secondary to men. These restrict the social mobility 
of women who want to further their status by partic
ipating actively in alternative roles or to gain 
senior positions. Only men are given the credit to 
hold such senior positions - as Prime Minister, 
President, Heads of Department, etc. The socializa
tion process and the definition of the self by the 
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patriarchy does not allow women to verify their roles 
a nd restricts them to their traditional status. 

Women in Vanuatu, due to the above restrictions, 
hav e not participated eff~ctively in politics. How
e v er, their participation is crucial to the improve
ment of women's status. There is an effort made by 
women's.institutions around the world to incorporate 
women into the national political arena. This has 
been provoked by the tendency to exclude women from 
the formal national decision-making institutions. 
A good example is the lack of women's participation 
in the national parliaments in the Pacific. A few 
figures are sufficient to show the legislative 
bodies as being very much male dominated in 1981. 5 

Cou nt r y No. of women 

Samoa 
Ni ue 1 

Cook Isla nd s 0 
Tuvalu 0 
Tonga 0 
Vanuatu 0 
Fiji 

% of women out 
of t otal MP's 

2. 3 
5 .0 

1.9 

No. of members of 
Parliament 

43 
20 

22 
12 

21 

42 
52 

Source : Fi9u re s obt ain ed fr om inter vi e. of Preliminar y s tud ent s , 1980. 

The Vanua-aku Party, in its party manifesto, 
called on women's groups and individuals to unite 
in the form of women's activities. Within its poli
tical structure, women's sub-committees were formed 
throughout the nation from which representatives 
were chosen to attend the annual national congress of 
the Vanua-aku Party. This was an attempt to encour
age women to participate effectively in local polit
ical instituti ons. The following chart shows the 
position of Vanuatu women within the Vanua-aku Party 
organi zational structure. 
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Women' s Wing 

Vanua-aku Party National Congress 

I 
Political CO.lissars 

National Executive 
Committee 

" You t h Section 

The Vanua-aku Party Constitution Section 2 ( III) 
there is a provision: "to preserve" the basic human 
rights", whilst also the Vanuatu women's constitu
tion Section 2 states ' its objec tive·' as "to improve 
the status of women by promoting t heir equal partic
ipation in all political, social, economic,cultural, 
and religious activities", and in Section 5 , CIV) "to 
encourage every woman to be involved in the process ' 
of freeing herself from every form of domination and 
oppression so that she will have the opportunity to 
develop fully as a whole person in relation to her 
fellowmen". 

However, despite these resolution~ and good 
intentions, the male bias perception 'permeates 
through the strict hierarchical structure of the 
party. These attitudes serve to discr~minate against 
women participating effectively in the political 
spher~. In effect democratic representation is not 
a sufficiently powerful weapon to encourage ef
fective participation of women in p6litics. The 
party's fa i lure to allow women candidates to stand 
in the 1979 election demonstrates their bias atti
tude towards women and reflects their jealousy in 
guarding the positions of power only for men. Thus, 
the women's ro le within the Vanua-aku Pa~ty shotild 
be seen as one of a supportive nature in terms of 
fund-raising and voting. Any attempt to play other 
ro l es within the party by women candidates have been 
cl earl y rejected by the male dominated Vanua-aku 
Party Congress. 

Yet other women's institutions can play an ef
fective role in pushing for the politicization of 
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women. The National Council of Women in Vanuatu is 
seen as representing the voice of women and to ad
vise the government on issues affecting women as 
well as putting forward programmes for women. 

Other women's institutions are mainly those 
which are originally church oriented. The Presby
terian Women's Union (P.W.U.) was formed in 1943 
when the church realized it was doing little to help 
women. It was primarily aimed at teaching christian 
morality and knowledge, encouraging handicrafts, com
bating malnutrition, and running pre-school program
mes. However, there has been confusion and conflict 
of roles between the P.W.U. and the recently formed 
National Council of Women. This conflict is not 
so much over the roles to be played by the various 
institutions, but over who is really the "original" 
leader of women in Vanuatu. 

In the recently published Presbyterian Women's 
Union Constitution, Section 5: sub-section 7 
states "the function of the P.W.U. is to defend the 
right of women both in and outside church". Yet the 
P.W.U. also submits its annual report to the male 
dominated General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church. 
The Anglican Church also has a similar group called 
the Mothers' Union which plays a similar role to that 
of the P.W.U. 

Included in the list of women's institutions is 
the Women's Interest Group which is basically a 
statutory body established in 1969. It has played 
an 'important role by teaching needlework, food, 
nutrition, hygiene, and handicrafts. There are 
also seven community workers who are attached to 
the Women's Interest Section and who are working with 
some 200 women's clubs. The Women's Interest Officer 

~ is responsible for running courses for women's club 
leaders and puts out a newsletter every three months. 
Whilst the Women's Interest Group concentrates on 
health and education the P.W.U. and the Mothers' 
Union attempt to bring in the moral teachings of 
the church without questioning the role of women in 
the church. 
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The educational system, whether formal or inform
al, has a purpose. This was identified by Kurt 
Waldhein 6 as being able: 

to transmit from one generation to 
the next, the accumulated wisdom and knowl
edge of the society, and to prepare the 
young people for their future membership of 
the society and their active participation 
in its maintenance or development. 

Within this context, the developing nations, the ac
culturation process has also aided in doubling the 
discrimination against women. 

Indicative of this are the figures from the 1975 
survey of manpower and employment where males were 
found to account for 87% of wage employment work 
force, the comparatively few females employed {n the 
work force. This ' suggests that the education system 
does not cater for the training or vocational needs 
of either girls or women. 

In most present day secondary schools, the major
ity of the students are boys, with approximately 
only 10% of the students being girls. Girls, unlike 
boys are not encouraged by parents to go to school, 
they are brought up to fulfil the traditional roles 
of women. 

Women's status has been further constrained by 
Legislation. The constitution provides for laws 
which are non-discriminatory in character but women 
in reality are still being discriminated against 
contrary to the written law. Women who are badly 
treated by t heir husbands have no freedom to choose 
as to whether to ke~p up the marriage or to get a 
divorce. In Vanuatu today there is much unhappiness 
because of the failure of Parliament to pass legis
lation recognizing divorce, separation, and legal 
custody of children. There is an urgent need te 
look at the impact of these laws on the daily lives 
of people. Equally there is the need to define the 
dissolution of the traditional marriages by custom. 
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In December 1981 , a new law was passed concern
ing adultery. Those found guilty now face prison 
terms and heavy fines. The terms are the imprison
ment of the adulterer for three months or a VT 
25,000 fine or both. These can also be imposed on 
a guilty spouse. Sentences can also be doubled if 
the spouse has left the family home. 

This law on adultery does not face up to reality 
and the actual problems faced by many women. Many 
families are unhappy and want a divorce but because 
the church does not approve, Parliament is con
strained by this pressure group and is afraid of 
violating the "traditional attitudes" of both the 
church and custom law which does not permit divorce. 

In conclusion I can only identify again what I 
have emphasized in this paper. Firstly, parents 
must not separate their children's role in terms of 
gender. They must attempt to give both female and 
male equal opportunities in all spheres. This will 
hopefully wipe out sexist role definitions. Second
ly, women must attempt to find a degree of autonomy 
for self definition away from that given to them by 
the traditional male biased patriarchy whilst at 
the same time having compassion for the other. 

Thirdly, a conscious attempt needs to be made 
through the existing institutions in Vanuatu such as 
political parties, the church, the schools, and the 
mass media to raise consciousness amongst men and 
women, so making the society at large aware of dis
crimination towards women. Only in this way will 
women come to play an active and productive role in 
the political institutions in Vanuatu. 
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