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Abstract 

This thesis is based on the life histories of forty women from the Cook Islands. 

The aim is to make the experiences of these women visible. It recognises the 

concerns of feminist geography and therefore challenges the notion that the 

masculine experience is the same as the feminine one. Feminist geography also 

highlights the need to consider place and space when studying the experiences 

of women. This too is addressed, by studying the women within the context of 

change in the Cook Islands. 

Development experiences vary amongst women and those of the Cook Islands' 

women interviewed have been diverse. For some of the women, development 

has meant travel and educational opportunities, for others development has 

meant frustration with tourists and anger over the loss of culture and the 

national language. It is also apparent that, for some, development reinforces 

patriarchy and therefore increasingly marginalises women. Once again the 

experiences of the women are diverse. While women are not represented in 

parliament and hold few senior positions, some are venturing into male 

dominated areas. Some women have begun to fight patriarchy within their lives 

but for others it remains a major factor. Seventeen of the forty women have 

been victims of domestic violence. While development in the Cook Islands has 

not consciously attempted to break down patriarchy or to encourage the 

participation of women, development has meant some advantages for some 

women in the Cook Islands. 

The study is cross-cultural, both because the researcher is not a Cook Islander 

and because Western feminists have written much of the contextual material. 

While these limitations are recognised, the research illustrates that feminism in 

the Cook Islands is very similar to feminism in the West. It is unique but it is 

based on the same theme as feminism everywhere: women's subordination. 

Feminism has come both from within the Cook Islands and as a result of 

Western contact. 

The lives of the women of the Cook Islands have changed as the places they live 

in have changed. This change has included women migrating from the outer 

islands and the Cook Islands. The women have also begun to change the place 

they live in. This has included challenging patriarchy and thus the structure of 

social relations in the Cook Islands. 

l 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The geography of gender has a vital role to play in improving our understanding of the 

rapidly changing mosaic of gender relations in the developing capitalist economies 

(Momsen 1987 p.15). 

3 

Traditionally women have been invisible in geography (McDowell 1988, Bowlby 1984, 

Momsen 1987, Stokes 1987a). However, during the last few years the women of 

geography (and some men) have become aware of, and have challenged, geography's 

masculine approach. 

I want to argue that the philosophical and methodological bases of geography have 

been, and to large extent still are androcentric, concerned with maleness or masculinity, 

with man's experiences (McDowell 1988 p.155). 

Fcn1inist geographers are demanding a nev, \1✓ay of doing things, a different approach 

to research and, perhaps above all, a share in the power that is eventually in society as a 

whole, and within education in particular, held mainly by men (McDowell 1988 

p.159). 

Geographers are well equipped to explore and analyse the ramifications of the lived 

world of women (Stokes 1987b p.148). 

Feminist geographers share the aims of feminists: making women's position visible and 

addressing the oppressed nature of that position. Feminist geographers, however, bring 

their own contributions to feminism, in particular the concept of place and the 

understanding of temporal and spatial processes (Townsend and Momsen 1987). 

Research could be directed towards finding out about the particular combinations of 

temporally and locationally specific conditions through which patriarchal gender 

relations, and therefore women's subordination, is perpetuated (Foord and Gregson 

1986 p. 260 ). 

The qualities of feminist geography are evident in the field of feminism and development. 

This is because this combination recognises the differing experiences of women 

throughout space and time by addressing the diversity of experiences of Third World 

women (Momsen 1987). 
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Feminist geographers recognise, as other feminists do, that "in general the process of 

development appears to increase the burdens of women" (Momsen 1987 p.16). In the 

1970s and increasingly in the 1980s and 1990s it was suggested that women do not benefit 

from development. "Some have argued that economic development has everywhere 

resulted in marginalisation of women from production" (Mog_hadam 1992 p.215). This 

interest in women in developing countries has generated a large amount of literature: 

There has been an 'explosion' of information on the socially created differences in the 

lives of men and women, or gender differences, in the countries of the capitalist 

periphery of the Third World (Momsen 1987 p.15). 

The solutions and perspectives of those combining feminism and development are varied 

(chapter three). They include the incorporation of women into development (chapter four) 

and the complete reshuffling of gender relations (chapter five). There are however two 

sides to women1s development experiences. Recent work has suggested that instead of the 

dominant negative view of development, for some women development may have been 

positive (chapter six). "A major conundrum in the field of women-in-development 

remains whether economic development helps or hinders women in developing countries" 

(tAoghadam 1992 p.230). 

Furthermore it is proposed that for some women development may have meant 

emancipation. Moghadam (1992) argues 

that development erodes classic patriarchy and that even though new forms of gender 

inequality emerge and class differences are intensified ... the long term trend is toward 

less rather than more gender inequality because development provides women with 

education, paid employment and a wide range of life options (p. 215) ... Concepts of 

women's emancipation and the decline of patriarchy have come about through gradual 

development processes and through conscious action (p.226). 

There remain many questions and issues which result from attempting to combine 

feminism and development. One of the strongest criticisms of feminist involvement in 

development is that it is fighting a Third World problem with an essentially Western 

paradigm. The danger of labelling a Third World society patriarchal is that patriarchy is a 

Western term. Studying patriarchy cross-culturally is criticised because it fails to 

recognise diversity amongst women. 

Feminist movements have been challenged on the grounds of cultural imperialism, and 

of short sightedness in defining the meaning of gender in terms of middle-class white 

experiences (Mohanty et al. 1991). 
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As a researcher from the West it is easy to measure women's progress in terms of 

comparison with your country of origin. The danger is assuming that what the women in 

your country have and do, is necessarily_ better than women of other countries. It 1s 

therefore necessary to recognise the cultural context of any given women's experiences: 

Feminism has been criticised because it is not created from within traditional culture and 

many Third World countries are seeking to regain their 'original' culture. The problem is 

that culture is a thing of change. How can one identify which place in time the culture was 

at its most authentic or ideal state? Cultural reconstruction is limited by who you are and 

which stage or place in your culture's history you. would most like to be part of. For 

women, as in the Cook Islands, the danger can be that a return to 'traditional' culture 

means losing things such as land rights because women did not own land in the 'old way'. 

From a ni Vanuatan poet; 

"custom" 

misapplied 

h::ist:miiserl 

murdered 

a frank:enstein 

corpse 

conveniently 

recalled 

to intimidate 

women 

(Grace Mer Molisa as cited by Ralston 1992 p.169) 

The challenge is to establish women's common goals. For instance, feminism may be seen 

as: 

An awareness of women's oppression and exploitation within the family, at work and in 

society, and conscious action by women (and men) to change this situation 

(Jayawardena 1986 p.2) 

Where women have the freedom to think, listen and understand they have the power to 

achieve equality. Emancipation may be seen as freedom, including freedom of thought 

and mind. This assumes that women and men have the right to be equal. It does not 

recognise a hierarchical structure betw·een classes, races or sexes. Development may 
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reinforce social relations which inhibit women's emancipation, or it may break down those 

social relations and give women the power of freedom. The hypothesis suggested here is 

that development may give women a degree of emancipation but that this is not complete. 

Such varied ideas on geography, feminism and development lead to four major themes 

which form the basis of this thesis: 

1) There is a need to make women visible in geography by including their experiences in 

geographical study. 

2) Feminism has been part of foreign ideology introduced into some developing countries 

from the West, but it also may have arisen independently from awareness of everyday 

women's oppression and inequality within non Western countries. 

3) It should be recognised that the experiences of women in the Third World are affected 

by the the impact of development and there are several perspectives involved in studying 

this impact. The development experience of every women will be different. For some it 

may be a negative experience, for others it will be a positive one. 

4) There is a need to study women in the context of place and to recognise spatial and 

temporal processes. An understanding of the place as an important determinant in the 

lives of women. 

These four themes run throughout this study and are reflected in the title of the thesis: 

From the Umu to the Oven: Emancipation for the Women of the Cook Islands? 

The first half of the title suggests that this thesis is about change. This involves not only 

technological change (for instance the phasing out of the Umu [earth oven] and the 

introduction of the oven), it is about change as a whole. It is about the Cook Islands and 

its place in the Pacific and the world ( chapter two) and recognises "that people cannot be 

understood outside the context of place" (Johnston 1988 p.19). It is about political, social, 

and economic change. It is the state and continuance of change which establishes the 

context in which to study the women of the Cook Islands. With the appreciation of the 

Cook Islands as a developing country comes a diverse group of perspectives on the 

relationship between women and development (chapter three). 

The second half of the title poses a question. It asks whether change in the Cook Islands 

has meant emancipation for the women. This addresses the experiences of the women 

there by looking at their participation in development (chapter four), the relationship 



7 

between patriarchy and development (chapter five) and a discussion of the emancipation 

of women (chapter six). 

Methodology 

In order to study the experiences of these women the researcher went to the Cook Islands 

to talk with women about their lives. The research involved a stay of thirteen weeks in 

the Cook Islands. Time was spent on the islands of Rarotonga, Mauke and Aitutaki. The 

three islands are quite different from each other and provide a useful basis for comparison 

(chapter four). Rarotonga is the largest, most heavily populated, and has the most contact 

with New Zealand. Mauke and Aitutaki are smaller islands and have less contact with 

New Zealand. Mauke has a smaller population than Aitutaki and has less tourists visiting. 

A life history approach was used to interview forty women in the Cook Islands (Rarotonga 

twenty-seven, Mauke seven and Aitutaki six). The life history approach allows the 

researcher to focus on biography, history and social structure: 

Through focusing on both the individual and their socio-historical context, the iife 

history method enables researchers to study people as creative strategists who design 

means of resisting and resolving the contradictions they experience (Middelton 1989 

p.128). 

It is important to recognise the researcher's background as well as the subjects when 

undertaking this form of study. Both the informant and the researcher bring their own race, 

gender, class, socialisation, prior knowledge and experiences to the interview. 

The research product is ultimately the researcher's however modified or influenced by 

the informants. [It is] structured primarily by the researcher's purposes, offering the 

researcher's interpretations, registered in the researcher's voice (Stacey 1988 p.23) 

A copy of the questions used in the interviews is contained in Appendix 1. Although the 

interviews had a structured set of questions they were relatively informal, often deviating 

from the questions and always following up on interesting stories. The questions often 

needed expanding and re-explaining, particularly when the women spoke little English. 

The interviews were recorded by taking notes throughout the interviews. Where possible 

the recording was done within sight of the interviewee so that they could make corrections 

where necessary. The length of interview varied between one hour and three hours. 

Most of interviewees were chosen because other people had suggested them or introduced 



8 

them to the researcher. A few were people the interviewer met personally and found 

approachable. This meant that it was not a random stratified sample, though it was 

necessary to adopt this approach because this form of interviewing requires trust and a 

great deal of openness. It is of course easier to develop a good rapport with an interviewee 

who feels comfortable with the interviewer. 

Despite the interviewees not being chosen randomly there was a good cross section of 

women. There were five age group divisions: nine women in the 15-25 age group; five 

women aged 26-35; seven women aged 36-45; thirteen women aged 46-55; and six 

women aged over 55. Four of the women had no children and another four had more than 

eight children. More of the women had two children than any other number. Nineteen of 

the women were married, twelve were single, six were in de-facto relationships and three 

were widowed. Their occupations are shown in Table 1.1. The interviewees included two 

women who were Cook Islanders but not of Cook Island Maori descent. The women 

interviewed are representative only of themselves and it is not suggested that they 

represent all of the women in the Cook Islands. 

Table 1.1: Occupations of the Forty Women Interviewed 

Housewife 10 Police woman 1 
Shop/waitress 7 Retired 1 
Executive/manager 6 Unemployed 1 
Maire 4 Community 1 
Teacher 3 Student 1 
Nurse 2 Self-employed 1 

The research also involved interviews with government planners and the collection of 

statistics. The interviews with government planners were discussions of the nature of 

development in the Cook Islands and the participation of women in this development. The 

statistics were collected in order to build a picture of demographic and economic change in 

the islands. The advantage of this methodological pluralism was that it allowed 

comparison of many factors and the establishment of a clear focus from a diverse range of 

sources. One of the disadvantages of this form of research is that the degree of generality 

is unknown. 
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Chapter 2 

The Context of Place 

The Cook Islands are part of a group of natio11s in the Pacific Ocean (Figure 2.1). They are 

scattered in a small group in the eastern Pacific arid are dwarfed by the Pacific Ocean. 

40 

30 

20 

10 

0 

Figure 2.1: The Pacific 
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(source: Cook Islands Government n.d.-b) 

This chapter establishes the importance of the context of place in studying gender. It is 

important to recognise the diversity of women's experiences which are, in part, determined 

by place. Significantly it is feminist geography which brings to feminism the concept of 

space. (Foord and Gregson 1986). In this study, of some of the women of the Cook 

Islands, recognition of both spatial and temporal processes is imperative. . 
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The women of the Cook Islands are part of their villages, their islands, the Cook Islands, 

the Pacific and the World. The concept of place is not deterministic, but rather part of the 

lives of the women of the Cook Islands both as it affects them and they affect it. "There is 

no inhabited proportion of the earth's surface where the characteristics of human society 

are not affected by general processes that are operating at a world-wide scale" (Johnston 

1985p.115). 

Temporally there are four major phases of change in the history of the Cook Islands: pre

contact, missionary, colonial and self government. These phases form the framework of 

this chapter. At each temporal level the importance of space and scale is emphasised. The 

discussion will include changes in the Cook Islands, and the place of those changes within 

the context of the Pacific and the World. In each case the resulting changes for women 

will be outlined (an overview is presented in Figure 2.2). 

I 

' I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

11821 

1901 

~965 

1973 

I 
I 
I 
I 

' 

Figure 2.2: An overview of change in the Cook Islands, 

and change for the women of these islands 

The C'oolc kl,mdo V/umcn of the Cook isiands 

Small, self sufficent communities 
Traditional leaders have full control 
over land and the communities 

Pre-Contact Little contact with people outside the Pacific No access to land 
Traditional spirituality and customs No access to traditional 

Traditional Medicine Leadership 

Traditional agricultural practices No access to global ideas 
Limited to 'female' roles 

Access to Western education 
Access to Christian perspectives 

Contact Mission Limited access to trade Limited access to land 

Movement to the coast, Awareness of Christian ideologies 

movement to larger communities, Restricted by Christian ideologies 

movement to the larger islands Limited access to traditional leadership 

Access to Western ideas 
brought to the Cook Islands Full access to traditional leadership 
Cash cropping Full access to land 

Colonial Period Traditional leaders lose control Exposure to Western ideas 
Colonial government rules brought to the Cook Islands 
Western Education 
Limited access to Western medicine Very limited access to bureaucratic positions 
New Zealand land court controls land distribution Full access to traditional leadership 

Self Government Limited trade opportunities Full access to land 

Substantial aid from New Zealand Limited access to 'male' roles 
Agriculturally based economy Limited access to bureaucratic positions 

Federal Government has control 

International Mass tourism 
Airport Substantial aid from New Zealand Access to ideas outside the Cook Islands 

Mass migration to New Zealand Limited access to bureaucratic positions 

New Zeland aid reduced Womens' organisations begin 

Australian aid increased Limited access to male roles 

Migrants begin to return 
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Just as the islands of the Pacific are spread out over a large expanse of ocean so too are the 

islands within the Cook Islands group (Figure 2.3). There are fifteen islands scattered over 

an area of 1,360,000 square kilometres of ocean, yet their total land area is only 234 square 

kilometres (Stanley 1992). 

Figure 2.3: The Cook Islands 
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(source: Cook Islands Government n.d.-b) 

There are two main groups of islands, the Southern and the Northern. The islands of the 

Southern group are Rarotonga, Atiu, Aitutaki, Mauke, Mitiaro, Manaue, Mangaia and the 

uninhabited Takutea. In the Northern group there is Rakahanga, Pukapuka, Suwarrow, 

Palmerston, Penrhyn, Manihiki and Nassau. The islands of the Southern group are mostly 

elevated and fertile, whereas the islands of the Northern group are sea level coral atolls. 

The largest island and the most heavily populated is Rarotonga, home of the capital city 

Avarua. 

The Cook Islands have a very similar climate to Hawaii, as they lie at an equal distance 

from the equator. The temperature averages show little variation throughout the year. The 

hottest period is between December and }vfarch Yvhen the temperatures average about 27°C 
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and the rainfall averages about 225mm/month. During the drier cooler months between 

May and August the average temperature is about 23°C and the rainfall is about 125mm/ 

month. 

Pre contact (up until 1821) 

Pre-contact is the least documented phase in Cook Islands history. History in the islands is 

retained and communicated by the designated family historian (Kimiangatau pers. com. 

1993). Therefore much of the traditional history is presented orally rather than in 

historical texts. The written historical accounts are mostly those of the early missionaries 

(Gilson 1980) and thus rely on a highly personalised perspective of history. 

Most of the pre-contact history is also based upon Rarotonga. While recognising the 

differences between the islands there is little material available on the history of the outer 

islands. Before missionary arrival the people of Rarotonga lived in their tribal groups in 

large traditional houses (Buzzacott 1866). There were three narrow sub-divisions called 

Tapere (Gilson 1980). Each of these Tapere were occupied by a family of major lineage 

or descent group and they were headed by a sub-district chief. 

The people lived as groups, though not in villages (Gilson 1980), and lived around and 

within the productive swamp lands where they cultivated taro as the staple crop. An 

inland road was constructed using paving stones made out of volcanic rock (the ara metua) 

(Rere 1991). Gill, a missionary, asserted that "they did-not and could not-live as 

individuals but as members of their particular tribe" (Rere 1991 p.31). The people usually 

stayed in their own Tapere, seldom visiting outside that area. 

There was no central authority and each sub tribe had its own social structure and 

hierarchy of leadership. At the head of the major tribes there were Ariki and underneath 

the Ariki were the Mataiapo. The Mataiapo were leaders of sub-tribes and they 

communicated with the Ariki through the Mataiapo tutara (the head of the Mataiapo). 

Under the Mataiapo and the Ariki were the Rangitaira who were the head of a branch of 

the Ariki or Mataiapo families. The role of the chief was, among other things, to allocate 

land, organise for war, represent groups before the gods, settle disputes and organise group 

feasts. The people were idolaters (Rere 1991). 

The land was distributed amongst the people by the Ariki, Mataiapo and the Rangatiara. 

Those. who were members of their respective families were the Kaito (Rere 1991). Those 

not of chiefly descent, were known as unga (Crocombe 1987). As Gilson (1980) writes, 

there was no land ownership in the European sense: "people did not conceive ownership in 

the sense of an individuai having the right to acquire land and dispose of land as he [sic] 



13 

saw fit" (Gilson 1980 p.16). 

There were originally two Ariki, heading tbe two major tribes (the Karika and the Tangiia 

tribes), as shown in Figure 2.4. Sometime later Tinamoana Napa joined these and there 

were three leaders. In a dispute over treatment of the leader (Tinamoana Napa) Pa and 

Kainuku broke off, establishing their own tribes and Ariki. The Karika tribe broke into 

two and the Ariki became Makea Nui and the Makea Karika. At this time there were five 

Ariki and this remained the situation when the missionaries arrived. Sometime soon after 

a new Ariki position was established in the Makea group, the Makea Vakatini (Rere 

1991). There are still six Ariki in Rarotonga today. 

Figure 2.4: Ariki in Rarotonga 

Makea 
(Karika tribe) 

Makea Nui ~ Makea Karika 

Makea Vakatini 

Tangiia 
(Tangiia tribe) 

Tinamoana Napa 
(Takitimu) 

Pa Kainuku 

(source; derived from Rere 1991) 

There is little written about women at this time, their position being defined by its absence 

from the literature. All traditional leaders were male, the lack of women in these 

leadership roles suggesting that they were denied land rights (James 1986), the "main land 

holding units were localized, patrilineal descent groups" (Crocombe 1987 p.59). However 

land was not completely·denied to women. Gilson (1980) writes that some land ownership 

was determined by female lines of descent but these were the secondary lines of descent. 

In recognising this Gilson ( 1980) describes the process of land ownership as following 

"ambilateral descent groups with a strong patrilineal emphasis" (p. 7). 

Women were also ritually inferior to men (Rere 1991). They were not allowed on the 

maraes during menstruation, for fear of them polluting the males spirituality. Women had 
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to eat with the children after the men had eaten, and certain foods were forbidden to them. 

"Men usually had considerable power over women" (Ingram 1991 p.2). Rere (1991) also 

writes that men of chiefly descent were allowed more than one wife. Where polygamy 

was practised the men had two to three wives. 

Linnekin (1990) and Ralston (1992), studying the history of women in the Pacific, 

highlight the importance of recognising female spirituality in the Pacific. The women 

interviewed in this study did not discuss female spirituality and there is little written about 

spirituality of the women of the Cook Islands. While this thesis does not discount female 

spirituality, with no evidence it is impossible to discuss it in depth. 

Papaa (caucasian/Pakeha) contact with the Cook Islands began in 1595, when Pukapuka 

was sighted by Alvaro de Mendana. Yet Papaa did not come to know all of the Cook 

Islands until 1835. The first known foreign landing on Rarotonga was in 1814 (Gilson 

1980). This period was therefore not one completely exempt from contact. 

The Cook Islanders themselves were aware of other islands in the Pacific (Rere 1991). It 

was the King of Atiu who showed John Williams the way to Rarotonga. The Cook 

Islands remained isolated in terms of global scale, but they did not feel as isolated as the 

Europeans may have viewed them. To the Papaa the Pacific Islands appeared vast and 

trackless. To the Pacific Islanders their world was an interconnected group of islands, the 

tracks between were guided by the stars (Ward 1989). 

Missionary Period (1821-1901) 

Early contact with Papaa for most Pacific Islanders, including those of the Cook Islands, 

was with the missionaries. The aim for the missionaries was to rescue the islanders from 

their heathen selves: 

Often [a missionary was] the only intelligent witness of the greatest transformation 

that a people can undergo, their transformation, namely from barbarism to civilization, 

from heathenism to Christianity (Buzzacott 1866 p.8). 

The missionaries to the Cook Islands· came first from the London Missionary Society 

(LMS). After a reasonably hostile response to the English missionaries, some recent 

converts from Tahiti or the Society Islands were brought to show the people of the Cook 

Islands the Christian ways (Gilson 1980, Rere 1991). These islanders were at first turned 

away, but one, Papeiha, was successful by 1817. Papeiha and other Pacific missionaries 

were followed in 1821 by several English couples from the LMS (Buzzacott 1866). 
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After initial difficulties the missionaries had little trouble establishing themselves. They 

drew upon the power of the Ariki, aiming to convert the Ariki first so that they in turn 

could assist with educating their sub leaders and eventually the unga (Ingram 1991, 

Gilson 1980). There were still many hiccups. For instance the first converted Ariki 

quickly returned to idolatry when Tiberio (one of the missionaries) was caught fornicating 

with his daughter (Gilson 1980, Rere 1991). Other incidents occurred such as the burning 

of the new N gatangiaa church (Rere 1991). 

Aside from Christian teachings the missionaries established schools after horror at finding 

the islanders were illiterate (Buzzacott 1866, Gill 1894). They also encouraged the 

islanders to move to the coast and to build small family homes (Buzzacott 1866, Gilson 

1980, James 1986). Cash-cropping rather than self sufficient planting was taught (James 

1986). They preached Western ideals of the nuclear family, instead of the existing 

extended families. The islanders were taught to dress 'properly' according to Christian 

ideals of modesty. Photos from this period show women in long, heavy dresses, stifling 

in a hot, humid climate. 

The islanders were introduced to the concept of barter which gradually replaced former 

systems of reciprocity (Rere 1991). This began with the Goodenough party in 1814 who 

paid the islanders with axes and knives to cut wood. During the early missionary days 

trading began, initially with whaling boats. The islanders would swap fresh fruit and 

vegetables with manufactured goods from the ships, all under the watchful eye of the 

missionaries. There were more ships visiting Rarotonga in 1851 than in 1951 (Rere 1991) 

and by the 1870's a cash economy was well established using the Chilean dollar (Scott 

1991). 

The traditional histories of the Cook Islanders were ignored, devalued and at times 

ridiculed. "Their account of the origin of the sun and the moon, and their explanation of 

solar eclipses, will amuse the reader" (Buzzacott 1866 p.4). The diseases the missionaries 

brought with-them to the Cook Islands caused some major population fluctuations. 

For instance in 1827 the population of Rarotonga was estimated at 7000 but by 1867, 

after a series of epidemics of whooping cough, mumps, influenza, measles and 

dysentery, the population had been reduced to only 1856 (Bassett 1965 p.2). 

For the women of the Cook Islands the missionary period was important because it 

allowed them complete access to the land. The missionaries persuaded the Ariki to allow 

women access to leadership roles. This was done so that a missionary could marry a 

woman and gain access to land (Ingram 1991). It was also because women were amongst 

the first to be converted and as Ariki would therefore be more sympathetic to the 
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missionaries (James 1986). 

During the missionary period women became spiritual equals with men, receiving 

identical scripture lessons. They did not however become ministers or pastors, and men 

· continued to be the spiritual leaders in the house. They were educated to support the 

leaders of the church, rather than being the leaders (Banwell 1985, Ingram 1991). 

Also at this time, the Cook Islanders were made aware of far away lands, the homes of 

their Christian teachers. Through Christian teaching they were given the opportunity to 

learn of a different perspective from the one that they had. The problem was that this new 

perspective was presented as the only way rather than a voluntary option. The sphere of 

contact for the Cook Islands was increased but was still limited in terms of a global scale. 

In 1874 a loose confederation of Ariki established the Cook Island's first national leader. 

This was Makea Takau, also known as Queen Makea. She was the Makea Ariki and 

became the national leader as some recognised the Makea as the leading tribe. The 

interest of traders in the islands began to grow and as a result of this Britain established a 

British protectorate in 1888. Until 1897 the British protectorate still allowed the 

1898, which effectively gave leadership to the New Zealand Resident (Ingram 1991). 

Colonial Period (1901-1965) 

After initial missionary contact much of the Pacific was divided into spheres of influence, 

each administered by a different colonial power (Ward 1989). For their part the Cook 

Islands were officially annexed to New Zealand in 1901. They had no minerals nor were 

they of strategic importance; There was thus no great effort to colonise the islands. 

"Polynesian initiative, not gunboat persuasion, was the prelude to bringing the Cook 

Islands within the orbit of a foreign empire" (Scott 1991 p.29). 

New Zealanders were sent to the Cook Islands to administer the islands. The first New 

Zealander to go to the Cook Islands for diplomatic purposes went in 1863 and was a New 

Zealand Maori. In 1890 Fredrick Moss travelled from New Zealand to the Cook Islands 

on a trouble shooting expedition. Moss found theocratic rule in Mangaia and Aitutaki and 

was struck with the problem of alcohol, introduced to the islanders by the traders. He 

returned as the British Resident the following year. Moss established a local government, 

with federal representation and free of church interference (Scott 1991). This local 

government threatened the power of the Ariki and Island Queen. 

Moss was followed by many others who became official New Zealand representatives, 
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rather then British ones after the Cook Islands was annexed to New Zealand. Scott (1991) 

claims that these men sent to administer the Cook Islands knew little about the islands. 

They are described by Scott ( 1991) as Poo-Bahs: 

"Pooh-Bah ('pu:ba:) n. a pompous self-important official holding several offices at 

once and fulfilling none of them" (Collins Dictionary as cited by Scott 1991, Back 

Cover) 

In a dispute over the passing of a bill in parliament the power of the Ariki was overtaken 

by the colonial administration (Ingram 1991). The new colonial administration did not 

encourage the islanders to take part in their own affairs (James 1986). 

It was on the strength of the New Zealand economy that the path of Westernisation already 

begun by the missionaries was continued. Cook Islanders were further encouraged to 

cash-crop,, health and education infrastructures were established, and they were 

administered by colonial officials. People were encouraged to move to the larger islands, 

and within these islands into communities clustered together along the coast. During this 

time the Cook Isianders were gifted with a sundiai set to Rarotonga time (Scott 1991), thus 

symbolically aligning the Cook Islanders to the Western concept of time. 

"During the long period of colonial administration (65 years from 1900 until 1965) there 

was little growth for the Cook Islands" (Ingram 1991). There were few major development 

plans undertaken and the standard of living may have deteriorated (James 1986). Attempts 

were made to intensively farm Rarotonga and four major Papaa run plantations were set 

up. The land was over-used and became unproductive in a few short years (Ingram 1992, 

James 1986). 

Population increases meant an increase of land claims and resulted in further 

fragmentation of land holdings (James 1986). Partly as a result of this pressure on land, 

Cook Islanders began to leave their islands and their country. 

Multiple ownership is so complex that many urban workers are unable to obtain leases 

or occupation rights and have had to build their homes under informal arrangements 

of permanent occupancy . .. The resulting insecurity has been conducive to 

overcrowding, low investment in building, poor maintenance and social malice on the 

island has been a major factor in the emigration from it to New Zealand and Australia 

(Croc6mbe 1987 p.67). 

Just before the Cook Islands became self governing migration began in earnest. This was 

both from the outer islands to Rarotonga and from Rarotonga to New Zealand. By 1963 
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there were weekly flights from Rarotonga via Aitutaki, Apia and Pago Pago and on to 

Auckland (Bassett 1977). 

One of the most important legacies from this era was the adoption of the New Zealand 

. Maori land court laws. This was primarily so that Papaa could make use of the land lying 

idle. This meant that changes made by the missionaries were recognised as traditional and 

became part of the law. Importantly for the women, the missionaries had allowed them to 

own land and become Ariki. The colonial administration also recognised this as a 

traditional process, so it became official that women could own land (James 1986, Ingram 

1991, Banwell 1985). 

Yet for the women of the Cook Islands the period of colonial administration was one in 

which they had few opportunities to improve their position. The.power they had obtained 

by becoming Ariki was essentially swept from under their feet as the Ariki were ruled over 

by the colonial administrators. Among the aims of the colonial government was 

'educating' the people. The women were excluded from this education (Ingram 1991) and 

this remains an important legacy for the position of women today (Chapter 5). 

A_fter World War Two there was an improvement of shipping services and the export of 

fresh fruit to New Zealand became viable. In 1961 a canning and juicing plant was 

established, creating many jobs. In the 1960s there was world wide optimism and it was a 

time of entrepreneurs. The Cook Islands felt this wave of enthusiasm and left the colonial 

era with confidence in the potential prosperity of their tiny nation. 

Self Government (1965 onwards) 

In a wave of optimism many Pacific Island nations became independent states, starting 

with Western Samoa in 1961 (Ward 1989). There were new political structures, village 

agriculture was commercialised and jet aircraft began bringing tourists to the islands. Aid 

poured in from the United States of America, Australia and New Zealand. The dream was 

an independent and prosperous Pacific Island micro state. The reality was to be rather 

more sombre (Ward 1989). 

The Cook Islands became self governing in 1965. However they remained dependent on 

New Zealand for aid, foreign affairs and defence. The first political leader was Sir Henry 

Albert, followed by Sir Tom Davis. The present leader is Geoffery Henry. 
/ 

The period of self-government began with a great deal of hope. "The 20,000 Cook 

Islanders looked forward to the future with optimism and a sense of enthusiasm and 

excitement'' (Bassett 1977 p.l). Bassett (1977) identifies the two main goals the Cook 
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Islands government began with: the first was to increase agricultural production; and the 

second was to keep up the already established health and education infrastructures. 

Agricultural development was the most important to the new government. Waves of 

enthusiasm for fruit juice, pineapples, bananas and oranges came and went. An example 

was banana plantations in Aitutaki, enthusiasm ending when much of the crop was 

destroyed in 1972 by a hurricane. There was also pineapple production but shipping 

problems left the islanders disappointed. In 197 4 17, 000 cases were lost in shipping 

mishaps (Bassett 1977). Johnston (1951) highlighted the post war dependence on the 

citrus industry and analysed the problems associated with fluctuating and unpredictable 

world markets. Agricultural development was limited also by labour shortages, climatic 

instability, fruit diseases and competition from others selling to the New Zealand market. 

Also "the money flowing into some islands from distant relatives may be greater than that 

earnt from agricultural exports 11 (Bassett 1977 p.5). By the 1970s agricultural exports 

were largely specialist products such as avocados and paw paws to the New Zealand 

market (Bassett 1977). 

Like other Pacific nations the upkeep of health care and infrastructure established by 

colonial powers became a heavy burden for the Cook Island government. Foreign aid 

was used to maintain these services, meaning that wages in the service industries were 

kept high, unlike the returns for agricultural work which were unsubsidised by foreign aid. 

Therefore the islanders were not encouraged to produce and the islands become further 

dependent on aid (Ward 1989). 

One of the major issues facing the new government was transport. Traders used to visit a 

large numbers of points in the Pacific but this was reduced by the introduction of official 

points of entry and the expansion of cargo space by container ships. The result was that 

distance away from official points of entry was a severe disadvantage and the islanders 

were forced to store up large amounts of goods before a ship would visit because of the 

different economies of scale created by contain~r ships (Figure 2.5). New technology in 

the area of air transport also meant that the Pacific was overloo~ed ~nd stop offs in the 

region were no longer necessary. Instead, the Pacific Islands were served by small 

relatively expensive aeroplanes (Ward 1989). 

By the mid 1970's there was a new wave of optimism in the form of tourism. This was 

common throughout the Pacific: the beautiful islands drawing the tourists with romantic 

im'}ges of tranquillity and privacy (Figure 2.7). There were two major objectives for the 

Cook Islands government regarding their participation in tourism: first to maximise 

economic benefits to the islands particularly in employment and income; and secondly to 

increase local participation and ownership in the industry (Milne 1987). Tourist arrivals 

went from 14,584 in 1977 to 25,557 in 1984 (Milne 1987). 
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Figure 2.5: A container ship, Aviatu, Rarotonga 

Figure 2.6: Pictures of white sands in the Aitutaki lagoon lure tourists 
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In December 1974 a six million dollar international airport was opened on Rarotonga. It 

then became possible to airfreight produce to New Zealand and also, alongside the 

construction of the Rarotongan Hotel, meant a huge increase in tourist numbers (Bassett 

1977, Milne 1987). The new airpoti also helped continue the mass migration of Cook 

Islanders to New Zealand (Figure 2.4). From 1963 to 1974 there was a net loss of 400-500 

Cook Islanders to New Zealand every year. By 1975-1976 this rose to 1600 per year 

(Figure 2.7). In 1976 there were 16,500 Cook Islanders living in New Zealand and 

18,000 Cook Islanders living in the Cook Islands (Bassett 1977 p.4). 
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Figure 2.7: Population of the Cook Islands 
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(Source UNESCAP 1983, Cook Islands Government 1988) 

"An individual's decision to migrate is inevitably shaped by circumstances at home and in 

the host society" (Loomis 1990 p.12) For the Cook Islanders dissatisfaction with local 

conditions included pressure on resources and low wages. Cook Islanders were drawn to 

New Zealand because of high wages, a variety of employment, social and educational 

opportunities. Such migration reinforced itself as those who were already there sent 

money for others to Jom them. Migration became fashionable. As Bassett 1971 

concludes: 

the enlarged world view of young, educated islanders and the often highly coloured 

information they received about life in New Zealand tended to create dissatisfaction 

[with the Cook Islands] (p.4). 



22 

Immediately remittances from the emigrants began to inflate the economy. When people 

first left the islands they sent large amounts of money back to support their families. As 

time passed the emigrants sent less and less money, meaning that more people needed to 

go overseas to keep the remittances up (Ward I 989) 

Dependence for the Cook Islands increased. Not only were they dependent on aid and 

bureaucracy, but also on remittances. Small Pacific economies are described as MIRAB 

economies (Bertram and Watters 1985), meaning that they are based on migration, 

remittances, aid and bureaucracy. "Most atolls could not support their present populations 

at their present level of living except on the basis of foreign aid, internal financial 

transfers, or remittances from emigrants" (Ward 1989 p.242). 

Two decades after the islands became self governing the Cook Islands government wrote 

their first development plan, a plan which aimed to decrease dependency and encourage 

economic development. Fairbairn (1984), describing the inaugural development plan for 

the Cook Islands, writes that there are many problems still facing the country: 

Among these are the limited development options available due to a small population 

and physical size, geographical fragmentation, paucity of natural resources, high 

transport and administration costs, shortage of development capital and skills, 

continuing heavy out migration and remoteness from major industrial countries (p.58) 

There are obvious problems for the Cook Islands government. Today these problems 

include a world wide financial recesion. The fact that these problems are on a world wide 

scale mean that the Pacific immigrants in countries such as New Zealand are faced with 

similar problems as those who have remained in the islands. Instead of their new lives 

being prosperous they have been faced with unemployment, and for some, poverty. 

When the circumstances of the host country and the home country change, it is expected 

that migrants reassess their move. For the Cook Islanders high unemployment, low· wages 

and high prices in New Zealand have in many cases prompted a return to the islands 

(Figure 2.7). Those returning place new demands on the already stretched resources such 

as land and government services, as mentioned by several of the women interviewed. The 

return migrati~n to the Cook Islands has been to Rarotonga rather than the outer islands. 

The small outer islands continue to drop in population. 

The return migrants bring with them ideas and ideals they have learnt of on their travels. 

They have new material aspirations, for instance desiring a multitude of electronic devices. 

Having become used to the oven they do not want to go back to the umu. Likewise they 

have learnt that it is more sophisticated to use knives and forks than to use your fingers. 
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They also bring with them, probably less consciously, new ideologies. This may be in the 

form of religion or education or in several less obvious ways. As this study hypothesises, 

it is partially through these travels that women have learnt of their rights and become 

aware of feminism. "This knowledge leads to greater confidence and a greater insistence 

on the recognition of their rights ... The Cook Islands, like most other countries is 

witnessing growing awareness of women's rights" (James 1986 p.124). 

Impacts on the women of the Cook Islands even during this period have not been well 

documented, but will be further explored throughout this thesis. The women have been 

migrants and they are also part of those groups now returning to the Cook Islands. This is 

likely to have affected the way women perceive themselves and their ability to achieve 

emancipation. The women in the Cook Islands have continued to have access to 

traditional leadership positions. However they have continued to be largely absent from 

parliament. They have established women's organisations and some have taken on high 

positions in both the private and the public sector. "With increased education and job 

opportunities women began to assert themselves in society" (James 1986 p.121). 

To conclude, this chapter has illustrated the importance of spatial and temporal context in 

understanding the iives of the women of the Cook Islands. They are part of the temporal 

and spatial processes in their homes, their neighbourhoods, their islands, their country and 

in the Pacific and the rest of the world. Change in the Cook Islands has meant change for 

its women. The importance of this context of place will be evident throughout the 

following chapters. 
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Chapter 3 

Feminism and Development 

Researchers who have written on women of developing countries combine two major 

bodies of theory: development theory and feminism. The perspective of the researcher 

determines the way both development and feminism are part of their work. Some, for 

instance, write within the concepts of development and aim to make women a part of this 

development. For others it is the gender issues that lie behind society that are important 

rather than development itself. 

This chapter will briefly outline some of the fundamentals of both development theory and 

feminism as well as exploring the possible synthesis of the two. The explanations focus 

on some of the major concepts within the literature. 

Development Theory 

Development theory is a body of literature written for and about the countries of the Third 

World. The degree to which any country is developed has been measured by a series of 

tools developed in the Western world. They are based on Western ideals and concepts of 

development. The indices used to measure development include real Gross National 

Product (GNP) per head, daily intake of calories and animal protein, character of the 

export economy, development of tertiary sector, illiteracy, infant mortality and potential 

human and natural resources (Buchanan 1964). 

The nations of the Pacific Islands are on the periphery of the Third World, often ignored in 

the literature, and sometimes considered further along the 'scale of development' than other 

Third World countries. These small nations are restricted in their ability to participate in 

international trade and politics because of their size and lack of natural resources and 

labour. They are poor nations in terms of their Gross Domestic ·Product (GDP) and are 

categorised as Third World nations because of these factors and their often recent 

decolonisation. 

The Cook Islands are dependent on large amounts of overseas aid, amounting to $US 11 

million in 1988 (Cole et al. 1991 p.19). They are a small, isolated, newly independent 

micro-state. GNP per capita is one of the most frequently used measures of development. 

The World Bank establishes its criteria for measuring countries on the basis of GNP per 

capita ($US): low income economies are $580 or less; middle income economies are 

between $580 and $6,000; high income economies $6,000 or more (in 1989) (World 

Development Report 1991). The Cook Islands is in the category of rrJddle income 
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economies (Table 3.1 ). While $1,958 is far lower than the United States, Japan or New 

Zealand it is substantially higher than the African states of Mozambique and Somalia. It 

is also higher than many other Pacific nations, including Tonga, Western Samoa and FiJi. 

Mozambique 
Somalia 
Nepal 
Nigeria 
India 
Mauritania 

Table 3.1: Gross National Product per capita, US $, 

1989 unless stated 

80 Fiji (1988) 
170 Chile 
180 Cook Islands (1986) 
290 Venezuela 
340 Sth. Africa 
500 Spain 

1 520 

1 770 

1 958 

2 450 

2 470 

9 330 
Western Samoa (1988) 640 French Polynesia (1986) 11 518 
Tonga (1988) 830 New Zealand 12 070 
Guatemala 910 France 17 820 
Thailand 1220 United States 20 910 
Jamaica 1260 Japan 23 810 

Niue (1984) · 1 366 Switzerland 29 880 

(source; World Bank 1991, Cole et al. 1991) 

A number of theories have been formulated to explain such global inequalities of wealth, 

and to suggest how poorer countries might undertake a process of development. These 

theories arise from numerous different perspectives. Figure 3.1 models the history of 

development theories and places them in the context of their political ideology. Three of 

these major theories of development are modernization, Marxism, and development from 

below. 

Modernization is one of the most widely referred to theories of development. }The theory 
·L 

initially stemmed from nee-classical economics (which developed in the post war period 

to promote capitalist modes of economic growth). Modernization assumes that 

development is a continuum and that it is factors within the nation-state which prevent it 

from developing. 

Modernity is the social, cultural and psychological framework which facilitates the 

application of science to the process of production (Nash). It is a movement towards 

technocracy in a Western political framework (Brookfield 1975 p.80). 

The implications of modernization theorJ are a need to develop social and economic 
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linkages, improve welfare and to adopt new forms of organisation such as the cash 

economy, the nuclear family and mass political parties. Implicit is the need to break down 

traditional ethnic compartmentalisation (Soja 1968). 

1950 

1960 

1970 

1980 

1990 

Figure 3.1: Theories of development 
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The models suggest that the Third World should follow the West. 11This image of 

following in the footsteps of the industrial West was very powerl~l11 0Veaver 1981 p.73). 

Myrdal (1957) suggests that underdeveloped countries should make -use of 11our 

accumulated scientific and technical knowledge, but to utilise this knowledge they need 

fresh research in all areas11 (p.98). 

Those advocating modern'ization believe that with a certain level of 11 industrial 

production, education and a certain proportion of population in towns to supply labour ... 

Third World countries will take off into sustained growth 11 (Brydon and Chant 1989 p.6). 

It assumed that by state encouragement of development in areas such as industry the whole 

country would develop in a trickle down effect. ·, 

Drawing on modernization theory and economic growth models, development agencies 
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were established to promote change in the Third World. Yet here was little consideration 

for the environment or for the social impacts on women and minorities. The drive was for 

development. Modernization theory was quickly criticised as being imperialistic and 

unlinear. The assumption that development would trickle down was challenged because it 

gives people little control over their destiny and it ignores significant barriers in the way of 

benefits reaching those most in need. 

Explanations for low productivity or poverty that seemed so straight forward in the 

1950's or 1960's are now widely viewed as inadequate and misguided or, worse, 

patronizing and imperialistic (Charlton 1984 p.2) 

New theories including underdevelopment theory which stems from a Marxist perspective 

began to follow critiques of modernization theory. Underdevelopment theory was not 

completely Marxist in approach but it was anti-capitalist. The authors were nee-Marxists 

disillusioned with conventional Marxism and looking for new applications and ideas. The 

main assumption was that development and underdevelopment were interlinked processes 

rather than conditions. The linking processes was a direct result of capitalism and relied 

on people becoming developed only when others became worse off. 

Baran was the first to make the point that 'development and underdevelopment' is a two 

way street: the advanced capitalist countries had become developed by expropriating 

economic surplus from those overseas countries with which they first traded and which 

they later colonised, while the overseas countries become underdeveloped aiding the 

ascendancy of the West (Hoogvelt 1982 p.166). 

Marxist theories of circulationism and productionism were also applied to development 

theories. Circulationism assumed: a) a world system of global capitalism and global 

classes whereby the whole world is "one single division oflabour" (Wallerstein 1980); b) 

gradual integration of all parts of the globe into capitalism through a series of stages, for 

instance mercantilism, protectionism and capitalism; c) the division of the world at present 

is into the periphery, semi periphery and the core, and decisions making is in the core for 

the benefit of people there; d) the decisions and benefits of multi national corporations are 

all at the core and; e) there is an international division of labour in which all workers are 

not equal. 

Many new theories evolved out of these Marxist criticisms of the present system. Samir 

Amin, for instance, looked to revolution at the periphery through nationalist revolutions 

and struggles (Hoogvelt 1982). Wallerstein also drew on the core-periphery model 

theorising that workers at the centre are expioiting workers at the periphery. 
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principles rather than theories. While it offers no real explanation for poverty or 

inequality it does address these issues with a practical approach. 

These are only three of many different perspectives on development. They serve to 

illustrate the point that there is a diversity of theories of development each of which has its 

short comings and merits. 

Feminism 

Like development theory feminism has many different perspectives and has changed over 

time. The central component in feminism is women. Although the approaches to studying 

women and their lives differ, each has common components. 

Each feminist theory or perspective attempts to describe women's oppression, to 

explain its causes and consequences and to provide strategies for women's liberation 

(Tong 1989 p.l). 

Feminist theorv is multi-discinlinarv in that it is contributed to bv a diverse !!roun of men .., .1. .., ., - - o - r -

and women from a number of different fields. It also appears in different disciplines 

including geography. As a result there are many different types of feminism including 

liberal, Marxist, radical, psychoanalytical and postmodern feminism. A brief explanation 

of each of these will follow, based on the definitions given by Tong (1989). 

Liberal feminism suggests that women are subjugated because they are kept out of the 

public sphere. If they were allowed in then it would be up to them to perform. It does not 

challenge the basis of society, but rather asks that women be given the opportunity to fully 

participate in society. Marxist feminists argue that this is not possible in a class-based 

society because women are oppressed by such a system. They argue for a socialism in 

which there are no classes and hence no systems of oppression over women. 

For radical feminists neither Marxist nor liberal feminists have gone far enough. Radical 

feminists write that patriarchy must be fought by looking at the roots of existence. Male 

domination in society must be eroded by looking to and challenging the causes of 

patriarchy. The challenge must be of the social and cultural institutions (especially the 

church and the family) which form the basis of society and reinforce patriarchy. A 

woman should feel free in every aspect including her sexuality. 

Psychoanalytic feminists tum to Freud's theory of the Oedipus complex for their 

explanation of female oppression. The strength of the male's oedipus complex is far 

greater than for the female as the male must separate from his mother, the first true love, in 
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order to avoid castration in the hands of the father. Their entry into society is therefore 

complete, unlike females who are not forced to separate from their mothers. 

Feminism is criticised because it is diverse and fails to provide an overall theory. 

Postmodern feminism arose in response to this criticism claiming that it is a masculine 

perspective which necessitates only one perspective rather than accepting a number of 

different ideas. "For post-modernists a synthesis is neither feasible nor desirable. It is not 

feasible because women's experience differs across class, racial and cultural lines" (Tong 

1989 p.7). 

Just as feminism is different across a multitude of perspectives and disciplines it has also 

changed through time. There is no definitive understanding of feminist history but one 

method of categorisation is by looking at feminism in three different waves. First the 

suffragettes fought for the rights to the franchise so that the women could express their 

political opinion electorally. 

Secondly, the women's liberation movement arose as a challenge to domesticity, gender 

roles, and the confines of patriarchy. Women aimed to work "to end violence against 

\1✓omen in all its forms, demand equal rights and to express sexuality freely" (¥Jng 1983 

p.10). 

Two decades on patriarchy still exists. This has prompted the third wave of feminism. 

French (1992) writes that 

the affluent, educated liberated women of the First World who can enjoy freedoms 

unavailable to any women ever before do not feel as free as they want to (p.9). 

The third wave of feminism focuses on the backlash against women. This backlash comes 

in different forms including the use of the beauty myth to intimidate women: 

The contemporary ravages of the beauty backlash are destroying women ·physically and 

depleting us psychologically. If we are to free ourselves from the dead weight that has 

once again been made out of femaleness, it is not ballots of lobbyists or placards that 

women need first; it is a new way to see (Wolf 1990 p.19). 

Faludi (1992) is arguably the most prominent feminist of the third wave. She writes that 

The word may be that women have 'liberated' but women themselves feel otherwise. 

Repeatedly in surveys women say that they feel far from equal. Nearly 70% of women 

polled in the New York Times in 1989 said that the movement for women's rights had 

only just begun .... In poll after poll overwhelming majorities of women have said that 
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they need equal pay and job opportunities, they need the right to abortion without 

government interference, they needed guaranteed maternity leave, they need decent 

childcare services. They have none of these (p.5). 

Feminism, like development then, is made up of many different perspectives. The 

diversity of these perspectives alongside the µiversity of development theories have led 

diversity within theories which combine the two. 

Feminism and Development Combined 

One of the critiques of development theory is that it ignores women. In the 1970's there 

was an upsurge in the amount of literature published on women in development (WID), 

largely due to an increasing awareness of this opression. First there was Ester Boserup 

who in 1970 wrote the first major text highlighting women in development: Women's Role 

in Economic Development (Entwistle 1985, Rathgeber 1990). Up until then, 

the specific role of women had been largely ignored, particularly the question of how 

development affects ,vomen's subordinate position in most societies (Beneria and Sen 

1981 p.279). 

Secondly it was time for the third wave of feminism, the emergence of a global feminist 

consciousness (Rathgeber 1992). This concentrated not only on issues of sexism in the 

households and the workforce of Western countries, but on 'a wider sisterhood'. Thirdly 

there was the United Nations Decade for Women from 1975 through to 1985. The 

decade for women essentially legitimatised research on women's issues (Tinker 1990). 

All three of these factors were brought together by the newly educated women of the 

1980s, These were the women who, through the power of the women's liberation 

movement, earned places in universities and were confident enough to question the 

fundamentals upon which the university system is based. They realised the masculine 

nature of the disciplines they studied within and many new academics started asking: what 

about women? These women were looking for issues that they could identify with and 

ways in which to use their education and knowledge. Their interests included women in 

developed countries. 

Work on women in development comes from a number of different perspectives, reflective 

of the many different bodies of thought within feminist studies and of the academic origins 

of the authors. Feminism and development has no place as a discipline of its own in most 

universities. It is contributed to by authors from many different areas and the structure 

and focus of their research is determined by the norms of their disciplines. 



33 

Literature on women in development has gone through a series of steps. Initially much of 

the literature focused on women as a resource - women were viewed as an untapped 

economic resource. This was th~ way in which the ideas of women in development were 

sold to the development agencies of the world. Policies and plans to assist the 

participation of women in development began arising globally, with a focus on women's 

participation in development. 

This early phase of research is known as WID was led by Boserup in 1970. Boserup wrote 

that 11 in the vast and ever growing literature on economic development, reflections on the 

particular problems of women are few and far between" (Boserup 1970 p.5). Boserup's 

arguments were based on the premise that the sexual division of labour was invariably 

upset by development strategies such as modernization. Women were essentially robbed 

of their productive functions. They were, for instance, relegated to subsistence agriculture 

and cash cropping. Colonial administrators ignored women and failed to recognise their 

education as important (Fairbairn-Dunlop 1991). Boserup's work was followed by a 

series of critiques yet remained a pioneering effort in its field. Boserup's perspective was 

largely economic and criticisms included her lack of emphasis on women's reproductive 

role (Beneria and Sen 1981, Brydon and Chant 1989). 

WID is linked closely to the modernization paradigm which aims to change a country from 

being traditional and agrarian to modern and industrialised. Women as development 

theorists began to write about modernization in the 1970s, criticising the assumption that 

the norm of the male experience was able to be generalised to the female experience. The 

position of women in developing countries, following models of modernization theory, 

was seen as static or declining,; they had low paid jobs, the new technology was directed 

at men, and women were not given the same opportunities as men in tertiary education 

(Rathgeber 1990). 

Under the rubric of WID, the recognition that women's experience of development and 

of societal change differed from that of men was institutionalized and it became 

legitimate for research to focus specifically on women's exp~rience and _perceptions 

(Rathgeber 1990 p.491) 

For development agencies the easiest way to take on women's issues was through their 

existing systems. The major focus was the integration of women into development 

policies and projects, rather than "questioning the values and the goals of the process or 

challenging the theoretical underpinnings of development" (Tinker 1990 p.5). 

WID was criticised firstly because it grew out of modernization theory and the solutions it 

offered were largely tychnological, such as the transfer of technology, the provision of 
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extension services and credit facilities, and the development of appropriate technology for 

women's needs. Secondly, the WID approach tended to accept an existing social structure, 

providing only a crude set of analytical tools designed to help women now, rather than 

looking at the the roots of the problem. It did not recognise the divisions and the relations 

of exploitation that exist among women, nor did it recognise exploitation as being in itself 

a component of a global system of capital accumulation (Rathgeber 1990). The third 

criticism was that women's reproductive nature is ignored and they are viewed as 

productive and potential wage earners (Beneria and Sen 1981). This fails to recognise 

that many women have little time to work and that most of their wages are repatriated to 

men. 

In the second half of the 1970s came the ideas of Women and Development (WAD), the 

ideas which were essentially neo-Marxist. This grew out of criticisms of development and 

modernization theory and worked against the assumption that the exclusion of women in 

previous development projects had been an inadvertent oversight. 

The women and development approach begins from the position that women have 

always been part of the development process and that they did not suddenly appear in 

the 1970's as the result of the insight and intervention strategies of a few scholars and 

agency personnel (Rathgeber 1990 p.492). 

The focus is on the relationship between women and development rather than on strategies 

for the integration of women into development. 

The Marxist feminism argument is that study of women must include both their productive 

and their reproductive roles: 

It proposes that women's subordination is due not to their lack of participation in the 

wage sector, but is based on the sexual division of labour which emerges as an 

expression of women's role in reproductive activities and the articulation of these with 

production outside the home (Fairbairn-Dunlop 1992 p.36) 

WAD theory was criticised because it fails to understand the social relations of gender 

within classes. It fails to undertake a full scale analysis of the relationship between 

patriarchy, differing modes of production and women's subordination and oppression. 

"Women's condition is seen primarily as within the structure of international class 

inequalities" (Rathgeber 1990 p.493). The major criticism of both WID theory and WAD 

was this failure to address the broader issues and the acceptance of masculine disciplines 

such as modernization and Marxism. 

There was a need for a theory that iooked at why women were ignored in development, 
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rather than just trying to include them. To do this there needed to be an understanding of 

the relationships between men and women and their relationship with development. Thus 

emerged the concept of gender and development (GAD). The term gender implies 

socialisation rather than viewing social relations as being biologically determined. 

Through an understanding of the complexities of the relationships between men and 

women the development needs of everyone can be better understood (Ostergaard 1992). 

This is in contrast to the assumption that nuclear families are universal and that the man is 

the breadwinner within those families. GAD considers the triple role of woman, whereby 

the woman is productive and reproductive as well as involved in community needs. It 

also investigates women-headed households and their very different needs (Mosser 1989). 

It is not just a question of adding women into development theory, but [it] demands a 

fundamental reassessment of the very foundations of development theory and practice 

(Momsen 1987 p.16). 

GAD adopts a holistic approach: the totality of social organization, economic and political 

life, in order to understand the shaping of particular aspects of society (Rathgeber 1990 

p.494). It is not exclusively focused on women, nor the private sphere. The emphasis is 

on the participation of the state in promoting women's emancipation. Women are 

recognised as agents of change rather than just passive recipients. "It assumes that the 

ideology of patriarchy operates within and across classes to oppress women" (Rathgeber 

1990 p.494). 

GAD is difficult to integrate into ongoing development strategies and programmes as it 

requires full commitment to structural change and power shifts. Molyneaux's 1985 paper 

is often quoted for its division between practical and strategic gender planning. This 

allows women's needs to be dealt with practically while continuing to deal with the larger 

issues. Strategic planning is designed to deal with the fundamentals of gender inequality, 

whereas the practical gender planning is dealing with women's needs within their existing 

position in society. The interests and needs of the two types of planning are shown in 

Figure 3.2. Ideally the use of practical planning can give women the knowledge and 

resources to deal with strategic planning needs. 
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Figure 3.2: Women's strategic and practical gender interests and needs 
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(source: Alsop 1993 p.368) 

In conclusion some of the links between the perspectives of development, feminism, and 

the combination of the two will be identified. The three perspectives of deveiopment 

outlined parallel some of the major perspectives of feminism and development. Figure 3.3 

gives a very simple presentation of some of the links between the theories. 

Figure 3.3: Links between development, feminism and development and 

feminism 

Development Development and 
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WID, the earliest form of feminism and development, links with early feminism, the 

liberal perspective. Like liberal feminism, WID encourages women's participation in the 

pubiic sphere or in development. It works within the existing system, which in the case of 
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WID is modernization. The perspective of WAD comes from Marxist theorists and 

therefore theoretically links the two. 

GAD, like radical feminism, asks for a complete change. It looks to the foundations of 

patriarchy for the answers and aims to fight patriarchy from the roots of its development. 

GAD aims to include all women and recognise them as different (postmodern feminism). 

It intends going to women to find out what they want, therefore taking on a 'development 

from below' perspective. 

Throughout this thesis these concepts of development and feminism will be invoked. 

They form the basis of the central chapters ( 4, 5 and 6). First, chapter four examines 

development and the participation of women and asks: what development has occurred in 

the Cook Islands and what has it meant for the women of the Cook Islands? It tests the 

WID and WAD assertion that the key to the improvement of women's position is their 

participation in development. 

Chapter five parallels chapter four by again assessing the relationship between women's 

position and development. This time it asks if the combination of development and 

gender relations have marginalised the women of the Cook Islands. Gender relations are 

examined by assessing the constraints of patriarchy in the Cook Islands and the effect that 

development has had on this. The GAD assertion that development must consciously 

address the basis of gender relations in order for women's position to be improved will be 

discussed. 

Chapter six discusses women's position in the Cook Islands, asking whether or not the 

women of the Cook Islands are actually free. The findings of chapters three and four will 

be put alongside the change of women's position in the Cook Islands. The aim is to 

identify the relationships between women's development experience, gender relations and 

emancipation. 



38 



39 

Chapter4 

Development 

What is the relationship between the women of the Cook Islands and development in the 

country? To attempt an answer to this question three further questions will be addressed 

in this chapter. First what is development? Secondly, what is development in the Cook 

Islands? Thirdly, what has development meant for the women of the Cook Islands? 

The focus is on whether development in the Cook Islands has marginalised the women of 

the country, therefore testing the assertions of the WID perspective and to a lesser extent 

the WAD perspective (capitalist rather than marxist development). Chapter four asks if 

there is a direct relationship between women's participation or lack of participation in 

development and the position of women in the Cook Islands. 

What is Development? 

To write a chapter on development necessitates an understanding of the concept of 

development. One of the common uses of the term development is to imply progress or 

growth. For developmental psychologists, for instance, the term refers to an individual's 

progress along the path of life: 

Human development passes through a series of qualitatively different stages in which 

the individual actively constructs his or her understanding of the world (Hunter et al. 

1976 p.124). 

This understanding of development implies a vertical path of achievement, as does one of 

the other most common usages of the term, that of classifying countries: 

Common usage frequently reflects an unconscious acceptance of a particular point of 

view which is then generalized as if it was universal. Thus the term [development] is 

commonly used to refer to an amalgam of characteristics (related to economic growth, 

welfare and MODERNIZATION) ascribable to particular societies (Johnston 1986) 

(emphasis in original). 

According to the stage at which any individual country has progressed along the path of 

development, they may be labelled as either undeveloped, developing or developed. 

Gilipin (1986) provides definitions of developed and developing nations: 

Developing Nations, Countries which are in the process of building up industrial 
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capacity, but have economies dominated by agricultural and possibly mineral 

extraction activities 

Developed Nations, or industrial nations, those countries which have achieved 

substantial manu/acturing and service capability in addition to advanced techniques in 

agricultural and possibly mineral extraction activities. 

A Conventional Concept of Development: A series of indicators of development have 

been derived from the characteristics of those countries already developed. Johnston 

( 1986) identifies six of the most used sets of phenomena. These are levels of material 

production and consumption; changes in the levels of material production and 

consumption; the technology of material production and consumption; technological 

change; associated cultural, social and political changes; and, in recent fashion, the 

distribution of the costs and benefits of production and consumption. Figure 4.1. gives a 

pictorial view of this understanding of development. 

Figure 4.1: Conventional development 

Developed countries 
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Un-developed countries 
-refer to your worksheet 

WORKSHEET 
Satisfactory Standards of 

Standard of Living D 
Poulation Growth D 
Infant Mortality D 
Manufactured production• 
Tertiary Education 

• • • A representative of one of the Developed 
Countries will let you know when you can 
tick one of the boxes 



41 

Figure 4.1 is a simple illustration of conventional development. The features include a 

hierarchy of countries ( organised according to levels of development) and an end state, as 

well as a process known as development. As the notion of development and Third World 

countries stems from the West it is the countries of the West who are at the top of the 

hierarchy and set the standards for development. It is this conventional model of 

development that those combining feminism and development refer to. 

This conventional form of development is that aspired to in modernization policies. It is 

concerned with growth, particularly economic growth. This form of development 

invariably involves capitalist models of growth and economic organisation, depends on 

continued expansion of economic activity, and the commodification of land, labour and 

capital of land, in sufficient quantities. Yet for countries such as the Cook Islands, there 

is not enough land, labour or capital (chapter 2) to achieve such capitalist development 

independently. They are dependent on aid from countries such as New Zealand to make 

even limited forms of capitalist development possible. A further criticism of the concept 

is that it uses a set of values derived in the West to measure and assess a country, thus 

neglecting quite different cultural social and religious values. 

An AltPrn9tiVP f'onl'Pnt nf novolnnmont• R,,.,-,,:mc,A nf th,, .,h,-,..t,-,r,m:nn-" ,..,f th:., ---- ___ ..,._, ____ ...,_• - _.. ____ ._...,., _.._ --•"'.a"-'p&&•'-'°Jl&&,• .LIVVUUOV VJ. \.J..lV ~J.JV.1\.VV.l.l.lJ.J.J.E,~ VJ, \.lJ.l.~ 

conventional form of development notably its supposed universal and and finite nature, an 

alternative concept of development is necessary. Critically it asks that the concept of 

development be questioned and related to individual needs and aspirations. For any 

individual a personal concept of development is a product of socialisation and of 

themselves: 

In the ultimate sense development is a reflection of personal values, conditioned by the 

societal framework in which one lives (Stohr and Taylor 1981 p.453). 

Attempting a model of one's own view of development is an interesting task. This 

researcher has attempted to model her own perception of development ·(Figu~e 4.2.), after 

Johnston (1986). The diagram shows that any form of development happens and 

affects every different level of society, from the global to the individual. It shows the 

aspirations of development are factors in a process of change at all levels without 

necessarily ever being achieved. As no person or nation will every reach the epitome of 

development it is the social, environmental, economic and political behaviour created by 

aspiring to any particular state of development that is important. Hence there are no end 

points in the diagram. The concept is idealistic but illustrates that perceptions of 

development are individualistic. 
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Figure 4.2: An alternative concept of development 
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By making the goals of development primarily one's of freedom and knowledge at all 

levels, any change of ideology will be aimed at the achievement of these. These states 

may be unobtainable but for the researcher it is the process of trying to achieve these that 

is important. This perception of development will necessarily affect the perspective of this 

thesis because this is what the researcher sees as development for the women of the Cook 

Islands. Goals such as such as freedom, self realisation, education for all and a non

oppressive society are central to the values the researcher has. Yet the definition also 

recognises that a different cultural context, as in the Cook Islands, might lead to different 

goals and outcomes. 

Development for the Cook Islands 

Development in the Cook Islands has been modelled on the conventional view. Major 

obstacles sanding in the way of this type of development have been the highly fluctuating 

nature of the country's exports and the high inflation attached to substantial imports 

(Fairbairn 1984). The Cook Islands is "a small open developing Pacific economy highly 

vulnerable to economic instabilities" (Fairbairn 1984 p.57). These and other factors, most 

importantly size and scale (chapter two), mean that the Cook Islands is not a developed 
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country. Instead the Cook Islands when viewed on the conventional model of 

development is at the 'developing stage'. 

It is important to remember that the development goals of any given country, like those of 

an individual, are dependent on personal or group perception. 

The values a society holds, which themselves change over time, are the ultimate 

standard besides which development or lack of it will be judged (Stohr and Taylor 

1981 p.453) 

The goals of the Cook Islands development plans are based on the conventional concepts 

of economic development. The following is an excerpt from the Cook Islands Second 

Development Plan (Cook Islands Government 1988). This statement is presented as the 

government's development philosophy: 

The people of the Cook Islands are its most precious natural resource. She has a proud 

heritage, strong family life with high moral and ethical standards which form the 

foundation of Cook Islands society. Pride in our country is fundamental to the success 

of personal endeavours and the welfare of our country. Self reliance is self respect. 

Our land and sea hold resources which, depending on the capacity and capability of our 

minds, hands and efforts, can produce that extra closeness to the wealth we aspire to. 

People and the government must work together to solve our economic and social 

problems, government is the servant not the master (p.11). 

The government identified five major policy objectives for the years 1988-1992. These 

were: 

1. To raise the level of prosperity for the people of the Cook Islands (to stem further 

migration). 

2. To attain a larger measure of economic independence. 

3. To ensure that economic development proceeds in a manner compatible with social, 

cultural and natural values. 

4. To promote a more equitable distribution of the benefits of development. 

5. To cooperate closely with Pacific neighbours and other nations in economic affairs 

and other matters of mutual interest. 

(Cook Islands Government 1988 p.11). 

These goals are similar to those strategies of the first development plan, (1982-1985), 

which: 
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were directed at trying to increase productivity, expanding income opportunities, 

improving trade and generally rejuvenating the economy. Clearly the emphasis was on 

economic development (Cook Islands Government 1988 p.11 ). 

The draft copy for the next development plan for the Cook Islands, which is now referred 

to a the strategic development plan, has a much narrower focus. The plan is aimed at the 

private sector, which the government sees as pursuing the answer to economic problems in 

the Cook Islands. The development objectives do, however, remain similar to earlier 

development plans: 

1) To Improve Cook Islands living standards while maintaining environmental, cultural 

and traditional heritage 

2) To achieve sustainable fiscal independence and equitable development 

3) To ensure that the outer islands receive a fairer measure of development aid 

4) To cooperate closely with Pacific neighbours and other nations in economic affairs 

and other matters of interest. 

(Cook Islands ~overnment n.d.-a p.l) 

The development plans presented by the Cook Isiands government view their country and 

their people as an economic resource. This is reflective of the conventional capitalist 

model of development in which land, labour and capital are used for economic growth. 

The major theme common throughout the three plans is that the Cook Islands must strive 

to achieve independence. The latest of the three development plans recognises that this 

development must come from the private sector as the government does not itself have the 

resources, especially capital to support sustainable economic development. 

This independence is seen as only possible when the strength of the Cook Islands economy 

is such that it is no longer dependent on aid. One of the measures of this economy is GDP 

(Figure 4.3) and the portion of that which is foreign aid. GDP in the Cook Islands has 

been continually increasing, however the rate of that increase has slowed in the past two 

years. This may reflect an increasing dependence on the tourist dollar, not shown in the 

GDP figures. 

The Cook Islands government does continue to rely heavily on foreign aid. Total foreign 

aid, however, has shown a substantial decrease since 1985 (Figure 4.4) and has also 

decreased as a proportion of GDP. 

While total foreign aid to the Cook Islands has increased from over twelve million 

dollars in 1982 to over fifteen million in 1987, it has decreased as a portion of GDP 

from 39% in 1982 to 21 % in 1987 (Ingram 1991 p.8) 
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This reduction in aid has followed a substantial increase in tourist numbers between 1982 

and 1986 (Figure 4.5). The reduction in aid may have been because the aid donor 

countries thought that the tourist numbers would continue to increase and therefore direct 

aid was no longer required. The major problem with reducing aid on the basis of these 

tourist numbers, though, is that tourist numbers show a great deal of fluctuation. 
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It is evident from Figure 4.5 that tourist numbers have in the last few years reached a 

plateau and do not show the expected continued growth. This increasesthe economic 

vulnerability of the Cook Islands as the twin pillars of aid and tourism are both threatened. 

Also most of the tourist expenditure goes to Rarotonga in comparison with foreign aid, 

particularly project aid, which is more evenly distributed among the islands. 

It is difficult to establish a strong independent economy when the value of imports far 

outweighs exports (Figure 4.6). "Food imports [in the Cook Islands] are alone greater 

than all exports" (Stanley 1992 p.263). Imports are mostly manufactured goods but, in 

alarming contrast, exports are largely primary materials which cannot be exported in 

quantities sufficient to match imports. 

Figure 4.6: Total value of imports and exports for the Cook Islands 
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The government has tried to diversify the export base of the Cook Islands, (Figure 4.7). 

These graphs show the contribution of different types of exports to GDP. They reflect the 

transitory nature of the exports of the Cook Islands. For instance, fruit juices change from 

being a major part of the export industry in 1980 to being a narrow slither of the pie graphs 

of 1985 and 1990. Clothing and shoes have also dropped significantly by 1989 after a 

dramatic increase in the 1985 graph. 
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Figure 4.7: Share of total value of exports by commodity 
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The Cook Islands continue to be very dependent on aid and the tourist dollar. Both are 

variable and therefore the economy of the Cook Islands is highly vulnerable. Even the 

export economy is unstable. Despite this dependency and vulnerability the planners in the 

Cook Islands continue to subscribe heavily to the conventional development model. 

Three Different Islands 

Given the pervasive nature of the conventional development model in the Cook Islands, it 

is necessary to appreciate how different regions of the country are placed along a scale of 

development. Women living in the different islands have quite different experiences of 

the processes of development. It is assumed that where development is further along the 

track, the processes will be quite different from places where development is only just 

beginning. If any judgement is going to be made about the impact of development on the 

lives of the women, comparisons need to be made between women whose homes are at 

different stages of development. 

Development on the three different islands visited reflects the size and population of the 

islands. On Mauke there is a population of about 600 on a total land area of 1842 

hectares, Aitutaki has about 2000 people and 1805 hectares of land, whilst Rarotonga has 

about 9000 residents on 6718 hectares. The following discussion of the three islands will 

be based on ·observation rather than statistics. This is because most of the government 

produced statistics do not differentiate between the islands. The description relies largely 

on observations made by the researcher while visiting the islands. To begin with the 

largest of the islands; Rarotonga. 



48 

Rarotonga (Figure 4.8 and 4.9) has a narrow band of sand and mixed grain beaches, from 

which it is only a short distance to the large heavily vegetated mountains which make up 

the bulk of the island. Between the mountains and the coast There is a strip of 

agriculturally productive land, which makes up about 20% of the total area. The people of 

Rarotonga all live on this strip between the coast and the mountains. Much of the 

agriculturally productive area is planted with citrus, mango, breadfruit and paw paw trees. 

There is also a substantial amount of taro and kumara planting. 

Much of the old inland road (ara metua), (Chapter 2) remains and there are many houses 

scattered along this road. The coastal road however is the more prominent road and most 

of the housing and tourist accommodation is along this road. Small roads and tracks make 

a confusing web of routes up into the mountains 
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Figure 4.8: Map of Rarotonga 

(source: Cook Islands Government n.d.-b) 
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Figure 4.9: Picture of Rarotonga 

(source: Postcard of Rarotonga) 

Figure 4.10: The Sheraton Hotel in progress, Rarotonga 
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Along the coastal road there are small shops with petrol bowsers every two or three 

kilometres. Avarua is the only area where there are shops grouped together. This is the 

capital of the Cook Islands. The township is small, it has two banks, one supermarket, 

one department type store, and about thirty tourist shops. It is also host to several of the 

Government departments, Telecom, and the Post Office . . 

Rarotonga has an international airport which serves as a gateway to the outer islands and 

the world. The airport handles between two and three international flights a day as well 

as regular services to the Southern outer islands. Rarotonga has twenty-seven hotel/motel 

types of accommodation and three types of budget accommodation for the use of the 

tourists (Stanley 1992). In progress is the construction of a multi million dollar Sheraton 

hotel complex (Figure 4.10). 

Rarotonga is host to most of the tourists visiting the Cook Islands. There are scooters 

available for hire, at about twenty dollars a day. There are also jeeps and bicycles but 

most of the tourists and the locals use the scooters. Tourist activities include an across the 

island walk, island dancing, a cultural village, exhibitions of coconut palm climbing, a 

yacht club with boats for hire and scuba diving courses. 

Tourism can bring with it many social impacts (Pearce 1989), including frustration for the 

local people. The tourists observed were at times obnoxiously rude to the locals. The 

researcher watched in horror as one young foreign couple on the beach told their child to 

keep away from the local children. The young islanders were trying to join in building a 

sandcastle with the European family but the tourists immediately packed up their gear and 

fled from the beach, telling the local children to keep away from them. 

It is not surprising that there is conflict between the local people and the visitors. Just 

listening to the conversation of tourists on the buses it was interesting to hear them 

complaining about their air conditioning and other luxuries which most of the local people 

do not have. 

The major source of revenue for Rarotonga is the income the tourists bring in. "Ther~ is 

also limited trade in agricultural exports to New Zealand. Rarotonga has the Cook 

Islands' one major port, Aviatu harbour. The harbour is alongside Avarua and serves the 

major ships entering the islands. The people of Rarotonga seem busy and very few of the 

islanders stopped to talk. Life on Rarotonga seemed much faster and more pressured than 

life on Mauke and Aitutaki. 

Aitutaki is a beautiful low lying coral atoll (Figure 4.12) There is a large lagoon framed 

by a coral reef, inside of this there are several islands, the largest of which is Aitutaki. The 
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island is famed for its beauty and marine life, Because of this it receives a substantial 

number of tourists, many more that any of the other outer islands. 

The people of Aitutaki live in four villages: Tautu, Maungapu, Vaipeka and Vaipae 

(Figure 4.11 ). Most of the houses make use of European materials such as iron, but there 

are still some kikau houses remaining (Figure 4.13). There are about five shops together, 

which make up a tiny township, whilst the other shops are little tin sheds outside peoples 

houses which are open for a limited time. 

There are several types of budget accommodation available on the island and one hotel. 

The hotel is on the tiny island of Akitua at the end of the airstrip. There are a few small 

bars and eating venues. The highlight for the tourist are lagoon trips. The tourists are 

taken to one or more of the islands in the lagoon, they are given lunch and, depending on 

the type of trip, the opportunity to snorkel. Other tourist activities include the renowned 

island night on Fridays at the Rapae Hotel which is said to be the best in the Cook Islands. 

The island night involves a traditional feast and island dancing. 
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Figure 4.11: Map of Aitutaki 

(source: Cook Island Government n.d.~b) 



52 

Figure 4.12: Picture of Aitutaki 

(source: Postcard of Aitutaki, Ken wall Associates) 

Figure 4.13: A combination house in Aitutaki: kikau and hardboard 



53 

There are between five and seven flights a day, six days a week, from Rarotonga to 

Aitutaki, the flight takes one hour. Aitutaki is more Westernised than Mauke, possibly 

because of the need to develop facilities for the tourists. Most of the people are dependent 

on wages to buy European style foods and other goods. Much of the agriculture is for the 

market rather than for self sufficiency. Unlike Rarotonga there is a significant amount of 

flat uninhabited land, a lot of which is used for agriculture. One of the most evident crops 

was bananas. 

The people of Aitutaki seemed more friendly than those of Rarotonga. About half of the 

people called out in greeting or smiled as you passed. The lifestyle was less hectic than 

Rarotonga, but still far busier than Mauke. 

Mauke is part of the Nga-Tu-Poru group, consisting of Mitiaro, Mauke and Aitu. Mauke, 

like the others in the group, is a very flat island surrounded by a makatea coral reef (Figure 

4.15) There are three flights a week which serve all three of these islands at once. The 

arrival of the planes is a big event and there are many people out to meet them when they 

arrive (Figure 4.16). 

Mauke has a white coral sand road which runs around the island and inland to the internal 

villages (Figure 4.14 ). There are no shops catering for the tourists, however some of the 

houses have small dairies in one room of the house. There is a very small entrance to the 

island through the Makatea reef, just above this entrance is the island's radio 

communication centre and a memorial marking one of the battles between Atiu and 

Mauke. Inland there is a small branch of Telecom and the the offices of the Central 

Administration Officer (CAO) 

Maire is the main export from Mauke. Maire is a plant which is used to make neck eis. It 

is sold to Hawaii where it is highly valued and used for making leis for special occasions, 

such as weddings and graduation (Guinea pets. com 1993). The women of Mauke are 

responsible for the gathering, handling and administration of the export of maire. Other 

than the maire, the people rely on agriculture to feed their families. 

There are very few tourists who go to the Nga-Tu-Poru Islands. There is budget 

accommodation available. on all three of the islands, but with no hot water and limited 

availability of power. There are two places to stay on Mauke, both are very tidy and 

reasonably priced but they do not cater for the tourist looking for luxury accommodation. 

The island of Mauke is substantially quieter than either of the other two islands. The 

roads are never busy and the people are relaxed and friendly. As the people went by they 
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always smiled and greeted each other. The community was so small that the researcher 

found that everyone soon knew who she was. The islanders were more shy that those 

from Aitutaki, but still very friendly 
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Figure 4.14: Map of Mauke 
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In terms of conventional development it is obvious that Rarotonga is the most developed 

island followed by Aitutaki and Mauke. This is in terms. of the degree of Westernisation 

(including Western housing, transport and communication) and tourist revenue. It is 

interesting to note that the people on the less 'developed' islands were far m~re re.laxed and 

friendlier. 

These are the island homes of the women interviewed. The difference in development 

and therefore the processes at work iri the places they live may be directly reflected in the 

relationship between the women interviewed. It affects the way the women view 

development, their participation in development and the changes in their lives. 
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Figure 4.15: Mauke's makatea reef 

Figure 4.16: Meeting the plane on Manke 
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What has development meant for the women of the Cook Islands? 

The adoption of conventional development policies in the Cook Islands may lead directly 

to the marginalisation of women. This concept is common across WID, WAD and GAD 

although the approaches to rectifying the situation are diverse. For those writing from a 

WID or WAD perspective the aims would be to involve women in development. 

Participation is the key. This section will ask whether or not the women of the Cook 

Islands have been integrated into development. First it presents what the women see as 

development in their country; secondly, it asks if women have participated in 

development; and thirdly, it examines if the women have changed. The aim is to establish 

whether integration of women into development, or lack of it, has affected the position of 

women in the Cook Islands.· 

Change in the Cook Islands; the Women's Perspective: The women interviewed were 

asked to talk about the changes there had been in the Cook Islands, particularly in the last 

twenty years. This question was designed to gain the women's immediate response and 

very little prompting was used. Later questions ask women about specific changes and at 

this stage it was more important to get their un-prompted ideas. 

In terms of the overall questions asking what the relationship between women and 

development is, the section is useful in establishing whether women like development or 

not. A strong dislike of the present development process would indicate that the voice of 

women has not been heard in development planning or that they are feeling significant 

adverse affects from the process. 

Many of the women in Rarotonga talked about material changes. They also talked about 

changes in attitude, lifestyle, culture and custom. Often the first thing the women 

mentioned was the new shops, buildings, restaurants and roads. They talked about the 

development of Avarua township. One women said that the town was now covered in 

bricks and cement and there was little grass left. For some of the women the changes in 

the Avarua township area were seen as beautification, or as an improvement, because it is 

cleaner. 

The women often spoke about the Cook Islands Westernising. One of the biggest changes 

they identified was the introduction of money into their community: 

"I don't really like the Papaa here, they have changed a world that was really nice 

before. Greed is part of their [Cook Islanders] life now; they are monetary wise. They 

have become lazy." 
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"now everything is for money, a change in thinking, a change in attitude." 

"the life of the people is more a thing of money now." 

"People coming in here have made money an important thing" 

One women said that life here is now a power game, and that the two biggest players are 

money and land. 

The change to Western culture has also meant new things, such as electricity, appliances, 

radios and televisions. It has also meant changes in housing, food and dress. First the 

televisions and the videos: 

"Kids used to gather to play games, now video games, television and video." 

"Television is absolute bastardism, never a night without violence, real rubbish, there is 

not a)ot to do here, the people tum to violence and television." 

"Crime is reinforced by television and video." 

"Videos and television took away the social atmosphere of the movie theatre and eating 

together, communication break down. Movies and television are responsible for a lot 

of violence and continued increase in material values." 

Many of the women were very concerned about the change in food, particularly the impact 

it is having on people's health. The local foods are being ignored and the people are 

turning to imported tinned food. 

"There is less living off the land, more imported foods." 

"People don't plant or fish, they buy food." 

"The way of life has improved, better houses, vehicles, eat better and better education." 

"From self-sufficiency to tinned foods." 

"The lifestyle is more Westernised. It's good to move forward, but [its] ruining our 

culture and our health (food)." 
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The housing has also changed; 

"they are now Western style. There are no more grass houses, they don't use local 

timber or mats, instead carpet." 

Tourists and foreigners living in the Cook Islands were also mentioned by many of the 

women. Feelings about the tourist industry are mixed. Most of the women talked about 

both the advantages and the disadvantages of the many tourist arrivals. 

"The biggest impact is the rapid growth of the tourist industry." 

"More developed, have to keep up to scratch for the tourists." 

"Sometimes it feels like there are more visitors here than Rarotongans." 

"There are more flights, including Sundays. That is against our religion." 

"The advantages are job opportunities and better reading, [as for the] disadvantages; 

there is a certain way of life in the Cook Islands that becomes eroded when you are 

trying to pamper to the needs of the tourists." 

"[The Cook Islanders] distrust foreigners, because they come here and use their money 

to take advantage of our resources ... We don't want ex-pats living here, we want aid to 

train us to replace them" 

"Tourism development is good for the women, it supports the women running the 

markets" 

"The community has changed, it has to accommodate a whole lot of strangers." 

"Tourism is good for the craft work." 

"A big increase in tourism, the change has improved our economy, now more modern." 

"People are being corrupted by overseas people bringing alcohol etc .. " 

The move to self government has seen an increasing interest in politics in the Cook 

Islands. Some of the women talked about politics as being socially destructive. 
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"Politics have divided up the people, ruining families." 

From these changes to the Western way have come changes in culture, custom and 

language and changes in people's attitudes. This has, in part, been contributed to the 

people returning to the Cook Islands. Firstly the language: 

"The language has been lost, old people are trying to get the past to come back again." 

"The language has changed, some children can't even speak Maori. When I was at 

school and when I was teaching children were punished for speaking Maori, so I didn't 

teach my children Maori. Now I wish I had." 

"When I was young it was trendy to learn English, now that has changed. People are 

coming here to see us so let's just be ourselves." 

The life is becoming more individual, family is becoming less important: 

"People's attitudes are more conservative now. They used to be open and sharing, now 

very protective of what you have." 

"People want things private now." 

"The attitudes of people have changed. There used to be more respect. Everything 

used to be family, planting etc., Today everything has changed, the family unity is 

loose." 

The children are changing as they take on the Western ways. Some of the women said that 

the children are lacking in respect for their elders: 

"In the old way the parents ruled the roost, the children were under complete control, 

they had respect. Now the European way is coming through, shoplifting, money 

worries, the kids are aware of clothes." 

"The children have no respect. We enjoyed old people and family more as children, 

now families are growing apart." 

Also changing is the culture and the custom of the people of the Cook Islands: 

"Culture, customs ai1d tradition are the major changes. A iot of changes and chaiienges 
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caused by our accepting modem technology, Western cultures and inflation. Peoples 

attitudes have changed. A lot of our culture is now ignored, for instance the ways of 

dancing and singing have now changed." 

"Tradition is fading away. People are accepting the modern ways." 

The people are returning from New Zealand and other countries and bringing new ideas 

and possessions with them: 

"I went to New Zealand because it was the thing to do, everyone admires you when 

you go." 

"Countries where people are staying are slumping, so they come back, claim land and 

build houses" 

"Business community returning to the Cook Islands. We know how to run a business 

and how to teach other people to run businesses." 

"More people are coming back, crime is up. A lot of those returning had no jobs in 

New Zealand." 

"In the next ten years groups will arise, for instance women and environmental. 

People can express their opinion now because more educated [people] are returning 

home, they have learnt to express themselves and understand what is going on." 

The women all see these changes in different ways, some of the opinions that came 

through with this question were: 

"Losing our way of life is part of the change and development that every country goes 

through." 

"Everyone has the opportunity to make it now. There is space for my development 

now, for instance my business." 

"Over here [things are] moving a bit too fast, trying to catch up. Carrying on like this 

is not good for us. Tourists come here to try to get away from things. Laws prohibit 

buildings any taller than the tallest coconut tree, I still think we should be careful." 

"We don't have to live the Papaa way I want to live my life here, [our way]." 
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The women from Mauke and Aitutaki talked about similar changes on their islands. The 

women from Mauke first mentioned the new shops, roads, methods of transport, 

telephones and television. Most of the women talked about the change in housing: 

"Before coconut leaf, thatched housing. Now we follow the Papaa way." 

The other major change the women of Mauke talked about was the jobs created by the 

export of maire to Hawaii. 

"the maire has changed my life, now money every week." 

"Apart from the government workers the maire is the only earner. One hundred homes 

depend on the maire, only 600 people live here." 

Migration has also been important to the women of Mauke. They, like the women of 

Rarotonga, are beginning to see people returning, and the remittances ceasing; 

"Before a lot of money being sent back here, when the New Zealand economy was 

good." 

For one of the women, return to Mauke meant a big change in lifestyle: 

I miss things I really need: material, cotton, not enough spoons; where do you get 

them? I wish I'd bought everything from New Zealand. I tried to go back to the life I 

used to know, but I found it hard, influenced by New Zealand." 

There have also been changes in cooking; 

"Before local food, now tinned food, meat and shop food." 

"The food has changed. Before no chops, now more food from outside." 

"I try and have local food day for the children, but the mothers moan." 

Like the women of Rarotonga there was talk about the change in children. 

"the attitude of the children has changed. The parents don't seem to have much control 

over the kids, the kids have their own minds." 
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The women of Mauke were very aware of the change in their island's economy; 

"They used to export produce, but bugs so New Zealand blocked it. Chillies, capsicum 

and cherry tomatoes used to be grown here." 

"the planting has changed. Before we used manpower to change the land, now we use 

machines. We pay for the rotor to clear the plough to plough and then we plant." 

Six women in Aitutaki talked about the changes they had seen. These women talked 

more about the transformations in people's attitudes and lifestyle than any of the other 

women did. This may be an indication that the people have only recently changed in 

Aitutaki. 

"The people over here have changed, their attitudes towards each other. Before you 

used to do things for each other without asking or getting paid. Now it is different you 

have to pay before anyone helps you out. Before family visited each other, people do 

not do it much now, people thinking about money, or watching television and video. 

There has been a family breakdown, marriages are breaking down and people are 

sleeping together before they get married. The children are disobedient, they have no 

respect for elderly people anymore. More people are drinking and smoking and 

getting into trouble." 

"The people are changing, something is changing in their mind." 

"The people have changed before people used to be bad to each other. Now they are 

good." 

"People are starting to ignore each other, people are mean now days, selfish with what 

they have" 

The women of Aitutaki also referred to changes in houses, roads, education and in 

methods of cooking. 

"30-40 years ago people cooked outside, the umu underground or the grill outside., 

There was hardly any frying." 

"There are heaps of cars and motorcycles now, the road is tarsealed." 

"Education; there is more apparatus available and equipment for the children than 
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when I went to school." 

There was also reference to the improved communication from outside the Cook Islands. 

. "More information from the outside." 

Like the women of the other islands some of the women of Aitutaki also talked about the 

loss of culture. 

"The culture is getting lost, it dies as the old people die. [It is] not getting passed on 

much anymore" 

To summarise, the women from the three different islands have had very similar 

experiences with development. While many of the women discussed the advantages of 

development many more of them highlighted the negative impacts of development. The 

biggest concern was the change of lifestyle in terms of culture, language and eating. 

The women of Rarotonga were more concerned about the impacts of tourism than the 
u,nmPn frnm thP nth,,.,. ,cl<>nrl" 

1'1' '\JA..1...1.-.1..A .t..A.'\J.1..1..1. 1...1..1.- '-.11,1..1.V.l. J.,J.1.UJ.J.U.~• The number of foreigners evident on Raiotonga is so 

much larger than on the other islands that this is not surprising. The women from all three 

of the islands showed much dissatisfaction with the development process indicating that 

they have little say in the development planning. 

Women's Participation in Development: It is proposed that women's participation in 

development will directly relate to women's development experience (Boserup 1970). 

WID and WAD policies anticipate that if women are not involved in development then 

they will not reap the benefits of development. The development plans that the researcher 

had access to (Cook Islands Government 1988, Cook Islands Government n.d.-a) did not 

refer specifically to women's needs. A senior worker from the Ministry of Development 

and Economic Development felt that specific inclusion of women was not necessary and 

he did not like the idea of affirmative action. However one of the policie_s _ of the New 

Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade (the main development agency involved 

with the Cook Islands) 1s that women participate, at all levels, in development 

(N.Z.O.D.A. 1992) 

At present there is a task force made up of prominent island women working on a policy to 

integrate women into development. This task force was meant to have presented their 

work months ago, however through a lack of communication little has been done. 

Unfortunately, there seems to be some misunderstandings between them, and so far the 

task force has done little work on this important piece of legislation. 
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The women in the survey were asked several questions about participation m 

development: 

1) In what ways have you personally been involved in the changes and 

development in the Cook Islands? 

2) Have women been involved in the development of the Cook Islands, In what 

ways? 

3) Have you been directly involved in any development projects? If yes in what 

capacity? How would you become involved if you wanted to be? 

First the question was posed: 'have you been involved in the changes and development of 

the Cook Islands?' Most of the women from the island of Rarotonga said that they had 

been involved in development. The most common contributions mentioned were through 

the community, workplace, family, business, sports and the church. 

"Sports and in our community, especially the netball committee and the rugby." 

"I have been involved in women's organisations and the church." 

"Church, community, sports and business." 

"I reckon I did, everyone has. Paying tax and building our own business." 

The following statement is from a woman working for Cook Islands Television on her part 

of development and change: 

"In the media in the way the medias has been seen. I want to see our culture as part of 

the of the media, so I have put the Maori language news first. With television you have 

to get inside it and take responsibility for it." 

One interesting answer came from a woman who had only been back in the Cook Islands 

for a short time after a long stay in New Zealand; 

"From afar I think I have, I have always talked about the Cook Islands, where ever I 

went I have always talked about the place." 

The women from Aitutaki had mixed answers to this question. Some said that they had 

been involved in development. Others felt that they had, but they were not so sure how 

they had contributed. The women of Mauke talked about their work in the community and 

in the export of maire. 
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Secondly women were asked if the women of the Cook Islands generally had been 

involved in the development of the Cook Islands. Firstly from the those from Rarotonga; 

"Yes a lot of women have gone away and come back with the express purpose of 

creating development." 

"Very few women [have been involved], women's role in development is decided by 

men, the women have never been considered. Now there is a task force drafting a 

policy to integrate women." 

"Yes, my mother was president of the House of Ariki for ten years." 

"They are the backbone of this country, economically and socially." 

Some of the women of Aitutak:i thought that the women had not been part of development, 

others talked about women's work behind the scenes. 

"Women are always behind their men. Men give the orders but women do most of the 

work" 

Interestingly it was the women of Mauke who showed the most confidence in the women's 

contribution: 

"Economic development, who is doing the maire to get the money into the country?" 

"Yes, the whole island is contributing." 

Thirdly, the women were asked about their involvement in development projects. Most of 

the women said that they had no involvement in any development projects. In all three of 

the islands all but a few of the women said that they knew who they would go to if they 

wanted funding for a specific project. 

Women have obviously been a part of the development of the Cook Islands. This 

participation, though, has been largely a supporting role. Much of their work has been 

based in the community, rather than at the decision making level. 

Change for the Women: Many of the women specifically mentioned changes for the 

women in the Cook Islands as a part of the question on change in the Cook Islands. It is, 

however, interesting to note that it was only the women of Rarotonga who immediately 

mentioned change for women. Some of the changes the women of Rarotonga mentioned 

are as follows: 
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"Women express their views now, especially the young ones." 

"Women's rights are getting stronger, they are starting to stand up." 

"Women are coming out, they are recognisable now." 

"A lot of women will replace men in the next twenty years. They are better workers 

and they don't have drinking problems." 

"Women are holding key positions, they are assertive, looking after and running 

businesses. However, women are still male dominated." 

"Even women want to become involved instead of keeping to their traditional roles." 

"Women are coming out of their shells, they are allowing themselves to do what they 

want instead of being controlled by men's attitudes." 

The women were also asked specifically about change for the women of the Cook Islands. 

Most of the women of Rarotonga talked freely about changes for the women, for instance; 

"More confident, they speak out." 

"More involved, more open to the public, they speak out more." 

"They have opened up, they are more confident, they say their piece now" 

"Not really, still basically the same warm hearted women, just a little more aware of 

what is going on." 

One of the women from Aitutaki said that the women are fighting for their rights now. 

Also one of the women from Mauke said: . 

"Before my uncles walked ahead, wives and children behind. Now the women can go 

ahead and stand with the men." 

Mostly, though, the women from the two outer islands did not think that the women of 

their islands had changed very much. Perhaps this means that development is good for 

women, because the women of Rarotonga, the more developed island, have had the 
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opportunity to improve their position. Are these changes a direct result of development? 

Conclusions 

The important question for the researcher is whether changes for the women have been 

because they have been included in development or if the changes are independent of 

development. The women of the Cook Islands assert that they have been a part of 

development. However, the part that they have played has been limited, especially in 

decision making areas. Also at present there is no women in development policy in the 

Cook Islands. Despite this, the position of the women of the Cook Islands has improved. 

Most of the change for the women appears to have happened despite a lack of recognition 

in development planning. Development, despite failing to recognise women as 

individuals, seems to have assisted the women. WID theorists would argue that the 

women need to be further integrated into development before they can continue to 

improve their position. 

In contrast, a GAD perspective of the position of women would be directed at improving 

gender relations (for instance the erosion of patriarchy) rather than encouraging the 

participation of women in development. Chapter five will attempt to address this issue by 

looking at gender relations in the Cook Islands and their relationship to development. 
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Chapter 5 

Patriarchy 

Is the Cook Islands an essentially patriarchal society? Chapter five tests the GAD assertion 

that for development to benefit women it must consciously address the basis of gender 

relations. 

Those who suggest that women's status improves with economic development fail to 

take into account the widespread structures of patriarchy which keeps women in 

subordinate positions (Brydon and Chant 1989 p.7) 

Chapter five, like the proceeding chapter discusses the relationship between women and 

development. The difference is that this chapter is about gender relations rather than 

participation in development. There are a series of dichotomies in a patriarchal society: 

first, and most obviously, there is male/female; others include public/private and 

productive/reproductive. A society which is patriarchal is one in which the men are 

dominant. 

Much of the emphasis in feminist writing on the Third World has been on drawing 

parallels with the impacts of capitalism on women's' position in developed countries and 

the patriarchy created by the new capitalism of developing societies (Jayawardena 1986). 

It is said that development, especially in the form of capitalist development, reinforces or 

creates patriarchy (Brydon and Chant 1989). This is considered by some be too narrow a 

focus: 

Those arguments clarifying the relationship between capitalism and women's labour, 

however tended to evade the question of women's subordination to men in both pre

capitalist and capitalist social formations (Roberts 1984 p.177). 

Capra ( 1982) gives a definition of patriarchy which allows the ·researcher to define some of 

the more overt signs of patriarchy, but manages to look deeper than the impacts of 

capitalism: 

A patriarchal society is one in which men -by force, direct pressure or through ritual, 

tradition, law and language, customs, etiquette, education and the division of labour 

determine what position women shall or shall not play, and in which the female is 

subordinated under the male everywhere (Capra 1982 p.29). 

It is on the basis of this definition that the society of the Cook Islands will be analysed 
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drawing on Capra's definition. This chapter has six major sections: education, 

employment, politics, religion, violence and the law. By exploring women's position in 

each of these areas it is hoped to build up a qualitative picture of patriarchy in the Cook 

Islands. This allows an understanding of gender relations and development (GAD). 

There is much criticism over the use of the techniques and labels of Western feminism, for 

instance the understanding of a society as patriarchal. The term patriarchy is in many ways 

similar to the term development, in that it may be understood in many different ways. One 

of the major questions researchers ask is whether or not patriarchy can be studied cross

culturally. Feminism has been accused of being racist in its attempts to understand other 

societies by putting Western feminist perspectives onto developing countries. 

The feminist movement has been accused of racism, that is to say that it has failed to 

recognise the different historical experience of Black women compared with white 

women and has been aggressive towards their cultural values and struggles for freedom 

as black women (Roberts 1984 p.75). 

The understanding of gender relations in the Cook Islands will always reflect who the 

researcher is. For the purposes of this thesis the six sections will try and determine if the 

Cook Islands is a patriarchal society. They are a reflection of common indicies in the 

literature but also what the researcher sees are good avenues to use, and some of the issues 

that the women interviewed repeatedly brought up. 

What do the Women See as Barriers for Themselves? 

The women were asked: what major barriers do the women in the Cook Islands have to 

overcome? and what major barriers do you have to overcome? For many of the women the 

answer was, men, or the attitudes of the men. 

"Ignorance of the men. They think that women can't do the work." 

"Attitudes of men. The attitude of men will not change, though, until they are better 

educated. When they have achieved, not just because women have achieved." 

One of the other common answers was that religion is a barrier for women: 

"The attitudes of men. Society's attitudes here have a lot to do with and are reinforced 

by religion. All except for the Bahai faith men are the head of the household." 
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Of the women interviewed several felt that women's confidence, particularly of speaking in 

public, is the major factor holding them back: 

"Shyness. Brought up knowing that the man is number one." 

"Having confidence to talk in front of a crowd." 

"Shy, scared. There are sometimes if you say something you are scared it is the wrong 

thing. Afraid you will be abused by the people. Need confidence in what you are 

trying to achieve." 

"Feeling of inferiority, the ability to say no to sex. We should have full control. A girl 

from school [gets] chucked out because she is pregnant. The guy should go also" 

Two of the women mentioned money as a barrier for women 

"Biggest thing that is power is money. With money as far as power is concerned you 

can do anything." 

The other major area which was often mentioned was education: 

"Education, it all boils down to education for women and men" 

Some of the women talked about a saying in the Cook Islands; 

"When they see you going up they pull you down. It's up to you to stand up to it" 

"They have the custom over here, see one going up the ladder and pull them down" 

One woman summed up the ideas of many women in her answer; 

1) Religion, there are some religions that don't allow woman to be above man; 

2) Women more confident/independent things would be easier; 

3) No voice in the decision making for the affairs of the country; and 

4) Attitudes of men 

The women are describing barriers which are created by a male dominated society. The 

women's concerns include the attitudes of men, the church, women's confidence and 

education for women. The problems they mention are further expanded and added to in 
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the following sections. 

Education 

When the missionaries first came to the Cook Islands they tried to establish Western style 

schools. Both boys and girls attended these schools as well as night schools for adults of 

both sexes. However there were private schools for males only and Buzzacott refers to 

male only senior classes: 

"In the upper classes were to be found boys who could write a beautiful hand, or who 

could read with fluency and correctness of influence" (Buzzacott 1866 p.71). 

Schooling for the women was introduced to allow them to stand behind their husbands and 

assist them: 

"There is also a room in which the missionary's wife has been working to teach the 

wives of the students, and so qualify them to aid their husbands as evangelists amongst 

the heathen" (Buzzacott 1866 p.135). 

Once shipping links were established the children of the colonial period were able to travel 

overseas to further their education. This was limited to the male students until 1946. 

There were no secondary schools at all until 1954. 

'The Sir Maui Pomare medal was first awarded in 1923 for the best five all round 

pupils in primary schools. One of these was a girl. Although most men were then 

given scholarships to New Zealand secondary schools women who were awarded the 

medals could not go away to school because they were women" (Ingram 1991 p.12) 

Being denied access to education cost the women dearly, especially in the colonial period. 

When the colonial administrators went to choose people to to assist them in- administering 

the country, they choose males because they were the educated ones (Ingram 1991). For 

some women this worked to their advantage because they were left to prosper in the 

business sector. 

Marjorie Crocombe was the first woman to go to New Zealand for education (Ingram 1993 

pers com.). She went on to complete her masters degree and be the first female graduate 

in 1971. During the 1940's and l 950's small numbers of women continued to be sent to 

New Zealand for secondary education. The first person from the Cook Islands to gain a 

doctorate was a woman, Dr Pamela Takiora Ingram. 
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Today there are seven high schools in the Cook Islands, three in Rarotonga and one each 

in Atiu, Mangia, Aitutaki and Mauke. Education for the outer islands, especially the 

Northern group continues to be limited. Also women's presence in education in the outer 

islands is much lower than that in Rarotonga (Ingram 1991). There is also limited female 

presence in the administration of schools. There are few women in the Education 

Department and there are no female secondary principals. There are, however, many 

women teachers and a few women principals of primary schools. 

Today student enrolments in education are fairly balanced in gender (Table 5.1) and if 

anything now show higher participation of girls than boys. Table 5.1 shows that there are 

consistently more female students than male at public high schools. This is particularly 

evident in the senior school. For public primary schools the ratio is approximately 50:50. 

Table 5.1: School enrolment by gender, grade and type of school 

Public Schools Private Schools 

Year Number Gender Ratio Year Number Gender Ratio 

M F M:F M F M:F 

Grade 1 98 114 46:54 Grade 1 22 23 49:51 

Grade2 86 64 57:43 Grade 2 18 18 50:50 

Grade 3 73 66 53:47 Grade 3 24 17 59:41 

Grade4 73 85 46:54 Grade 4 15 17 47:53 

Grade 5 67 77 47:53 Grade 5 26 14 65:35 

Grade 6 75 73 51:49 Grade6 22 19 54:46 

Form 1 65 51 56:44 Form 1 24 26 48:52 

Form2 75 71 51:49 Form2 24 24 50:50 

Form3 78 73 52:48 Form3 21 26 45:55 

Form4 73 75 49:51 Form4 20 24 45:55 

Form 5 (C.I.) 47 62 43:57 Form5 (C.I.) 24 37 39:61 

Form 5 (N.Z.) 41 55 43:57 Form 5 (N.Z.) 15 34 38:62 

Form6 21 38 36:64 Form6 0 0 

Form? 11 19 37:63 Form 7 0 0 

Total Primary 472 479 50:55 Total Primary 127 108 54:46 

Total Secondary 411 444 48:52 Total Secondary 128 161 44:56 

(source: Booth 1989) 

By the time the students of the public schools reach sixth form there is a 36:64 male to 

female ratio. The private schools show almost identical results, the only difference being 

that the female students begin to be dominant at an earlier age. There is a significant drop 
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of male students in the fifth form. For the private schools there is an interesting swap in 

male/female ratios between primary school (Male 54:46 Female) and secondary school 

(Male 44:56 Female). 

Table 5.2 illustrates the distribution of scholarships for Cook Island students. The females 

have all of the postgraduate scholarships and a slight majority in the degree scholarships 

(Male 46:54 Female). The male students have a small advantage in the diploma 

scholarships (Male 58:42 Female), but far outweigh the number of females in certificates 

(Male 75:25 Female) and diploma certificates (Male 82:18 Female). The areas that these 

scholarships cover vary markedly between the genders. The females are concentrated in 

business, tourism, education and medicine. In contrast the males are more likely to take up 

study in agriculture, marine, engineering and technology, and in surveying (Booth 1989). 

Table 5.2: Scholarships by gender and by type of study 

Level of Number Percentage Gender Ratio 
Study M F M F M:F 

Post-grad 0 2 0 4 0:100 

Degree 23 27 40 54 46:54 
Diploma 22 16 39 33 58:42 
Cetificate 3 1 5 2 75:25 
Dip/cert 9 2 16 4 82:18 

Total 57 48 100 100 54:46 

(source: Booth 1989) 

The use of the University of the South Pacific Extension studies is significantly greater for 

women than that for men (Table 5.3). There are nearly twice the unmarried female 

students using the services as there are unmarried men. The married students are quite 

different with significantly more men using the services: there are 690 males and 71 

females. 
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Table 5.3: U.S.P. Extension course enrolments by gender, age and marital status 

Male Female Total 

Age Single Married Total Single Married Total 

16-20 54 14 55 129 0 129 184 
21-25 26 5 31 45 4 49 80 

26-30 15 19 34 25 8 33 67 
31-35 5 17 22 2 18 23 45 

36-40 2 6 8 0 21 21 29 
41+ 3 21 24 2 20 22 46 

Total 105 690 174 206 71 227 451 

(source: Booth 1989) 

Despite these statistics two of the women interviewed told stories of not being allowed the 

access to education that they wanted (both of these women have been given pseudonyms). 

For Sarah a good educational record and excellent work experience did not help her attain 

a scholarship from the Cook Islands administration. Sarah is the mother of two young 

children, who are cared for by their grandparents. Sarah told me about her experience in 

trying to apply for a scholarship for university study to further her career: "They said girl, 

go home and look after your kids". For Sarah this was a difficult obstacle but she was 

determined and turned to the Australian embassy for the financial assistance that she 

needed and here she was successful. She will use her degree to directly assist media 

communications in the Cook Islands. 

Secondly Mia from Aitutaki dreams of going to Teachers College in Rarotonga but she is 

held back by the wishes of her boyfriend. 

"I want to go to teacher's training but my boyfriend won't let me. I.want. to further my 

education, I am sure I can make it one day. My boyfriend doesn't want me to go away 

from him and my baby. He wants family in place." 

Mia went on to tell me that h(?r boyfriend fears that she would never come back if she went 

away for education. The interview was not completed because her boyfriend came 

looking for her. She was obviously scared. 

Female students are clearly doing well and have access to further education in some areas. 

There may however be many more women who would like to further their education but 
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are constrained from doing so because of the essentially patriarchal society they live in and 

it is difficult for women to gain education in the traditional male sectors such as 

agriculture. 

The Division of Labour 

The statistics above show that women have in most cases at least equal access to education 

and that they are doing at least as well as their male counterparts. Despite this women are 

not well represented in positions that call for a high degree of education. This section 

addresses the issue of women in the labour force. 

Buzzacott (1866) wrote about women as household workers and men as working the 

plantations. The church encouraged this division: that of women in the private sphere and 

men in the public sphere. It was the men who were ordained at the head of the church and 

the women who were taught to clean and prepare the flowers for the services. The concept 

that women's place was in the private sphere continued and was reinforced during the 

colonial years but is now beginning to be challenged in the period of self government. 

Perhaps freedom for a country meant freedom for its women. 

Table 5.4 gives figures on economic activity status by gender. There are nearly as many 

women working full time as there are women working solely in the house. The men 

continue, however, to dominate the public workspace and are barely represented in the 

house. The language in the presentation of these statistics is interesting: household work 

is of course a very active occupation, the classification (adopted in many countries) of 

'non-active' under-values the job. 

The biggest difference is in subsistence working where the ratio is Men 92:8 Women. 

This may be an indication that women's work in areas such as subsistence farming is being 

ignored. Fairbairn-Dunlop quotes a Samaon women on her confusion in the way she is 

represented in the statistics: 

Everytime the statistics men come I list myself as 'Planter'. When the role comes out 

there I am 'Housewife'! I tried to see where the change was made. I never could. 

(Fairbairn-Dunlop 1993 p.211). 

It may also be that women do a great deal of work in the gardens but their primary 

occupation is still regarded as domestic. Women may therefore do a great deal more work 

than men but the statistics fail to represent this. 



Table 5.4: Resident occupation aged 15+ 

by economic activity status and gender, 1986 

Activity Number Percentage Gender Ratio 

M F M F 

Active 

Employer 218 84 4 2 77:28 

Self-employed 163 50 3 1 77:23 

Full-time 3032 1654 57 34 65:35 

Part-time 191 124 4 3 61:39 

Family worker 275 178 5 4 61:39 

Subsistence 333 28 6 1 92:8 

Unemployed 232 160 4 3 59:41 

Non active 

Retired 278 238 5 5 54:46 

Student 442 456 8 9 49:51 

Disabled 55 40 1 1 58:42 

Home duties 73 1845 1 38 4:96 

Other 65 12 1 0 84:16 

Total 5357 4869 100 100 52:48 

(source: Booth 1989) 
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In all but clerical positions (Male 40:60 Female), men dominate the occupation groups 

shown in Table 5.5. Men are especially dominant in Administration/Managerial (Male 

84: 16 Female), Agriculture/Fisheries (Male 81: 19 Female) and Production/Transport/ 

Labour (Male 86: 14 Female). There is less difference in the professional/technological 

and the services groups. Here men do not out-number women to such a.great extent. 

In Table 5.6 it is clear that male domination in the workplace is stronger in the public 

sector than in the private sector, for instance the ratio in the public service is male 77:28 

female, whereas in private ~nterprise the ratio is male 54:46 female. This may be an 

indication of women being more entrepreneurial than men are. It also may be an indication 

that it is hard for women to get jobs in the public sector so they need to go out on their 

own. Women are noticeably present in the tourist sector. These are usually privately run 

businesses and may account for women's presence in the private sector. Women are 

particularly noticeable working at the restaurants, hotel receptions and cleaning in the 
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hotels. 

Table 5.5: Economically active population by gender and by occupation, 1986 

Occupation Number Percentage Gender Ratio 

M F M F 

Pro/tech 562 415 13 18 58:42 
Admin/manag. 223 42 5 2 84:16 
Clerical 371 567 8 25 40:60 
Sales 144 230 3 10 39:61 
Services 478 404 11 18 54:46 
Ag/fish. 828 192 19 8 81:19 
Prod/trans/labour. 1600 265 36 12 86:14 
Other 238 163 5 7 59:41 

Total 4444 2278 11 100 66:34 

(source: Booth 1989) 

Table 5.6: Employed population aged 15+ by employment sector, 1986 

Employer Number Percentage Gender Ratio 

Sector M F M F M:F 

Non-private 2239 880 53 42 72:28 
Local government 2098 830 50 39 77:28 
Public-service 1850 735 44 35 77:28 
Ad-hoc 248 95 6 4 72:28 
N.Z. 86 32 2 2 72:27 
Religous org. 55 18 1 1 75:25 

Private 1970 1235 47 58 61:39 
Private ent. 1144 984 27 47 54:46 
SIS own consumption 381 39 9 2 91:9 
SIS other consumption 445 212 11 10 68:32 

Total 4209 2115 100 100 67:33 

(source: Booth 1989) 
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The women interviewed were asked if they thought women's positions had changed over 

time. The women from Rarotonga mostly felt that the women had changed their roles and 

were beginning to enter the workforce: 

"Everything has changed, we have gone beyond the kitchen and waiting on men." 

"Women have a high role today, before they were kept indoors." 

Some of the women did not like the change. They felt that women's work should continue 

to be in the home: 

"nurturing and supporting their families providing and supporting is the way of the 

women here." 

All of the women spoken to in Aitutaki thought that there had been little change ·in 

women's roles. They talked about women working in the tourist industry and in the 

community, but they saw women's major role as being in the household. 

"Housework, food, get ready for the men when they return home from work" 

"Housewife is the major role, most don't work" 

The women of Mauke also talked about women's place in the household, however many of 

them spoke about women's importance in the workforce outside of the home. As 

mentioned earlier, the women of Mauke export maire to Hawaii and often the women of 

the household earn all of the money. 

"A husband would like to be the breadwinner but sometimes women have higher 

salaries. This creates problems." 

"Men like you to work for extra [money]. Some women get more than their husbands, 

most men are labourers. I get more than my husband, he is only a labourer." 

"Women are coming out, men have to accept it. Some women are career women." 

The women of Mauke earn most of the money, other than public sector employment, that 

comes into the island. This puts them in a powerful position in both the private and the 

public sector. The women, however, continue to have no representation on the Island 
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Council (the local governing body). 

There are very few women in the Cook Islands holding high positions in either the private 

or the public sector. Very few of the women interviewed could think of women in 

positions in power. Those that did name women in power time and time again named the 

two women heads of government departments. Some mentioned the Ariki but mostly 

power was seen as something within the workforce. Most of the women said that there 

were not enough women in positions of power. There is an obvious lack of females on 

government appointed boards and holding senior positions in the government (Ingram 

1991). 

At a 'Women in Development Day' organised by the Ministry of Internal Affairs ( that the 

author attended in March of 1993) a group of female senior students talked confidently 

about their future as women. They did not want to stay in the home and care for their 

families. Instead they looked forward to jobs as cabinet members and ultimately as Prime 

Minster. A women in her mid 401s stood to speak in reply to the students. She spoke 

emotionally about her work as a mother staying home and caring for her family. This 

illustrates an important point about women's work and free choice. It is however 

necessai__,_y to ascertain whether this decision was made because of social structures, such as 

patriarchy, or was it entirely her free-will. 

The women have limited access to employment outside the home. Once they have the 

opportunity to work in the public sphere they still only have limited choices, restricted by 

patriarchy. The positions that they are allowed to have continue to keep them in a place 

that is in inferior to men. This is probably due to a cycle of male domination in the 

workforce which is very difficult to stop. 

Politics 

Political power is one of the elements which women across the world are-lacklng. The 

power of the political arena is such that the exclusion of women is very detrimental for 

their gender's socio-economic position. Although politics are on a very small scale in the 

Cook Islands they remain a very important part of the social structure. 

There are no women in the present government of the Cook Islands. The first two women 

in Parliament were elected in the first secret ballot of 1957. They were Poko Ingram and 

Poko Morgan. It was another twenty years before the next woman was voted into 

Parliament (Ingram 1991). Fanaura Kingstone was elected by the overseas electorate. She 

only had this position for nine months as there was an early re-election and she was not 
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voted back on to the seat. 

Ingram (1991) also refers to one other women, Mrs Storey, who was elected on to the 

Legislative Assembly in 1965: 

This was a strategy designed to circumvent the residence requirements for political 

candidates running for election and at the same time secure a seat for Albert Henry ... 

immediately after the election Mrs Storey resigned her seat and Albert Henry [having 

fulfilled the required residency period] was elected to the assembly . .. She was 

appointed by her brother to speaker of the house and served in this capacity for thirteen 

years (Ingram 1991). 

One of the women interviewed talked about Mrs Storey's role as speaker of the house; 

"Albert Henry put his sister in because he wanted to be in power. He put her in as 

speaker of the house, but overruled her when she was there." 

Islands Councils are the local government bodies on all of the outer islands. Lists of 

members of the Islands Councils were confidential. However the Acting Minister fOi the 

Ministry of Internal Affairs told the researcher that there were no women on any of the 

Island Councils. 

The women interviewed were asked if they felt that they were adequately represented on in 

their government and how they felt about this. Not all of the women were aware that 

there were no women in Parliament or on the Island Council. A few women from all three 

of the islands said that there were women in these governing bodies. These women were 

the minority though, as most of the women were aware that the women were not 

represented. 

A few women said that they did not mind that there were no women in Parliament, but 

most felt that women needed representation. 

"They have to be in positions where they represent women. They're not at the 

moment. People think that women can't handle it. They think running for government 

is just for men." 

"No, not a single women in parliament. Need to convince the local people and 

campaign. One day I will try for it. I will do it for women." 

"No they are not even represented as M.P.s. I don't think it is right. They should look 
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at nominating women for parliament and let the women choose. They forget that 

women also have brains." 

"None in there, men don't like women to control them, would be good though." Aitutaki 

No women. They should be there. The women are too shy to come out and try. They 

can do the work but they still regard it as a man's job." Mauke 

"Would be great to have a woman there, so far they don't manage to get in. People dig 

out the women's past. People vote for their own family." Mauke 

One of the reasons for women not being in parliament that many respondents mentioned 
was jealousy amongst themselves 

"No women are not adequately represented. Women have to try and change 

themselves and become involved. Over here women don't really want to be involved. 

Women criticise women if they get involved. It is all right for men, women are used to 

that." 

"Not represented, they should be. I once stood for parliament membership. [There 

was] jealousy amongst the women. The wives of the politicians do not want another 

woman involved. Now I am the elected deputy leader of the Alliance Party. They 

want women to work hand in hand with men." 

Some of the women said that the women needed to come together to get women into 

Parliament: 

"No women there, I really believe the next elections there will be one or two women 

there though. It is the women themselves that have to make sure a women is 

nominated and elected. The strongest force is women together." 

Women will vote for a woman political candidate but men won't. Therefore 

immediately fifty percent expected not to vote for them. Therefore to get in one 

hundred percent of women must V<?te for them." 

Lady Louisa Henry spoke to the Women's Development Day on her life as the wife of the 

Prime Minister. She was proud both of her work supporting her husband and her personal 

responsibilities, such as being a supervisor of one of the childcare centres, Lady Henry 

talked about needing to be aware of her country's economics and politics so that she could 
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converse with visiting dignitaries. 

observation: 

She finished her speech with the following 

When you are married to the Prime Minister you are married to the man and to his job

for better or for worse. This means doing the best that you can, being a good woman, a 

good wife and a good mother. Not only his job expects it of you, the country expects 

it of you as well. 

Banwell (1985) coined the term 'backseat drivers' for the women of the Cook Islands. 

This aptly describes the position of women in the political arena. It is fine to have them 

stand behind their husbands but not as political leaders. 

Women in the Law 

During the missionary period a code of conduct was established in the Cook Islands and 

this was the basis for the laws written in 1871 and listed in the New Zealand Appendices to 

the Journals of the House of Representatives (AJHR) (1891). A full copy of the translation 

of the laws is contained in Appendix 2. 

Most of the laws are about men, but there are a few about women. The few laws that do 

refer to women are about i&sues in the household, for instance custody and marriage. 

There are equivalent punishments for several different forms of adultety and for women 

and men who do not cleave to their spouse. The only law which appears blatantly sexist is 

that concerning widows. The land rights of widows are in jeopardy should a woman not 

please the court. There are no such laws for widowers. 

X.-Tbe Widow and the Fatherless 

When the husband dies, if the widow be left with children they shall remain upon the 

land; but if she do evil and be found guilty three times then sh~ shail be removed, 

because she has done evil to her guardian the law. If she marries again she shall also 

leave the land. Her children will remain and the land be with them. If there be no 

children the brother of the dead husband will take the land. If no relation be alive the 

land will go back to the chief or the Mataiapo and will remain with him. (A.J.H.R. A-3 

1891) 

The laws in the Cook Islands today continue to have problems for women. One of the 

major causes of this is that women are not involved in designing the laws. The men who 

write the laws are accused by some of writing them in order to protect themseives: 
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It is said by some that the protection of males is the primary interest, that this situation 

occurs because most of the men doing the protecting are doing so because they 

themselves have been guilty of committing th~ same offences (Hatcher 1993 p. l 0). 

Imrana Jalan, a Fijian lawyer is studying women in the law in the Pacific. She presented 

some of her findings to the Business and Professional Women's Association in Rarotonga 

in March of 1993 (a meeting attended by the author). The following is based on the 

material that she talked about. 

1) Abortion: It is illegal in the Cook Islands to have an abortion. There were, 

however, seventeen abortions in Rarotonga's hospital last year. 

2) Sterilization: If women choose to no longer have children they must have a 

hysterectomy. It has been decided there will be no sterilisation for men as men 

do not require it. Imrana felt that this was a man's decision. 

3) The Constitution: The constitution does provide fundamental rights for the 

women of the Cook Islands. But there is no affirmative action policy and the 

Cook Islands has no place for one within its laws. 

4) Divorce: Men and women are both entitled to proceed with a divorce, though 

it is more practical for men (Ingram 1991). Most of the custody court battles 

are settled out of court. In divorce cases the women usually get the children. 

5) Domestic Violence: There is an act under which men may be prosecuted for 

domestic violence against women. The maximum sentence is two years. The 

problem with this is that the act of violence is punishable for with higher 

sentences in other places in the law. Therefore an act of domestic violence may 

receive a far lighter sentence that it would do if the violence was outside the 

home. 

6) Education: There are no laws or policies to try and keep girls at school. The 

distribution of scholarships seems to be fairly even. There needs to be a fifty 

percent policy for schools. 

7) The courtroom: There are no women Justices of the Peace, nor are there any 

judges, senior registrars, court officials or interpreters. 

8) Land: The land rights are fairly equal. Women are in fact more likely to 

pursue land rights and therefore they have a slight advantage. 



9) Prostitution: It is illegal for either men or women to make money out of 

prostitution, therefore pimps of both sex can be prosecuted. Only women 

prostitutes can be prosecuted. 

10) Maternity leave: Women receive six weeks paid pregnancy leave if they are 

in the public sector, otherwise they have to fend for themselves. 
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The laws that are created for the protection of women such as those for rape and domestic 

violence need to be ably enforced before they can be effective. One of the women 

interviewed was a young policewoman. She was particularly concerned about the 

enforcement of law relating to domestic violence. She feels that it is her role as female 

policewoman to look after women's rights. 

"The policewoman can make a difference in domestic violence. The men find reasons 

why he did it. We have to fight for them; a lot of us [ women] do that. 11 

The policewoman also spoke about one particular court case that she remembered; 

"A woman was lying naked in her bed, next to her husband and a man came in and 

raped her. A leader of one of the opposition parties [name withheld] stood and said 

she was naked and was therefore asking for it. The guy got away with it. 11 

She went on to say 

"The men's attitude needs to change. It's not their right. The woman was embarrassed 

even though it was not her fault." 

Ingram 1991 writes that rape carries a fourteen year sentence, but it is very hard to get a 

conviction. One of the reasons for this is that: 

the defence counsel tries to put the women on trial, for instance enquiring about her 

previous sexual activities, in an attempt to discredit her .... There is a pervasive belief 

by men (and perhaps even by society as a whole) that sexual intercourse is a man's 

right, and consent can be obtained by intimidation and fear (Ingram 1991 p.18). 

One of the potential laws that the women of the Cook Islands have had to fight has been 

the sentencing for rapists. New legislation suggested that the sentences for rapists 

attacking tourists would be higher than for those who rape local women (this legislation 
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has not been passed). Rape of a foreign women jeopardises the lucrative tourism trade 

and this means loss of income. Levels of rape and domestic violence are of course related 

to the laws which prohibit them. 

The legal system in the Cook Islands has made some moves to account for women. Imrana 

J alan found that women's position in the law in the Cook Islands was good compared to 

many of other Pacific nations she had studied. She also said that like all the other Pacific 

nations there were many problems with the legal system. While women are not 

completely excluded there are many places in the law in which their needs are not 

specifically addressed. 

Violence 

Every day the Cook Islands News advertises telephone numbers for 'Men Against 

Domestic Violence' and the 'Women's Counselling Services'. Rape and violence are both 

recognised as serious problems in the Cook Islands. Many argue that this must stop. The 

counter argument, particularly for domestic violence, is that it is part of the traditional 

culture and therefore should not be challenged. It is apparent though that the fight to end 

domestic violence and rape is coming from within the Cook Islands. 

On 21 August the second public march in the history of the Cook Islands was held in 

Avarua, Rarotonga. The first march held in the early seventies was a political rally. 

The August gathering was an 'Aware March to Stop Rape and Violence .... The Prime 

Minister and the Leader of the Opposition led the march. (Short'l991 p.3). 

The women interviewed were all asked about violence. They were asked if they had ever 

been a victim of violence and if they knew of other people who had been victims of 

violence. The question was of course extremely sensitive so it was left to the end of the 

interview when a good rapport had been built up. The question also· began wi!~ a 

statement such as; 'Many of the other women I have spoken to have told me that they 

have been victims of violence'. The idea of this was to assure women that their experience 

was not unusual and that it was acceptable to talk about it. 

Nearly every woman interviewed spoke either about personal violence or of other 

women's stories. Seventeen of the women talked about their personal experience of 

violence; in every case it was domestic violence. Three were cases of child abuse and the 

others were of beatings from their husbands. 

For the young female policewoman quoted earlier it was her personal experience of 



violence that has contributed to her determination to help other women: 

"I grew up with violence, [from] my parents. I did not feel I could do anything. 

Women phone us and we take the husbands away. A lot of the policemen [just] talk to 

both of them, but I always take them away. Because I know what it is like." 
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One of the women told a particularly horrific story of her experience with domestic 

violence. Interestingly she blames a woman for the violence: 

"Yes there is a lot of violence because of violence and because of domination by in 

laws, for instance my grandmother. She watched my husband beat me up. John 

(pseudonym) could not handle my domineering mother, the babies and his alcohol so 

he took it out on me. I went to the women's refuge. They were hopeless, but he 

know's if he does it again I'm gone. I have somewhere to go. 

He used my baby as a punching bag while I was pregnant. I was going to prosecute 

him. The baby came out bruised, but the doctor wouldn't certify the baby as medically 

hurt. The counseller wouldn't stand behind me. [However] that frightened him and he 

went back to work. 

It is just the drink, many of my friends are getting the same treatment. The doctor 

won't do anything. Another one was in hospital for two days. They didn't even clean 

her up. She was left with a slight physical problem. 

Domestic violence is caused by drugs and alcohol. Mum kept telling people its O.K. 

Jane (pseudonym) just going a bit nuts. He is a good man." 

Another women from Aitutaki who has a young family told her story: 

"A lot of women get hit. I have been but I hit back. He hit me because he is jealous if 

I talk to the kids and I don't put him next to me. I went to the police and they came and 

talked to him. If you hit her again you go in jail or be fined and that stopped it. I 

grabbed a stick and hit him back." 

One of the women from Mauke who has recently returned from New Zealand partly 

returned to the Cook Islands because of problems with domestic violence in New Zealand 

"In New Zealand I was a victim of domestic violence. I went to the police but it was 

too late. Another reason I wanted to come back here. It stopped completely back 

here. Husband would get mad in his job. He'd keep quiet at work but come home 
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very mad. I'd always say or do the wrong thing. When he's sober he's a very good 

person." 

Another women from Mauke talked about her reaction to violence: 

"With drinking sometimes they try and hit women. My husband tried it after drinking 

and I hit him back with a spade." 

Many of the women had not sought legal advice or gone to counselling. 

"My husband did slap me, but I told him not to. I just told him to tell me to get lost if 

he gets mad. The women should get out of the situation herself. If he does not stay 

after being told off then he was not good anyway" 

The common factor in the stories the women told was alcohol. An earlier question asked 

the women about the impacts of alcohol. Many of the women said that they liked to have 

a quiet drink but most feel that many were drinking to excess and that alcohol was a 

problem. It was particularly a problem for the women who were being abused by the 

drunk men. 

Reactions to violence did differ among the women. Two of the women felt that at times 

violence was justified. Both of these women were in the late forties, or early fifties, and 

both were married to prominent Papaas. 

"It's women's own fault. If the girls ask for it they get it. [I am involved in the] Child 

Welfare Association we argue that it's the girls fault. Rape is the girls own fault. 

Outside the house [it is the] girls own fault if she wanders on the road. Domestic 

sometimes the males fault" 

"Women who get beaten up ask for it. Their job is in the home and it's fair enough for 

men to hit them if they don't make the dinner." 

Domestic violence is of course not limited to the women of the Cook Islands. n· is 

however evident that many of the women of the Cook Islands are victims of violence. 

The Church 

As already discussed, initial European contact with the Cook Islands was religiously 

motivated. The missionaries were well established before the traders arrived. John 

Williams for the LMS arrived in the early l 820's. The missionaries worked hard to 
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convert the Ariki, who then converted their people. The islanders were persuaded to 

abandon their maraes and worship the Christian God. 

Women received spiritual teaching but one of the purposes of the missionaries was to place 

the women in Christian hierarchies where man is superior (Banwell 1985). The following 

is a quote from the King James Version of the Holy Bible, illustrating the guidance the 

bible gives to Christian marriages: 

22. Wives, submit yourselves unto your husbands, as unto the Lord. 

23. For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church; 

and he is the saviour of the body. 

24. Therefore as the church is subject unto Christ, let the wives be to their own 

husbands in everything. (Ephesians 5) 

The LMS has, in the islands of the Cook group, become the Cook Islands Christian Church 

(C.I.C.C.) and continues to be the strongest group on the islands. Affiliation to church 

groups has, however, begun to diversify (Table 5.7). This change is common among the 

nations of the Pacific. 

Table 5.7: Religious affiliations of the Cook Islands population 

Religion 1956 1966 1976 1981 
% % % % 

C.I.C.C. 80.1 73 72.8 69 
Roman Catholic 11.1 11.7 14 15.0 
S.D,A. 5.4 5.8 6.4 7.1 
Latter Day Saint 1.2 3.0 2.3 3.0 
Other Christian 1.1 1.9 2.9 3.7 
Other Religion 0.2 0.1 1.6 1.5 
None, or not stated 0.8 4.3 0.1 1.5 

(Source; UNESCAP 1983 and the Cook Islands Government 1988) 

The women interviewed were also mostly members of the C.I.C.C as shown in Table 5.8. 

There were a few women in some of the alternative churches. Of the forty women 

interviewed only four said that they did not belong to a church. 

Several of the women spoke about changing their affiliation to the church that their 

husband belonged to when they were married. Some of the women were resentful about 
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having to make this change. One of the women said that she no longer went to church; 

"I did but I am not allowed to go. My husband is S.D.A. [Seventh Day Adventist], the 

male rules the house and I am A.O.G. [Assembly of God)] and he won't let me go. 

Easier to stay at home than argue cibout going. Just keep my own beliefs, better to 

have peace. There's hell if people visit and talk about their religion, he takes to walls 

etc." 

Table 5.8: Church affiliations of the forty women interviewed 

Church Total Percent 

C.I.C.C. 30 75 

Seventh Day Adventist 2 5 

Catholic 2 5 

Jehovahs Witness 1 2.5 

Assembly of God 1 2.5 

No Church 4 10 

Several of the women talked about religion as reinforcing man's dominant position over 

women. Some religions were seen as more problematic for women than others. For 

instance the Apostolic Church preaches that women were made second and are therefore 

inferior to man. One of the women talked about about her beliefs as a member of the 

Apostolic Church. 

"This business of women being equal is not received well by many. I've always 

believed that man is the head of the family. Both cannot rule, too much conflict. On 

television there was an interview of a women saying that women should be equal and 

recognised. Given their place in society. This is shit. According to the bible 

women's place is under man. God made men first and women second. Now people . 

are trying to reverse that." 

Two young women working as missionaries in Rarotonga for the Seventh Day Adventist 

Churches were asked about women's ·place. They said that women and men are equal but 

when it comes down to a decision being made by man. According to the bible, the man 

should be the one to make that decision. 

Many times women referred to the story of women being created from the rib of man. The 
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importance of personal perception and interpretation was well illustrated in the way that 

this story was used. One of the women said that because women was created from the rib 

of man she was created second. She was _therefore created to serve man. Other women 

said that because women were created from the rib of man they were created from the 

same thing. They were therefore created equal. A Vanuatuan women writing to the 

Quarterly Newsletter of the Pacific Women's Resource Bureau writes; 

"Women was created from the rib of man; not from his head to be above him nor from 

his feet to be walked upon, but from his side to be equal, near him to be protected and 

close to his heart to be loved" (Regenvanu p.3 1992) 

The power of the church was well illustrated by one particular instance. On the third of 

March 1993 there were two articles in the Cook Islands News for women's events in the 

following week. First there was an article on the corning 'Women's Rights and 'Human 

Rights' day. The day was to be organised by the Ministry of Internal Relations and was 

about women in development and improving women's position. It was part of the United 

Nations International Day for women. The second article was entitled 'Five Churches in 

The airticle was about a night of prayer as part of an 

international day of prayer. The night of prayer was to be held in the national auditorium. 

The women's development day had about thirty participants. There were six hundred 

women at the women's day of prayer event. This illustrates the power of the church and 

the strength of the networking between the women's organisations affiliated to the 

churches. 

As the church is so important to the Cook Islanders it is important to ask what women's 

role in the church is. Their position seems to be largely a supportive one rather than as 

leaders. "For the women of the Congregational Churches there has been honourable status 

in the position of the Deacon's Wife" (Forman 1982 p.75). There are no women ordained 

as ministers in any Churches in the Cook Islands (Ingram 1991). Women's position in the 

church tends to be supportive, organising fund raising and cleaning the church. The 

absence of female church leaders means there are no role models for the young to aspire to 

a position of authority in the church. 

The church is an integral determinant of social organization in the Cook Islands. Christian 

religion was introduced to the Cook Islands but is continually referred to as part of the 

traditional culture. The following of the church is legitimatised by claiming that it is 

traditional. For women the church creates and reinforces a hierarchy they seem powerless 

to break down. 
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Conclusions 

This chapter has categorised and explained gender relations in the Cook Islands through a 

series of nominated components of a patriarchal society. It has established patriarchy as 

setting up barriers which women have to challenge to succeed. 

The six sections studied show intrinsic links and similarities. These links indicate a force 

behind them that is far stronger than any of them individually. These social forces are 

those of a patriarchal society. Figure 5.1 is an interpretation of patriarchy. The model 

uses the factors listed by Capra (1982) to show some of the things affected by a patriarchal 

society. 
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Figure 5.1: Patriarchy 
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The central box in Figure 5.1 shows that the factors in this study are all linked. When 

studying the six factors it was obvious that there were patterns of cause and effect between 

them. Education, for instance, in part determines the job you can have. These jobs in tum 

determine whether women can have the authority to be part of the decision making teams, 

including those designing the legal system. The pattern is circular as legislation in tum 

may determine women's ability to gain scholarships for their education. These connections 

are not absolute, but indicate some of the possible links between the factors. 

The place of patriarchy in this model is both as a partial cause or part cause of the nature of 

these factors and the links between them. Patriarchy is also created or reinforced by each 

of these links and characteristics of the factors. Continuation of the system (a system 
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including conventional development) means that patriarchy continues to reinforce itself. 

At the beginning of the chapter the importance of recognising that gender relations will 

differ across the world and the danger of not recognising these differences was pointed out. 

The question whether or not patriarchy could be studied cross culturally was therefore 

asked. Perhaps the only realistic way to answer this is ask whether there are similarities in 

the women of the Cook Islands and those women of the nation to which the researcher 

belongs. 

The Cook Island have strong links to New Zealand and therefore its women are likely to be 

influenced by the situation of New Zealand women. This cannot solely, however, account 

for the obvious parallels there are between the women of the Cook Islands and the women 

of New Zealand. The place and the culture may be different, but the essential of a 

patriarchal society, evident in the Cook Islands, seem very familiar to a young New 

Zealand woman. 

One of the women of the Cook Islands sums this up the best. The woman is in her early 

twenties. She is Cook Islander born in New Zealand who returned to the Cook Islands 

about two years ago: 

"Women's rights are getting stronger. They are starting to stand up, just following the 

world trends, that's all." 

This is also well illustrated by the issues, or barriers that the women face that women 

themselves point out. These are very similar to the ones that Capra (1982) identified as 

being the signs of a patriarchal society. 

One of the other issues addressed earlier was the idea that feminism is imperialistic and it 

is brought into countries. For the women of the Cook Islands the fight for women's rights 

comes from within. This is obvious from listening to their stories. Jayawardena (1986) 

writes about feminism in India. She does not see feminism as· imperialistic and introduced. 

It has instead come from the women recognising their subordinate position and seeking 

ways to solve this. Chapter six will further explore the notion that feminism is coming 

from the women of the Cook Islands. 

Development in the Cook Islands has meant many improvements in the life of the women . 

These include access to education and travel. Patriarchy continues to dominate but many 

of the women have improved access to education, travel and many other factors. Changes 

since the missionary period show that in each of the sections discussed women's position 

has at least slightly improved. This is despite the failure of the government to include 
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GAD policy in their plans (Chapter four). The GAD theorists would argue that for women 

to continue to improve their position the basis of gender relations must be challenged. 

Despite the barriers that the women of the Cook Islands meet, they often talk about 

progress for the women. Chapter six will continue the theme of change for the women in 

the Cook Islands by asking whether its women are increasingly gaining freedom. The 

previous two chapters have shown that women have had restricted participation in 

development and are at least in part restricted by an essentially patriarchal society. The 

question is why or how have women achieved a degree of emancipation despite these 

factors. 
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Chapter6 

Emancipation 

Has there been an increase in emancipation for the women of the Cook Islands? To 

emancipate is to liberate, to set free from slavery or some form of restraint (Oxford 

Dictionary 1991). The term emancipation is commonly in use to explain the setting free of 

black American slaves. Yet the restraints that women are held back by may be quite 

different from those of the black American slaves. The common factor, however, is lack 

of freedom. From the suffragettes to women's liberation groups to Susan Faludi (1992) 

and the third wave of feminism, one theme is common: choice. In Naomi Wolfs The 

Beauty Myth, for example the author refers to womeri's lack of freedom or choice. The 

basic ideas is that images of beauty are used against women: 

The real issue has nothing to do with whether women wear make-up or don't, gain 

weight or lose it, have surgery or shun it, dress up or down, make our bodies and faces 

into a work of art or ignore adornment altogether. The real problem is our lack of 

choice (Wolf 1990 p.272). 

Emancipation may be interpreted as breaking down restraints such as patriarchy so that 

women may experience free choice. There are two major factors involved in this 

emancipation. First there is an awareness of choices or self realisation. This is where 

women, through education and experience, learn about their personal potential and about 

the options the world holds open to them. Secondly, there is the ability to follow up on 

choices, a process of self actualisation. To be able to achieve self actualisation the 

restraints that hold women back need to be broken down. 

These restraints include patriarchy. Where women's lives are lived in a community, 

nation or world in which men are in control it is very difficult for women to take some 

control over their lives and almost impossible to have full control. The women of the 

Cook Islands live in an essentially patriarchal society (chapter five). ·Self actualisation for 

them as individuals and as groups is therefore limited by the male control of the society. 

The women are beginning to break down this patriarchy (chapter five) and many (as will 

be shown) are talking about new choices. 

This is despite official development plans of the Cook Islands which have failed to 

recognise women specifically. Women's needs are not addressed in the development 

plans and there is no policy for affirmative action. More importantly, because of the 

patriarchal structure of the islands, women have not been part of the decision making 

teams. Their contribution to designing the 'developed Cook Islands' has been limited. 
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This neglect reinforces women's subordinate position (Boserup 1970). "In the developing 

world today the subordinated position of women is exacerbated not only by patriarchal 

attitudes but also by economic crisis and the legacy of ~.he colonialism" (Momsen et al. 

Preface 1993). 

Yet paradoxically the women interviewed seem to have made some gains through 

development and are achieving a degree of emancipation. Development thus may have 

unintentionally given the women some of the empowerment they need to break down 

patriarchy, by giving them improved access to employment, education, travel and other 

factors. 

Linnekin (1990), writing about Hawaiian women, does not see contact or development as 

entirely detrimental for women. 

The structural importance and the personal authority of women, both chiefly and 

common, were enhanced to a degree in some contexts in the early colonial period 

(Linnekin 1990 p.2). 

Moghadam (1992) writes from a Marxist feminist perspective, and refers to the possible 

positive impacts of development. She recognises that development will create gender 

inequalities but also that some gender inequalities will be eroded. Moghadam suggests 

that these changes come about because, through development, women are presented with 

new educational and job opportunities and because they have a wider range of life options. 

This chapter will explore the concept that change has meant a degree of emancipation for 

the women of the Cook Islands. First the change for three generations of Cook Island 

women will be described. The aim will be to establish if many of the women have 

improved opportunities and freedom compared to women in previous generations. 

Secondly, women's organisation's will be examined to see if women are uniting to create 

group emancipation. The roles the groups play and the attitudes of the women have 

towards them are important in establishing the power of these groups. Lastly there are 

some women who appear deeply committed to women's issues and play a very active part 

in women's organisations in the Cook Islands. These women will be profiled to see if 

there are commonalities between them. The aim is to establish whether development has 

played a role in the emancipation of these women. 

Three Generations of Cook Island Women 

The women interviewed were asked about the differences between their lives and the lives 

of their mothers and grandmothers. The aim of this section is to ascertain whether the 
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women have had the opportunities for emancipation over three generations. Several 

specific areas were suggested: education, travel, health care, education, family planning 

and women's status and place in the family. This question had one major fault in that it 

assumed Western style nuclear families. Many of the women told me that they did not 

know their mother or grandmother, but that they would talk about someone else of the 

same generation. Several of the women had been raised by their grandparents as is 

customary for the first born. 

First the question was left open for the women to talk about any change between their 

generation and that of their mothers and grandmothers. Some of the ideas that the 

women talked about are presented below. It is obvious that the women recognise that 

there has been change but they are divided in their opinions of the change. 

"When my mum was my age the work was very hard from what she says. They 

worked a lot harder getting firewood. The life is easier now." 

"Now days we take things for granted, they made do with what they had. 11 

"It differs because we are more independent, opportunities for education and we speak 

out." 

"Mum and Grandma were family oriented, always at home. All my life able to be 

busy. I have a supportive husband who does all the chores of a women at home. Mum 

and Grandma did everything." 

"They didn't have to work for money to feed the kids. They lived off the land. Now 

money talks." 

"My life electricity, push button things, older days ground oven (umu), outside fire. 

Most of the food cooked in the umu." 

"Big difference during my time. We have a free life, we can do what we like." 

."Mum and grandma after the plantation stayed in the house, not allowed to go 

anywhere." 

"The way of living was poor, they say it was good but I wouldn't want to go back to it" 

11The people were friendlier. Relations were very close, they worked as a community. 

Now you have to have money. Change, progress, that's what progress does." 
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The women were asked about change in terms of a series of factors, one of which was 

education. Most of the women felt that the education they and their children had access to 

was a great improvement on that which their parents and grandparents had available. 

"Mum started T-coll, she pulled out because she was pregnant, now mum is going 

through school again. The girls were taught to stay home and cook. 11 

"Education is better now, I am working for their [my children's] education. 11 

"More access now, my mother was an entrepreneur though. A role model. 11 

"Parents went to primary school only. They didn't have the opportunities that we have. 

The education is New Zealand based, it is very good now. I don't believe education 

should be based on the Pacific. Go to USP [University of the South Pacific] and you 

can only work in the Pacific." 

"Things are much different now, Mum did not have much of an education." 

"Today we are very fortunate, my mother was taught by the missionaries underneath a 

· coconut tree" 

"There wasn't any high school then. Thank God I was born later. Most of our schools 

in those days were run by religion." 

"Very religious and only for those from the chiefly families." 

Access to employment opportunities was also incorporated into this question. A common 

response was that women had to work in order to make their new lifestyle sustainable. 

"Mum and grandma [were] not exposed to work. They supported their community, 

there was no choice. You were born into that role. Not happening anymore."· 

"Mostly women in my mother's generation couldn't work because they might get 

pregnant.and then that position would have to be filled again." 

"Women here have always been employed. Teaching, typing and shop-keeping." 

"Big difference now. Women have far more opportunities." 

"We have all the opportunities. Mum never worked, except for being housewife." 



"Now women have the option of working." 

"Those days only housewives. I feel sorry for them." 

"More women are working now. They do more work than the men does because they 

also look after the housework and their families." 

"Women working more now, a big change." 

"More women are working now, Grandma's life traditional mothers. Changed because 

of European attitudes and influence and need for more income." 

"Grandma was at home embroidering, if you're not home to cook trouble comes." 

One of the most interesting quotes in this section was the following; 

"Much better now, much better than mother's generation. Changed now, world wide 

global recognition that women must be included in development. They bring softer 

and gentler approach to the office and the corporate situation. Flowers in the office 

and their approach to people" 

99 

This indicates an acceptance of women's role as being the nice person in the office. It is 

reflective of early feminist thought which perceived women as fundamentally different 

from men. It is now recognised that women are created at least in part by socialisation, 

meaning that a patriarchal society may determine that women become softer and more 

gentle. 

The women were also asked about their access to health care and to family planning. 

Many of the women were critical of the existing health system and some felt that there had 

been a definite deterioration in the services available. The women spoke about the changes 

from Maori medicine to Papaa medicine. Some of the women ·said that they continued to 

use traditional medicine in conjunction with Papaa ones. 

"Maori medicine still used sometimes." 

"Free out-patients, but not very good." 

"Definite improvement with simple things like advice for girls." 

"Used to the Maori medicine, at least we knew what was in them. But the Papaa 

medicine is written down, it's more effective." 

THI: LIBRARY 
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Family planning is often shunned in the feminist literature when it is enforced as a method 

of population control. This is because fails to allow women choice over their own bodies. 

Much of the legislation concerning women has been directed at controlling them, their 

sexuality and fertility, and endorsing their subordination (Afshar 1987 p. l) 

On the other hand where family planning is something women can choose to use as a 

method of control over their own bodies it is seen as great asset for the liberation of 

women. Nearly all of the women felt that awareness of and access to family planning had 

greatly improved. One woman said that she had never heard of family planning or 

contraception. She was the exception. Some of the women talked about the power to 

choose when to have children that the pill gave them. 

"More awareness, important education." 

"Free and easily available. A lot of people in education programmes." 

"Improved education. My children have been able to plan." 

"They had large families then. Just recently family planning. I wouldn't want a large 

family." 

"Mum and grandma never had family planning so they had heaps of children." 

The women were asked about their access to travel compared with that of previous 

generations. Travel overseas and within the Cook Islands is important for the women so 

that they may learn about other lands. It is important for the gaining of knowledge and 

awareness of other cultures and ideologies. It is through exposure to these different ways 

that women can learn about the choices available to them. A major part of reaching your 

personal potential is through the process of self-realisation. Travel plays a great part in 

expanding one's understanding of yourself. 

"More access to [travel]. Opportunity to be exposed to thought overseas. Opportunity 

to have a look at things." 

"Mum and Grandma always travel. I've been all over the place." 

"Always been a lot of travel. Travel is very acceptable in the Cook Islands." 

"Mum and Grandma never left Mauke." 
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The opportunity for women to travel has improved greatly in the last three generations. 

Nearly all of the women referred to the change in modes of transport. The women 

discussed the use of air travel as opposed to previous dependence on boats. 

Access to travel has meant that many women have joined the movement overseas. They, 

like many other Cook Islanders, have spent at least part of their lives living overseas. 

Figure 6.1 is a graphical presentation of where eighteen of the women interviewed have 

lived during their lives. These eighteen women were chosen because the information 

they gave was detailed. Figure 6.1 shows that most of the women have spent a significant 

amount of their lives in places other than Rarotonga where they now live. Booth (1989) 

found that there was no gender difference in external and internal migration in the Cook 

Islands. 

The women were also asked about change that specifically affected women. This question 

began in two parts, asking firstly about women's status and secondly about their role in the 

family. This line of questioning proved too difficult so it was made simpler just asking 

about change for women and prompting the women by asking about their position in the 

family compared to that of their mothers. 

"Women are aware now, we are trying to do something about setting up women's 

refuge." 

"I am very dominant I am in charge of my life. I have a very understanding husband. 

I refuse to mop the floor etc., we have a house girl in the weekends to do that. My 

husband understands that I am very busy." 

"There has been positive change. Mostly because of improved economic status. Once 

women became part of the cash economy they had control over their income. Social 

change as a result of this economic change. Men find it hard to understand that. Many 

have increased problem of violence against us." 

"Women have more to say because they are the breadwinners. More leading roles in 

society now, more acceptable now. Men were always the head of the family, now 

that's changing because of the Western influence. Women more recognition of what 

they do. Men and women_of our generation more accepting." 

"Women can do almost anything. More choice in life now. They can boss the men 

around." 



102 

Figure 6.1: Places of residence for eighteen women now living in Rarotonga 
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"Equal opportunities, man and woman side by side. Particularly the educated women, 

equal share of responsibility tho_ugh still male dominated. Women are now going out, 

their role has changed. They are not at home baking." 

"Some women are not treated equally. Continues to improve as women assert 

themselves." 

"Status in the house and the commµnity is high. It has changed, before all the men in 

high positions." 



"Before mum and grandmother remain in the house all the time. Waiting, serving on 

grandfather/father and doing all the housework." 

"Used to be the men who did all the talking. Now the women are coming out, voicing 

their opinion." 

"Women are coming out in the decision making, community groups in the home 

speaking out a lot. Before they kept it to themselves." 

"Change a lot, all more educated, we understand more. They always thought the man's 

on top. Now if the man's wrong we just tell them. Grandma wasn't allowed to say the 

man's wrong or she got beaten up. Today men and women are equal. The women are 

fighting." 

"Women are on equal basis with men. It hasn't changed. It has always been equal." 

"I come into conflict at the newspaper with the men who can't bridge the gender gap. 

We are in the midst of the women becoming leaders. You can feel it happening. The 

men at work get defensive." 

"The woman has made advances in the community, she is being listened too. If you 

want something done give it to a group of women, they are the best organisers. 

Women are getting more·say because they are bringing more money in. Still limited 

by religion, the minister keeps saying the man is the head of the household. So the 

husbands say "you heard the minister, I'm the head of the house you have to be 

subordinate to me". Still that element, a strong religious following." 

"Women are becoming stronger now, they are speaking out for themselves. The cost of 

living up so they have to go out and work, through that they gain self confidence." 

"I can't do over time and work because I have to go home and look·after my family, my 

husband won't let me. Whenever I want to go somewhere he decides whether ·1 can or 

not. My boyfriend is in charge of the house. I am getting sick and tired of this house 

because it is always being happened. I want to carry on and get better work, but 

someone is holding me back. I don't have any other choices. My dad was in charge 

too. Grandad is in charge of Grandma. I want it to change, the only way is to leave 

him." 

"A generation back the men always in charge. Now it is whoever is strongest." 

"There's a slight change, now the mothers can take off if the husband is domineering. 
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Today the women are coming up, the men are still in charge though. To me a husband 

and wife should talk together. My husband makes no exception to this. I tried to 

have my say but that didn't work. I now find it hard to trust another man. Fear of 

being dominated or not listened to again." 

During the last three generations there has been much change for the women of the Cook 

Islands. Most of the changes that the women discussed were positive. For many of the 

women there have been improvements in education, health, travel, family planning and 

education. Most of the women felt that the position of women had improved. Looking 

back three generations the women now have more opportunities and more confidence, 

indicating that the women have become increasingly free. There are, however many 

factors still holding the women back, among these are religion and the attitude of men. So 

although the women may have achieved a degree of emancipation they are still constrained 

by some factors. 

Women's Organisations 

Women's organisations can discuss and fight for women's issues. They are effective in 

bringing women's concerns to the attention of administrative bodies, Parliament, for 

example, can not ignore the voices of groups of women nearly as easily as it can dismiss 

the views of individuals. Women's groups also achieve a degree of organised autonomy 

for many women. So long as the women-only groups remain unaffiliated to other 

organisations they can operate internally in a way which is independent of the constraints 

of a patriarchal society. They are organisations in which women have the opportunity to 

realise their potential. It is confidence building for the women who lead the groups and 

for the women who actively participate. Also by realising that other women are facing 

similar issues and problems, they can gain in the importance of their concerns. In essence 

it may legitimatise the concerns of women. 

There are several women's organisations in the Cook Islands. These groups date back to 

the missionary period and the au vaine or women's committees which were eslablished for 

religious purposes. The au vaine were formalised in 1925 by Dr. Ellison. Their function 

became the improvement of family health preventing the consumption of liquor (Ingram 

1991). However the au vaine was inactive by the 1940's. 

The main women's groups up until self government were the Girl Guides, the Child 

Welfare Association and the Hospital Comforts Committee. With the advent of self 

government came a small number of women's associations which were affiliated to 

particular political parties. This included the Cook Islands Women's Federation which 

dissolved in the 1970's (Ingram 1991). 
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It was the mid l 980's before the major women's organisations began to emerge. The first 

of these was the Cook Islands National Council of Women (CINCW) which was 

established in 1984. The current and founding president of the association, Vereara 

Maeva, talked about her battle to establish the organisation. 

From 1975 to 1984 I tried to get the government to get the women back together [since 

the break up of the Women's Federation]. Through storms of criticism and abuse. I 

look back and feel very sad. [I was} almost crucified by the government. The 

government didn't want to support me. I was summoned to the Ministers, the Cabinet 

and the Prime Minister to explain myself .... All I want is for the women's voice to be 

heard. Look at us as human beings, not as animals, not as a piece of material. So I 

rounded up a few radical women (Maeva pers. com. 1993). 

The focus of the organisation is summarised in the following quote from the meetings 

from the CINCW Annual General Meeting on the 10th of April 1990: 

The CINCW was established in 1984 as an umbrella organisation to promote the 

interests and welfare of the women in the Cook Islands. The aims and objectives of 

the Council include the encouragement and organisation of women in the Cook Islands 

to act together and unite for the purpose of developing and uplifting the economic and 

social conditions and well being of people in general but in particular the women of the 

Cook Islands. (CINCW 1991). 

The minutes from the meetings of the CINCW give a mixed picture of the organisation. 

On one hand they are successfully co-ordinating fundraising and workshops. On the other 

they are having difficulties keeping these activities going. Their major problem is the lack 

of financial support 

"We all surged and survived the storms of criticism being unrecognised and lack of 

financial and government support" (CINCW 1989). 

In 1990 the Cook Islands Business and Professional Women's Association (CIBPW) was 

established. This organisation is made up of 11business women, nurses, government public 

servants, educators and accountants. Most of its members are educated urban women" 

(Ingram 1991 p.22). The aims and objectives of the CIBPW are: 

1) To develop programmes specifically aimed at leadership skills for women 

and to provide an opportunity for women to further enhance personal 

development. 

2) To develop and promote strategies that enhance the life of Cook Island 
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people, and women in particular. 

3) To promote and protect the rights of women against any arbitrary attack, 

abolition, abuse, erosion, deprivation or attempted removal by any person, 

government agency or any other person. 

4) To provide a forum for discussion of community issues and make 

recommendations for policy development. 

5) To promote educational opportunities and continued professional training for 

women (Ingram 1991). 

The Pan Pacific and Asian Women's Association was recently established. One of the 

main aims of this association, which is different from the other groups is to include women 

from many different nations. This is partially reflective of the women behind the 

organisation who are from a variety of different countries. One of the local women 

criticised the organisation for including women who were not Cook Islanders. 

There are also several strong religious women's groups. Each of these are affiliated with 

their members' churches. The CICC Ekalesia Vaientini (Women's Fellowship) has 

branches associated with the twenty four member churches throughout the Cook Islands 

(Ingram 1991). 

The forty women interviewed were asked about the women's organisations. Question 

number twenty three, as listed in Appendix 1, asks the women: Do you belong to any 

women's organisations? What are the women's organisations and what do they do ? What 

do you think about the women's organisations ? 

First the women from Mauke where there are three main groups, the Catholic group (St 

Bernadettes), the young girls group and the Maukean Island group (Akatokamanava Vaine 

Tine). There are representatives of the three groups who meet together and in tum 

represent Mauke to the National Council of Women. Three of the seven women in Mauke 

talked about their involvement in the women's organisations. One of the women 

interviewed is an administrator for the Akatokamanava group. She has been involved for 

twenty years and felt that the organisation did a good job. Another woman involved in 

the same organisation discussed the group activities. 

"That organises sewing, weaving and tivaevae making. We sew for show day, we 

invite all the Ariki, CAO (Central Administration Officer) and the island dancers. We 

just keep most of it, overseas people come over and buy some. 11 

Another one of the women talked about the church group that she belonged to. 

"We organise gatherings cg. sewing. Get women to iearn how io cook, baking etc. 



Our church got an electric oven through foreign aid. Every Sunday cooking and then 

they sell it. Last year tivaevae and pillow cases." 
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Two of the women who are not involved in the women's organisations said that the groups 

get together for craft making. They did not explain why they did not join. 

The women from Aitutaki knew that there were Girl Guide units and Girls Brigade and 

one women spoke about a women's fellowship. These women were not involved with 

these groups. They said that the groups were involved in craft making. All the women 

interviewed were from one village and it may have been that women's organisations were 

stronger in other villages. 

One women gave her reasons for not being involved in women's organisations: 

"Don't like getting together with women, they gossip. My favourite thing is jokes and 

laughing." 

Most of the women knew about the \Vernen's organisations in Rarotonga. These include 

the CINCW, the CIBPW, the Pan Pacific group and several church and community 

organisations. About half of the women were involved in one of the groups. The women 

were mixed in their opinions of the women's organisations. 

"They go mainly to share, to promote women's affairs, share problems etc." 

"Over the road the village centre for women. Makes things to raise money to develop 

the village. Raising money for the playground etc. Stay out of women's organisations, 

too many meetings." 

"They should try and get mothers to try and do something for themselves. To be 

recognised." 

"Do a lot of things with the women's work. In my group we sew things we look after 

the church and we visit people." 

"Women's organisations are doing a great job. They're getting the women together 

making decisions. Getting the women to think business. The more women involved 

the better for the country." 

"Not involved in women's organisations don't know what they are." 

"Women's role to educate themseives and heip educate young women how to take care 
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of their families. If you can look after your family you can look after larger things, eg. 

parliament." 

"I really don't know much except for the netball. They are very hard working women. 

Fourth in the world for netball." 

"The role the women's organisations are taking on is lobbying for women. All of them 

in different areas are very effective. Deals with rape and domestic violence. Direct 

involvement, providing support and child assistance. They should have more 

involvement in the political arena, but could threaten the organisations existence by 

becoming involved." 

Several of the women talked specifically about organisations they had heard of or were 

involved in, for instance the Cook Islands National Council of Women: 

"National Council of Women president, fortieth year in the women'.s movement. Role 

is to bring existing women's associations together, Co-ordinate them and organise 

training programmes. Happy with how it's going, established for nine years now. 

Problems was with the government [they] wouldn't accept that we have established a 

National Council of Women. Political interference, we want a non political 

organisation." 

"National Council of Women, they find the needs of the women in the Cook Islands. 

They are the ones to start up projects and workshops that are required. They are the 

voice of the women. Making women aware of their rights, making women aware of 

their employment opportunities." 

It was interesting to hear the mixed opinions on the Cook Islands Business and 

Professional Women's Association: 

"No I keep out, too much waste of time. Always the same people feature. The people 

who work hard don't get recognised. Business and Professional only certain women 

involved, they want to lay the rules down." 

"Business women's association only. for a select few. Only those who own businesses. 

Really for those who have higher education, now trying to expand." 

Professional women's business association, I think I will get involved, a good idea. 

Helping out people, especially fighting beating up women and rape. Bringing people 

to their senses." 



"Business and Professional Women's Association is to assist women in the work place, 

to improve themselves. Lecture on specific issues, women's counselling service." 

"Business and Professional Women's Association promotes women. Promotes 

development and education opportunities for many women in the Cook Islands. 

Women of the year award, women's crisis centre, local beautification of the 

environment and sponsoring women's education." 

"Business and Professional Women's Association, try and help women in business to 

raise their profiles, Doing activities to stimulate women in the business community. 

Every women's association seems to collect the same women. Maybe it will grow, 

needs business type women to promote it. The other women don't have a business 

background. They keep bringing up things like welfare. I am used to these groups in 

Wellington where they are business like and professional. I need the people in there to 

drive that sort of thing." 

"Business and Professional Women's Association a whole lot of rubbish. I thought it 

was discriminating against other ordinary kinds of women." 

"Pan Pacific brings together women of different cultural background, strengthens 

bonds. Business and Professional Women's Association, only for those women. 

National Council of women should bring these organisations together, doesn't really do 

it." 
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There are obviously many women's organisations in the Cook Islands. They successfully 

include many women. Yet some of the women dislike the organisations and choose not to 

belong to them. 

The organisations are positive as they allow women to come together. The emphasis 

many of the groups have on craft making and housekeeping may be reinforcing women's 

position as in the private sector. They may in fact reduce women's-choices by establishing 

their roles as being limited. It is important however to recognise this as women's choice. 

Equally important is the idea that just by grouping together and reaching a degree of group 

autonomy women become increasingly free. 

Some of the other groups, for instance the CIBPW are designed more towards fighting for 

the equality of women. Their work is treated with a degree of scepticism and caution by 

other women. One of the strongest criticisms was their inability to include all women. 

All of the women's organisations play an important role for the women by allowing them 

to come together. The strength of many of these organisations suggests that the women of 

the Cook Islands are committed to the emancination of women. !. . - --
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Who are the Feminists in the Cook Islands? 

There are obvious leaders amongst the women in the Cook Islands. This is particularly 

clear in the make-up and running of the women's organisations. The women who spoke 

with the most enthusiasm and commitment to women's issues are those that play active 

roles in women's organisations. Why are these women leading the feminist cause in the 

Cook Islands? To help try and understand this, a short profile of each of the women who 

seemed very committed to women's issues will be presented. These profiles are of six 

women, all of whom live in Rarotonga. Pseudonyms have been used. These profiles will 

also be used to see if development and patriarchy are important functions in the ability of 

women to improve their position. 

Amy is one of the women setting up the Rarotongan branch of the Pan Pacific and South 

East Asian Women's Association. Amy is in the age group fifty-five to sixty-five. 

Coming from another Island in the Pacific makes Amy quite different from the other 

women profiled. She does not list a specific occupation but says that she is fully 

occupied. Amy is heavily involved in community work and partakes in musical 

productions, children's welfare and women's movements. Amy's list of previous 

occupations and community work are impressive. She has been part of the trade and 

tourism industry, a representative in New Zealand local body government. Her 

organisational skills have been put to use with children's welfare and organisations for 

Pacific women. Amy's life began in another small Pacific nation where she lived until 

she was ten years old. She then went on to boarding school in New Zealand, where she 

remained until she moved to Rarotonga three years ago. Her education in New Zealand 

finished with part of a Bachelors degree in music. Amy's two children are aged in their 

forties. She is a widow, her husband having died four years ago. She occasionally attends 

the local C.I.C.C. church. 

Metianna is fifty two years old. She is a senior officer in a government department and 

her previous work has included teaching secondary school. Her interest in women's 

issues means that she has played an important role in the Cook Islands National Council of 

Women. Despite travelling widely Metianna has always lived in the Cook Islands. She 

was born in Aitutaki but moved to Rarotonga when aged eleven. Her education was at 

Tereora College (Rarotonga) and the local Teachers College. She gained University 

Entrance at school and then went on to complete a Teachers Diploma and a Diploma in 

Education. She was widowed two years ago, her husband was a doctor. She has five 

children, two of whom have subsequently passed away. Metianna occasionally attends the 

C.I.C.C. 

Vaine is forty nine years old. Vaine has an important position in the tourist industry. 

Tourism has been one of her major areas of interest since working for an airline in New 
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Zealand. In New Zealand she had her own small business. Her work in women's 

organisations has included active participation in the Cook Island Business and 

Professional Women's Association. Vaine left Rarotonga for New Zealand when she was 

ten years old. She returned to the Cook Islands for a short period of time when she was 

twelve years old. Vaine came back to Rarotonga to live ten years ago. Vaine talks about 

her school education, her time at business college and her degree courses as insignificant 

next to her training at a New Zealand airline. It was here that Vaine learnt about how she 

could promote herself as a Pacific woman. 

"At [the airline] I worked myself into the marketing area by being a Cook Islander. I 

could dance. I was Polynesian. I could greet people. I was what the South Pacific 

was all about. ... While I was at [the airline] being a Cook Islander was a definite 

advantage." 

Vaine came back to Rarotonga shortly after her husband died. She has no children. Vaine 

is a Mataiapo and because of this she attends the C.I.C.C. church every Sunday to set an 

example. 

Mii is fifty years old.· She holds a high position in the Health Department. Mii has been a 

nurse both in Rarotonga and in New Zealand. Mii's involvement in women's organisations 

has stemmed from her interest in Public Health issues. She is part of the Cook Islands 

Business and Professional Women's Association. Mii has moved between Rarotonga and 

New Zealand several times.· She lived in Rarotonga until she was fifteen years. She 

moved back to Rarotonga twenty two years later in 1971. By 1978 she was back to New 

Zealand to complete her Masters degree. Three years later she returned to Rarotonga 

where she has remained since. Mii's highest qualification is her Masters degree. Previous 

to gaining this she trained in New Zealand as nurse and completed courses in midwifery 

and psychology. At present Mii is single. She has a child who is now twenty five from a 

previous marriage. She periodically attends the C.I.C.C. 

Nga is thirty eight years old. She is the manager of a small government funded advisory 

unit. She is a trained nurse but has been more involved in the business ·sector than the 

health sector. Her work in New Zealand has included consultancy work, management and 

promotions. Her involvement in women's organisations has been in the Cook Islands 

Business and Professional Women's Association. Nga was born in Rarotonga and left for 

New Zealand in 1972. Her return to Rarotonga permanently was only a short time ago, 

early in 1992. Nga's education was mostly in New Zealand. After High School in 

Rarotonga she was picked for a scholarship to go to New Zealand to study nursing. She 

did not complete her nursing training. Nga was sent to polytechnic by her job to study 

management. She has the beginnings of a Diploma in Management, which she stopped 

studying for so the she could care for her children. Nga is legally separated, her husband 
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and children remain in New Zealand. Nga attends the C.I.C.C. occasionally. 

Anne is between forty-five and fifty-five. She is the head of a government department. 

Anne plays an important role in the Cook Islands Business and Professional Women's 

Association and she is involved in Cook Islands National Council of Women. Anne's 

previous positions are an impressive list. Her positions have been largely administrative, 

being involved in the tourist industry, promoting the Pacific and in Pacific Planning and 

Research. Anne was born in Rarotonga where she lived for the first twenty years of her 

life. The next twenty eight years were lived in Hawaii (20 years), New Zealand (6 years) 

and two years in North Carolina and Fiji. She is been back in Rarotonga for about five 

years. Her education was mostly overseas. She travelled by boat to New Zealand where 

she boarded and attended high school. She gained her Bachelors and Masters degrees in 

Hawaii and undertook her PhD. in New Zealand. Anne has been married. That marriage 

is now finished and she is involved in a de facto relationship. She occasionally attends the 

C.I.C.C. 

Similarities between the women are obvious. It is possible to draw a profile of women in 

the Cook Islands likely to be leaders in women's organisations. Most of the women are 

aged between forty-five and fifty-five years. (Only one of the women is younger). Their 

lives have reached a point where they have the time, skills and confidence to partake in 

activities outside the home and the work place. These women have mostly achieved the 

material wealth that they aspire to. They are also free from the constraints of marriages 

which tie them down. 

The women, through travel have become aware of ideologies foreign to that of the Cook 

Islands. They have seen other women's movements in action and have something to 

compare the status of their women with. Through education, they have received and 

through their time in demanding positions in the work place they have developed the skills 

necessary to establish women's movements in the Cook Islands. They have learnt 

organisational, managerial and many other skills which give them the power to run these 

organisations successfully. These experiences have equipped them with the tools to deal 

with bureaucratic systems. 

The fact that these women have attained material security may make them part of the new 

class of people defined by Eckersly (1989) as post-materialist. Millar defines 

postmaterialist values as ones emphasising personal and political freedom, equality, the 

tolerance of minorities, openess to new ideas, environmental protection and concern over 

quality of life issues (Millar 1991 p.45). The concerns of these people are the 

environment, peace, social justice, women's issues and Third World problems (Eckersly 

1988). It is as if a new social consciousness has arisen out of people who have come to a 

certain stage in their own personal lives~ 
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These women who have been profiled are a unique group in the Cook Islands, particularly 

in terms of their dedication to women'~ issues. There is obviously some resentment 

towards these women, as expressed earlier. One of the women spoke about the difficulties 

for the women returning to Rarotonga from overseas. 

"Not always easy to come back here. People don't think about this. It's very difficult 

for returning people, it's hard to come back again and live with your family. I can't go 

back to the Cook Island ways. My views are different from the local people. Women 

feel we a threat when we come back, educated etc. So we can get who we want." 

Post modern feminism attempts to make women aware that there are differences between 

women. It asks that women not be regarded as a homogenous group. 

It is a feminism cautious of some of the old explanatory concepts such as patriarchy, 

women's oppression, even the term 'woman' itself. These are considered too totalising, 

glossing over the complexity, fragmentation and unevenness of how power works, as 

well as avoiding the complexity and diversity amongst and within women (Jones 1991 

p.91). 

It is important to realise that the lives of the women of the Cook Islands are varied. The 

women profiled are very different from many of the other women and any attempt to 

improve the position of the women of the Cook Islands must recognise this. 

The six women profiled have achieved a great deal of freedom in their personal lives. 

Development has meant many opportunities for these women, such as travel and 

education. They are examples of how development can have positive impacts for women 

without development consciously reassessing gender relations (GAD) or women's 

participation in development (WID and WAD). 

Conclusions 

Many of the women interviewed have achieved a degree of emancipation. Some of the 

women have progressed i_n terms of their opportunities to travel, to be educated and 

employed, and in their control over their own bodies. There is diversity among the 

women, for instance some women have had more educational or travel opportunities than 

others. Most of the women have expanded their personal knowledge through their 

experiences and have therefore become more able to realise their self worth. 

Some of the women have grouped together to form women's collectives. These 
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organisations may be dedicated to craft making, reducing women's violence or 

empowering women. Their functions and the scales upon which they operate differ 

greatly but the common factor is that they give women .. the power to act independently 

from men. Women's organisations in the Cook Islands therefore play an important part in 

emancipating the women. This is through the power that a group of women can have 

which will always be greater than a woman alone. There is some evidence though, that 

only certain women become involved in such organisations. This is compatible with the 

feminist theories of post modernism which recognise that all women are different. These 

women thought their experiences may have reached a stage in their lives where they want 

to move onto something new, such as women's issues. 

Patriarchy has not been broken down in the Cook Islands (chapter five) and development 

largely continues to ignore women (chapter four). Despite this, the women interviewed 

have achieved a degree of emancipation. There are two sides of the coin to development 

for women in the Cook Islands. While some women have increased their opportunities, 

many continue to be oppressed. For instance they fail to be part of the government, they 

continue to be victims of violence and their work is often under valued or ignored. 

Development has failed to break down patriarchy and its relationship with women is 

ambivalent. "The process of development has entailed both emancipation and 

exploitation, liberation and oppression" (Moghadam 1992 p.246). 
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Chapter7 

Conclusion 

Four major themes have run through this thesis. The thesis will conclude by returning to 

these themes and discussing the insights this study has given to them. 

Making Women Visible 

Feminist geography makes women visible in geographical study. The answer to the 

accusation that geography fails to recognise the lived experience of women has been met 

by an alternative perspective of geography: feminist geography. The aim of feminist 

geography is to undermine perspectives which assume that women are attached to men or 

that their experience is irrelevant (McDowell 1988, Stokes 1987a). This is done by 

focusing on women and their lives so that their experience can become as well explored 

and discussed as the male experience is and has been. 

The thesis has made the experiences of women in the Cook Islands visible. This involved 

interviewing forty women in the Cook Islands about their lives. A life history approach 

was used in which the questions were open ended, inviting discussion and interaction. The 

aim was to gain an insight into the female perspective of life in the Cook Islands. 

Throughout this thesis the voices of forty women in the Cook Islands are given an avenue 

through which to be heard. The presentation of the women's stories has been kept as 

simple as possible so that the focus is on their lives and stories rather than solely on the 

interpretation and insights of the author. This recognises the lives of each of these women 

as valid in its own right. 

From this comes an appreciation of an alternative understanding, that of the female 

perspective, through presenting a women's history and geography of the Cook Islands. 

The women interviewed create their own picture of the Cook Islands. It is therefore 

through the eyes of the women that the Cook Islands are studied. . The women of the 

Cook Islands also bring new understanding to feminism itself. This is by- sharing their 

understanding of, and involvement in, feminism. The women also bring a new 

understanding of geography by painting their own distinctive world view, and their 

understanding of both spat~al and temporal change. The next stage is to integrate the 

masculine and the feminine approaches so that a gender based perspective can evolve. 

Women and the Development Experience 

The relationship between women and development, since Boserup ( 1970) has been 
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recognised as a process which magnifies women's oppression. It is generally proposed in 

the feminist literature that development has been a negative experience for women. This 

includes the idea that women's position has been further marginalised through 

development. Much work has aimed at understanding women and the development 

experience. This has involved the synthesis of feminist and development theories and 

therefore reflects the diversity amongst these theories. The first of the theories combining 

feminism and development is Women in Development (WID). WID asks that women be 

integrated into development by encouraging women's participation in development. The 

second is Women and Development (WAD) which stems from a Marxist perspective. 

WAD argues that while the capitalist class system exists women cannot benefit from 

development. The last of the three is Gender and Development (GAD). GAD looks for 

a fundamental restructuring of gender relations in order that women benefit from 

development. 

While · the women of the Cook Islands have not been effectively integrated into 

development (WID and WAD), and still live in a patriarchal society (GAD), their lives are 

changing and their opportunities increasing. Most of the literature combining feminism 

and development perceives the relationship between women and development as a 

negative one. Some, however, have argued that in some circumstances and for some 

women development may be a positive experience. Through the development of 

education, travel and a number of other factors, women's opportunities may improve. 

They may have the opportunity to achieve emancipation (Moghadam 1992). 

This thesis concurred with this later conclusion and highlighted the importance of realising 

the diversity of the development experience. For the women interviewed in the Cook 

Islands there has been a multitude of different development experiences. While 

conventional development does not specifically address the needs of women it can have 

some unintended positive spin offs. For some of the women in the Cook Islands, 

development has meant access to education, travel and employment. For these women 

conventional development has allowed the achievement of personal development whereby 

they have achieved self realization and through this a degree of emancipation. Clearly a 

better understanding of the complexity of the relationships between women anc:l 

development is needed. 

Where Does Feminism Come From? 

It has been suggested that because feminism was created in the West and that it does not 

apply to the women of developing nations, such as the Cook Islands (Roberts 1984, 

Mohanty et al. 1991). Feminism has been accused of racism and of failing to understand 

the experience of every woman both by those within the feminist movement and from 
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others. The notion of studying patriarchy cross culturally has been criticised for failing to 

recognise diversity amongst women (Roberts 1984). Feminism has also been opposed by 

male planners and politicians in developin~ countries. Their criticisms are based on the 

idea that feminism is imperialistic, that it does not come from within, and that it is not 

traditional. Whilst it may be acceptable to introduce the oven to replace the umu it is not 

acceptable to introduce feminist ideals of equality. 

On the other hand, those supporting feminism in the Third World argue that it comes from 

within the developing countries and as a result of outside influences: 

Feminism was not imposed on the Third World by the West, but rather ... historical 

circumstances produced important material and ideological changes that effected 

women, even the impact of imperialism and Western thought was admittedly amongst 

the significant elements in these historical circumstances (Jayawardena 1986 p.2). 

The history of the Cook Islands has been one in which the women have been subordinate 

to men. It is partly because of this subordination and resulting frustration that the women 

of the Cook Islands have created their own brand of feminism. The women have become 

aware of their position and have become increasingly dedicated to fighting it. This is 

partly as the women, through educational and travel opportunities, have realised their own 

self worth. The many women of the Cook Islands who have had improved access to 

education and travel have realised that they are not treated as equal with the men in their 

society. Through realising their self worth they have recognised that they are as important 

as men, and have begun to question their treatment as second class citizens. The women 

have also learnt that their experiences are valid. They have heard about the experiences of 

other women and have been able to relate to these experiences. They have also learnt 

some methods to challenge the dominant position of men. This has included the 

development of women's organisations dedicated to giving women a voice and improving 

their position. 

Feminism in the Cook Islands has developed in its own unique way. However the causes 

that the women fight and the issues that they raise are very similar to the concerns of 

feminism in New Zealand and many other parts of the world. Women are challenging 

aspects of their male dominated society, particularly violence against women. There is 

diversity amongst the women and their understandings of feminism but most of the 

women spoke about the need to make women equal with men. The women in the Cook 

Islands may not identify their cause as feminist but the issues they fight are ones of 

women's subordination. They are therefore feminist, as the challenge of women's 

subordination is a universally accepted definition of feminism. 
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As we seek for pattern or cause, or for insight and empathy, we encountered the 

complexity of explanations. As we begin to recognize the variety we realize the 

consistency of the 'theme' upon which the variation take place: women's 

subordination (Momsen and Townsend 1987 p.28) 

Women in Place; Women and Place 

Place and space are vital factors in women's lives. Place establishes a unique context 

within which women can be studied. The characteristics of any given place will in part 

determine the life experience of women. These characteristics include the political, social 

and economic features of any given place. The processes operating within that place 

will affect the lives of the women. For the women interviewed the context of place 

encompasses their households, villages/communities, islands, the Cook Islands, the Pacific 

and the world. The interactions between and within these places are reflected in the 

experiences of the women. Perception of space, for instance, is altered through 

development whereby communication links can make places closer and cheaper to travel 

between. For the women of the Cook Islands New Zealand has come closer since 1973 

and the building of the Rnrotongnn intP,mntiom:11 nirport 

The scale of place is vitally important. For the women of the Cook Islands size of their 

home nation is a critical factor as it encompasses economic organisation, political life and 

interactions. It is both a constraint to development and a social and cultural resource. It 

has partly been the size of the nation that has prompted many people, including women, to 

leave for New Zealand and Australia. The issues have included land and resource 

shortage. Comparing the women of three islands in the Cook group (Mauke, Aitutaki 

and Rarotonga) has highlighted the importance of size, by illustrating the diverse 

experiences from the women of the three islands. For instance, the educational 

opportunities for the women in Mauke and Aitutaki are more limited than those for the 

women of Rarotonga. Thus the women of Rarotonga are more likely to be found in 

skilled positions than the women of the other two islands are. 

The interaction of places is as important as scale. This interaction includes television and 

radio. It also includes people and ideas. The living spaces or world view of people will 

contract or expand with change. Mahy of the women in Rarotonga, for instance, spoke 

about the issues that women in countries they had visited faced, and the similarities 

between these and the experiences of women in their own country. Many of these women 

have returned to the Cook Islands and begun to challenge the patriarchal social relations in 

the place they come from. For the women of the Cook Islands there has been a great deal 

of expansion. This is both as they travel and seek out new ideas and as others bring new 

ideas to the islands. 
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An Alternative Conclusion 

The preceding text contains academically based conclusions and the interpretation of the 

researcher. An alternative form of conclusion will now be offered. All of the women 

interviewed were asked "How do you see the future for the women of the Cook Islands?" 

Their answers to this question will conclude this thesis. There are three main reasons for 

concluding this way. 

First, by including the answers from every women who answered this question it 

recognises every woman's perspective as valid. Instead of searching for answers that are 

the results of one person's interpretation, it treats every woman's experiences as important. 

As it offers a variety of perspectives it is also reflective of the overall picture of women in 

the Cook Islands, which is of a diverse group of women who defy categorisation or 

generalisation. Secondly, it is an attempt to move away from academic language and 

theory. This is so as not to patronise the women by placing their informal quotes within an 

academic discourse. By not summarizing and analysing the answers it also allows the 

reader to draw their own conclusions. Thirdly it recognises gender relations as dynamic 

and far from reaching an end state. The oppressive relations between men and women 

show no foreseeable end, they seem instead to be in a never ending process. It show's 

women's cause as being a continuing battle, one that is a long way from reaching any 

conclusions. The aim is to leave the thesis open ended. 

First the women from Rarotonga: 

"The women are becoming more aware of their rights and are quite willing to 

improve their status. In the not too far distance there will be women in parliament." 

"Good things, a lot more women taking the front role for a number of development 

and social changes. We have to go side by side with the men, we can not be 

domineering. We can be too pushy, ignorant, domineering." 

"Very exciting, I see the women being developed to an even greater standard. I 

believe that our women will be inspired to much greater heights. I see a wonderful 

future. I see the beginning of this will develop into a much greater force." 

"I personally am looking for something for my family and myself. Waiting for an 

opening." 

"Prospective future not easy. Women need to stick together and work together. 

Values of the development, they will get there. Development and women's 

perspective slow and steady. Man finding it a little bit of a threat to their way of life 
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and leadership. 11 

"Very positive, tremendous achievements. Long term development, then 

achievements. Progress for now reasonably easy and fast. Two generations of 

women in the Cook Islands are in a reasonably good position. Tremendous change in 

attitudes. Equality, some people think that way now. In the year 2000 50% equality 

in households." 

"Very bright future but depends on the government. The government stops the good 

things of women." 

"Maybe some changes I don't know what will happen. I would like to see women 

become more independent, much smarter, more educated. I think that will happen, 

starting from now." 

"She should be given every chance to show what she can do. Always said it's the 

women who made Adam eat the apple, m .. de Adam sin. Women should be shown the 

same respect men are. Women can do better if men show respect." 

"As long as they work together, think together, it will be good. Really have to 

encourage pulling women together. 

development." 

Always believe in co-operation for 

"Hopefully it's going to get better. Hope from strength to strength." 

"Improving, going further. I can see a girl in third form becoming anything in a 

male's world. Women in my age group won't further much. The youth for the future, 

going ahead in leaps and bounds. Everything here up to the individual, the 

government really pushing. Geoffery Henry really opened up everything for women." 

"Maybe a great future for them. 11 

"Should work if they put more into it and not sit back and think it's the end of the 

world having a child." 

"I see them as becoming more stronger in the future, bound to get stronger." 

"Great because I am going to be part of it. We're going to have to shape up and be 

responsible. If we can change government system around women will be in charge, 

the ministers of tomorrow. Government not usually good for us, government come 

and go, but Adki for forever, family for forever." 



"They'll be up there one day, hopefully try and achieve the goal they want to. 

Everybody work together the only way to get there." 

"Go get the whole world before you settle down." 

"Great that's because there's going to be a lunar shift. A polar lunar shift in 1997. 

Really positive, Women are getting stronger." 

"We've been struggling for so many years, still struggling. I can't see any changes." 

"I would like to see women Prime Minister and women having many roles in 

development. That will happen slowly. Need to change the men's attitudes to 

achieve this. Make them say that we can do what they do too, or even better. 11 

"I just don't see it that way, it's bullshit, it's both men and women. We need both to 

make the country. First step women to be more responsible for their children. 

Educate children then country will do well. Mother is naturally more responsible for 

the children. Mother who makes the country." 

"If we carry on the way we are going it's going to be good. More aware of our rights. 

Now we can stand up for ourselves. Later on more women continue that. Already 

represent our country, third in the world for under twenty one netball." 

"Same as everyone else in the world for the women of the Cook Islands. Same lives 

and battles. It doesn't change from place to place. When it comes down to it despite 

custom women face the same things. Now women more independent just like 

everyone else. Marriage is no longer sacred." 

From Aitutaki: 

"Cook Island women will be in different positions. Rarotonga want lo be like Papaa, 

hate being a local. Here half the people think like that. 11 

"Improving slowly, educating, trying to pick up. Facilities bringing standard up. 

Country economic wise a big improvement, more money coming in." 

"Nice, beautiful. 11 

"It's good. 11 

"From a worldly view same future as men." 
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And from Mauke: 

"Our ladies better off here than in New Zealand." 

"I think they will be in power very soon, because I hear a lot of women talking. Now 

the women are coming up. Women in parliament good. Women will be big. A lot 

of women want to get in but they don't get voted in. Maybe in the next generation 

women's ideas will be listened to. Women have ideas but they never have the 

opportunity to voice them. Money is a dangerous gift New Zealand must take 

responsibility for giving them money." 

"Future is good." 

"As long as you work the future will be good for you." 

"Quite good, just carry on like this. Eventually some in parliament. Quite a few 

good education. Women around, good future." 

"Yonng om~s. This gP.m>:nition is vP.ry PhP.P.ky. T rlnn't likP. it, it's in Ri:irntnngll it might 

happen here." 

"I hope the women will come out and be one of the leaders in the government because 

they are the ones who do most of the work. They should be rewarded for what they 

do, The women can talk now. This is what we want. I hope the women will show 

this by really coming out and saying we can do the job the men do. One day a 

womanM.P." 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 

Survey 

I. Name, Address and Date 

2. Age Group 15-25, 25-35, 35-45, 45-55, 55+ 

3. Occupation and previous occupations 

4. Places of Residence 

5. Education; Where, how long and qualifications 

6. P.thnir. H~r.kgrrnmcl 

7. Marital status, Husband/Partners occupation, Children 

8. Do you attend church, which church, regularly? 

9. Do you own any land on the Cook Islands, how did you acquire this land and what 

rights do you have over it? 
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10. What do you see as being the major changes in the Cook Islands, especially in the last 

twenty years? 

11. How do you think your life differs from your Mothers and your Grandmothers? 

Especially your access to education, travel, health care, employment and family planning. 

How do you see women's status and place in the family as changing? 

12. In what ways have you personally been involved in the changes and development of 

the Cook Islands? 

13. What roles do women play in Cook Islands society? How does this differ from the 

roles that men play? Have women's roles change over time? What do men think about 

this? 
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14. What do you do during the day? 

15. What do most women you know do during the day? 

16. Arc any women you know in positions of power, what do you think about this? 

17. Have women been involved in the development of the Cook Islands, in what ways? 

18. How does women's participation in development differ from that of men? 

19. What major barriers do women in the Cook Islands have to overcome? What major 

barriers do you have to overcome? 

20. Have women in the Cook Islands changed as people over time? 

21. How are women represented in your Government? Are they adequately represented? 

22. Have you been directly involved in any development projects? In what capacity? 

Would you like to be involved? How would you become involved if you wanted to be? 

23. Are you involved in any women's organisations? What roles do these organisations 

play? What role should they play? 

24. Are you involved in any community work? In what ways? 

25. How has the increase of tourism affected your life? 

26. How has the increase of drinking affected your life? 

27. How has the introduction of tourism affected your life? 

28. Have you been a victim of violence in your household? Do you know people who have 

been? 

29. How has migration affected you life? Do you receive money from overseas? Do 

other people you know receive money from overseas? 

30. How do you see the future for the women of the Cook Islands? 

Take A Picture 
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