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Abstract 

The Solomon Islands is a country that fares amongst the worst in the world in 

terms of gender equality. The World Bank reported that this island country 

experiences the highest incidence of ‘Violence against Women’ within the 

Pacific Region.  

Contemporary society is male dominant with the majority of leadership roles in 

decision making settings in the family, village, provincial government level and 

national government level held predominantly by men. 

The research uses a socio-cultural approach to dig into the three periods of pre-

colonialism, colonialism and post-colonialism to identify aspects in the socio-

cultural environment that gave rise to the low status of women in the Solomon 

Islands today. By studying literature from a variety of discourses, this paper 

compiles a comprehensive representation of the experiences of women in these 

three periods. 

The analysis particularly examines the pre-colonial practices of leadership and 

land inheritance within the patrilineal setting of Malaita island and the 

matrilineal setting of Guadalcanal island. Research states that during the pre-

colonial times women enjoyed a comparatively higher status in leadership and 

decision making.  

However this was severely undermined during the onset of colonialism when 

Christian missionaries introduced foreign concepts to these island societies by 

emphasizing the public and private gender divide in men and women’s roles. 

The introduction of private land ownership by the colonial administrators also 

played a part in alienating women from the land. Such changes brought into 
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existence the cash economy that set off rural-urban migration particularly from 

other islands to Guadalcanal island where the capital city of the Solomon 

Islands is located. 

The country gained independence in 1978 and elected numerous governments 

that tried to empower women by signing up to national, regional and 

international instruments on women’s rights and gender equality. However the 

ethnic uprising of 1999-2003 caused by cultural differences between the people 

of Malaita and Guadalcanal gave rise to an increased rate of violence against 

women. Coupled with the existing gender disparity in the country, the rate of 

violence committed against women and girls during this period served to 

severely implicate the status of women in the Solomon Islands to the present 

day. 

An old adage states that “You never know where you are going until you know 

where you are coming from”. This means that everything we are is built upon 

the past; a society’s historical political, social and religious attitudes affect the 

present. Hence, in order to address gender inequality and understand how the 

society we live in came to be, it is imperative to return through history and 

discover what happened. 
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I. Introduction 

“The problem is not a lack of practical ways to address gender inequality but 

rather a lack of change on a large and deep enough scale to bring about a 

transformation in the way societies conceive and organize men’s and women’s 

roles, responsibilities ,and control over resources” (United Nations Millennium 

Task Force on Education and Gender Equality). 

In terms of allocating power, delegating responsibility and demanding equality 

in any given society, there has always been an underlying bias towards the 

male segment of society. Such behavior has served to pave the way for 

imbalance in gender equality between men and women. Understanding where 

this way of thinking comes from is an important aspect in the struggle to 

eliminate gender inequality. In the Solomon Islands, a patriarchal pattern has 

been passed down from generation to generation; what we fail to see is the 

reason for this pattern. 

This island country has one of the highest rates of gender inequality worldwide 

and the highest incidence rate of ‘Violence against Women’ in the Pacific 

region (World Bank, 2012). The country has signed up to international 

declarations such as the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).It is even party to international 

agendas like the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and has acceded 

to human rights norms and principles of gender equality nationally, regionally 

and internationally. However, these actions have yet to achieve positive impacts 

in the country. Gender inequality clearly is a problem the country needs to 

address seriously to ensure equal representation in decision making at all levels 

of institutional development. 
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The Solomon Islands belong to the Melanesian group of islands of the South 

Pacific. Scholars of Melanesian studies have long been intrigued by the 

apparent social and cultural diversity of this island country. The country is a 

sovereign state made up of villages, islands and cultural identities based on 

language and clan groupings (Allen, 1981).National identity is a recent 

phenomenon created by colonialism and maintained through post-independence 

institutions, however the cement holding the country together is clearly 

fractured along the lines of island and cultural identity. 

Before European contact the culture of these islanders evolved through 

economic, social and political interactions between island tribal and clan 

ethnicities. This brought into existence a set of norms, values and institutions 

that guide social organization and particularly gender relations in society. 

Traditionally, gender relations in the Solomon Islands is structured along 

matrilineal and patrilineal lineage systems. Women born in matrilineal societies 

have a strong influence in leadership and decision-making while their 

counterparts in patrilineal societies enjoy lesser privileges (Maetala, 2008). 

Europeans discovered these islands in the 16th century. The discovery of these 

islands was the beginning of dynamic structural changes for these islanders. 

Christian missionaries and colonial administrators reformed the existing 

political, social, economic and religious frameworks of these societies. Changes 

particularly arose from an incorporation of socio-cultural elements from both 

the imposed British and indigenous Solomon Islands pre-colonial society 

structures. Many of these hybrid social systems have particularly affected 

women negatively as colonialism served to reinforce patriarchal elements from 

‘western’ and ‘indigenous’ systems and emerge with new forms of sexism 

(Emecheta, 1979). 
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Gender disparity increased in the post independence period as incidences of 

domestic violence increased due to cultural factors such as bride price payment. 

However, violence against women was exacerbated during the national ethnic 

war from 1999 to 2003. The ethnic war affected women and girls severely as 

many of them were raped, abused and mistreated. This gave rise to 

psychological and physical trauma, not to mention unwanted pregnancies 

(Fangalasu, Maetala, Rodi, Vota & Wickham, 2011). 

Sociological research carried out by anthropologists merely focused on 

interpreting different socio-cultural phenomena instead of examining the 

intricacies of power-play in society and women’s status in leadership and 

decision-making. This study will provide a valuable historical analysis on 

gender based power-play in Solomon Islands society. 

The study utilizes secondary historical, archival and documentary sources from 

a number of different disciplinary angles including history, sociology, women’s 

studies, international studies and anthropology. Each discipline lends a different 

perspective in determining various ways socio-cultural changes have impacted 

gender relations in society.  

By analyzing different view-points, the paper compiles a comprehensive 

representation of the experiences of women in pre-colonial, colonial and post-

colonial (post-independence) Solomon Islands. It aims to discover how these 

experiences have served to create the low status of women and girls in the 

contemporary society. 

Therefore, to analyze changes that have affected women in these three time 

periods, it is important to use a socio-cultural approach. This approach 
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investigates the impact of cultural development on people. Culture has many 

definitions; however the formulation that envelops this research approach 

constructively is emphasized by Kavaliku (2005) who pointed out that “Culture 

is a dynamic reality which changes either gradually or rapidly over time. A 

system that changes with each new idea, new generation, new development and 

each new interaction with other cultures and/or peoples” (p.23).  

This definition embraced the concept that living cultures are the legacies of our 

past, the ideas of our present and the hopes for our future. Therefore, in trying 

to understand our contemporary culture, it is essential to understand our 

historical legacies. 

The next section offers an over-view of Solomon Islands country context. By 

highlighting the cultural and geographical diversity of this island country, the 

paper brings to attention the fact that though it is a small island country; its 

diverse cultures makes it a unique case-study. 

 

II. The Country Context: Solomon Islands 

The country of Solomon Islands is an archipelago of mountainous volcanic 

islands and low-lying coral atolls which altogether form approximately 990 

islands located in the South-western Pacific. It contains a diverse and dynamic 

culture and ethnicity, within its 28,400 kilometer square land area and estimated 

550,000 population divided into over 70 distinct indigenous language groups. 

English is the official language while ‘Pidgin’ is the functional national 

language (lingua franca). The dominant religion is Christianity with 97.5% of 

the total population practicing it.  
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Solomon Islands gained independence from Britain and became a sovereign 

state in 1978. The country is officially segregated into nine (9) provinces, 

namely Malaita Province, Choiseul Province, Renbel Province, Temotu 

Province, Central Province, Western Province, Isabel Province, Makira/Ulawa 

Province and Guadalcanal Province. The capital city which is called Honiara is 

located on Guadalcanal island.  

In terms of land area and population, this country is one of the largest Pacific 

Island countries within the region (Moore, 2013).Approximately 20% of the 

country’s total population reside in urban areas in the capital city and the 

provincial towns while the majority live in the rural areas (Solomon Islands 

Census Report, 2009).The country is primarily of Melanesian cultural affinity, 

however approximately 4% and 2% of the population are of Polynesian and 

Micronesian ethnicity respectively. 

Interestingly still, the Melanesian population itself is composed of different 

ethnicities as is evident by the different languages spoken throughout the 

islands. Bigger islands like Guadalcanal, Malaita, Isabel, New Georgia and 

Makira cannot be termed as homogenous entities in their own setting. Each 

island is demarcated by different language groups that are unique in themselves. 

Melanesia has been revealed as the home of about one-third of mankind’s 

languages and considering how languages are crucial in defining discrete 

cultures this indicates that the region itself harbors more than a thousand means 

of doing things socially, economically, politically and religiously (Trompf, 

1991).  

Hence, if we are to use language as a benchmark in determining a culture, then 

the fact that Solomon Islands itself has more than 70 languages, which therefore 
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includes more than 70 different ways of doing things socially, economically, 

politically and religiously, shows that there are more than 70 different cultural 

strains in the country. 

It is eminently clear that accurate generalizations about Solomon Islands 

traditional cultures are very difficult to make. While being globally 

insignificant in terms of size, Solomon Islands as a country is comparatively 

more diverse socio-culturally. 

 

III. Over-view of the General Situation of Women 

Gender composition of the country shows that the total male population 

constitutes more than 51.7% of the total population while females make up 

48.3% respectively. Obviously, females account for nearly half the total 

population (Solomon Islands Census Report, 2009). 

Recent in-country assessments undertaken showed that despite commitments of 

the Solomon Islands government (SIG) to promote gender equality, the 

conditions surrounding women’s empowerment remains an ongoing challenge.  

There exists significant gender inequality in society though the extent differs 

greatly in different contexts. Substantial barriers to women’s equality are 

present in current social norms, values and practices that are influenced by the 

pre-colonial and colonial past as well as post-colonial modernization.  

A lack of consistent and cooperative policy commitment and program 

investment by the government, donors, non-government organizations (NGOs) 
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toward gender equity goals and support services for empowering women has 

contributed to their poor status today.  

National perspective also plays a part in monopolizing the approach to 

women’s empowerment. Women’s status in Solomon Islands tends to be 

evaluated more in terms of community and nation building, and rather poorly in 

terms of their potential economic and political contribution. Women’s potential 

economic and political contribution and empowerment seems to be a neglected 

issue in the national development policy environment. 

More so, Solomon Islands lacks required data to measure its Gender 

Development Index (GDI). The GDI is an international measurement that 

calculates average life expectancy, levels of education and livelihood. 

Apparently the measurement is not available for the country. However, the 

country is ranked 123 out of 176 countries on the Human Development Index 

(HDI). This is one of the lowest measurement in the Pacific Region; noting that 

it is lower than the regional average itself. 

Further still, according to the United Nations, Solomon Islands is categorized as 

a Least Developed Country (LDC). An LDC exhibits the lowest indicators of 

socio-economic development, with the lowest Human Development Index 

ratings of all countries in the world. LDCs suffer conditions of extreme poverty, 

ongoing and widespread conflict (including civil war or ethnic clashes), 

extensive political corruption, and a lack of political and social stability (World 

Intellectual Property Organization,n.d). This criterion illustrates well the 

development state of Solomon Islands today. 
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The next section outlines the level of gender inequality Solomon Islands faces 

today according to the five important dimensions of women’s empowerment: 

1.Economic participation, 2. Economic opportunity, 3. Political empowerment, 

4.Educational attainment and; 5.Health and well-being (Lopez-Claros, A & 

Zahidi, S, 2005). 

 

1. Economic Participation 

Economic participation of women refers to their presence in the workforce in 

quantitative terms. This is essential to lower uneven levels of poverty among 

women. It is also an important step to raising household income and 

encouraging development in the country. 

 

According to the Solomon Islands Millennium Development Goals (MDG) 

Progress Report (2010), 22.7% of the population lives on less than US$1/day. 

The majority of people living in poverty are women and children. In 2007, over 

56% of married women reported earning no income at all. 

 

An in-country scoping mission undertaken by the Australian Agency for 

International Development (AusAID) in 2008 (Hutchens,2008) reported that 

women account for only 30% of the overall public service workforce and 60% 

of this women are occupying junior level positions. This contributes to the low 

level of gender equality in decision making settings of the government.  

  

2. Educational Attainment 

Education is a fundamental prerequisite to empowering women and girls in all 

areas of society. Without attaining education that is of comparable quality to 
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men and boys; women and girls are unable to access well-paid formal sector 

jobs.  

 

The literacy rate in Solomon Islands is reportedly one of the lowest among the 

Pacific Island countries. Out of a total of 118,638 illiterate people, 65,797 are 

women (Maetala, 2008). The gender gap in education becomes increasingly 

wider the higher the grade. For instance, out of a total population of young men 

aged 18, 47 percent are enrolled while only 34 percent of young women are 

enrolled. Interestingly still, in 2009, only 30 percent of government 

scholarships were awarded to female students (JICA, 2010). 

 

The educational environment itself is not favorable to the needs of young girls 

and women. Gender roles and stereotypes are a hindrance to many women and 

girls who have the ability to excel in their academic aspirations. Most of the 

secondary boarding schools around the island provinces allocate more 

dormitories for boys compared to girls. Therefore, girls from rural areas have 

extremely limited access to attend schools located in other islands. 

 

In addition, scholarship programmes offered by the government to undertake 

studies in over-seas educational institutions do not provide extra financial 

assistance to help women who have children (NGO Report on Status of Women 

in Solomon Islands, 2012). This prevents young women from applying for 

scholarships or pursuing their studies even when they are awarded a scholarship 

as the bulk of childcare responsibilities lay on their shoulders. Hence, when 

young people have families, the husband or male partner applies for and is 

awarded the scholarship while the wife or female partner remains home to care 

for their children. 
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3. Economic Opportunity 

This dimension focuses on situations where women may gain employment with 

relative ease however the problem is that their employment is either 

concentrated in poorly paid or unskilled job ‘ghettoes’, characterized by the 

absence of upward mobility and opportunity. The Solomon Islands perform 

poorly in this case.  

 

The country’s Labor Act (1996.ed.) does not include informal laborers, self-

employed and domestic workers as workers with full rights. This unjustly 

affects women, as 70% of them are employed in the informal sector where their 

area of work can be quite risky. Without protection, women’s employment is 

often exploitative and insecure. 

 

In addition, women’s lack of access to education, and lower educational 

attainment results in reduced access to formal employment and decent work. 

According to a Demographic and Health Survey carried out in 2007, only 

33.4% of married women received cash income. 

 

Moreover, even when women are able to access employment, there are no laws 

mandating equal pay for equal work. For instance, a female NGO employee 

reported that she earns less than 50% of what her male colleagues earn for the 

same job (World Vision Baseline Report, 2012). Unjust situations like this 

results in women earning very low salaries that they are unable to meet even 

basic expenses (NGO Report on status of women in Solomon Islands, ibid). 

 

The Government’s Public Service Gender Orders stipulates that female Public 

Service employees are entitled to 100% of their salaries while on maternity 
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leave (Labor Act, 1996). However, this is not codified in legislation and so 

women who are employed in the private sector do not enjoy the same benefits 

available to their counterparts employed in the public sector. 

 

4. Political Empowerment 

This area relates to the equitable representation of women in both informal and 

formal decision-making structures and their voice in the formulation of policies 

affecting their societies. The Constitution of the Solomon Islands provides for 

equal eligibility for citizens to vote and equality in political representation.  

 

However, there are many cultural barriers that hinder women from enjoying 

their political rights. For instance, during a Young Women’s Christian 

Association (YWCA) workshop carried out with youths in the Western 

Province, it was discovered that people in their communities are usually 

persuaded by the senior males in the family on which political candidate they 

ought to vote (World Vision Baseline Report, ibid). 

 

Moreover,the participation of women in major decision-making bodies like 

Parliament has been lacking with the country having only two women 

parliamentarians since becoming a sovereign state 35 years ago. To date, only 

two females have been elected as Members of Parliament in the country’s 50-

seat Parliament Office. At the provincial level, only six females have been 

elected as provincial members to date (Solomon Islands National Women’s 

Policy, 1998). While within the Solomon Islands Government ministry highest 

ranking portfolios there are currently only three female permanent secretaries 

and four female under-secretaries (Solomon Islands National Women’s Policy, 

ibid). 
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5. Health and Well-being 

This dimension of empowerment refers to women’s access to sufficient 

nutrition, healthcare and reproductive facilities and issues to fundamental safety 

and integrity. The most recent disability survey carried out in 2005 showed that 

45% of the disability populations are women. The total fertility rate is 

reportedly 4.5% and the infant mortality rate is 66 per 1000 live births 

(Solomon Islands MDG Report, ibid). 

 

The government and aid donors have built centers, clinics and aid posts in rural 

areas, however a lack of transportation means that these services are not 

accessible for many rural women. Moreover, these health facilities lack utilities 

and basic resources like plasters and pain relief medication. The lack of basic 

medical necessities such as these have negative impacts on the health and well-

being of women and children. 

 

The country has the 3rd highest rate of Violence against Women in the World 

(World Bank, ibid). An in-country Family Health and Safety Study undertaken 

in 2009 revealed that 64% of the women aged 15-49 had experienced physical 

or sexual violence (Secretariat of the Pacific Community, 2009). This is an 

aspect that inhibits women’s empowerment because there is no formal 

representation to voice women’s concerns at the major influential decision-

making bodies in both government and non-government arenas. 

 

It is obvious that the barrier to women’s active participation in leadership and 

decision-making in the private and public sectors lies within the cultural norms 

of the country. These norms define leadership and decision-making in settings 

of power and influence as the preserve of men. In the next chapter, this paper 
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will explore how gender roles of men and women were structured in society in 

the pre-colonial era. 

 

IV. Pre-Colonial Socio-Cultural Structures 

Studies in archaeology on the Solomon Islands culture are still very few. So far 

evidence of early inhabitants found in these islands date back to 3,500 years 

ago. The Solomon Islands pre-colonial history is preserved through oral 

tradition. Anthropological findings are scarce and those that are documented 

tend to generalize the diversity of this multi-ethnic country. 

 

A. Documenting History through Oral Tradition 

Before the westernization of its educational system, the Solomon Islanders 

passed knowledge from generation to generation through oratory methods like 

storytelling. Such oratories help to characterize the process of socialization. 

Each clan has its own body of myths, joke-telling and legends. Locals used oral 

tradition to interpret their cultural environment and to legitimize decision 

making in leadership, marriage, religion, conflict resolution and other aspects of 

society (Lindstrom & White, 1994).  

Therefore, a lack of historical documentation coupled with the fact that the 

majority of the preserved historical oral recollections tend to enshrine heroic 

exploits of men have somehow contributed to submerging knowledge on 

influential roles women held in pre-colonial times.  
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Within the oral history of the Solomon Islands, the recollections of ‘mighty 

heroes’ of bygone times are one of the paramount features in cultural history. 

These historical figures are usually portrayed in the powerful leadership roles of 

the ‘Chief’ and the ‘Big Man’. It is important to understand these prestigious 

roles as they have been instrumental in articulating women’s status in society. 

The next section will discuss these two leadership roles.  

 

B. The Chiefly System and the Big Man System  

In the pre-colonial past, there existed different forms of rule or government in 

the Solomon Islands. As Alasia (1989) explained, “Our forefathers had their 

own form of government before the arrival of European traders, black-birders, 

missionaries and colonialists. Leaders supervised their followers with strict 

traditional codes of behavior. There was no written constitution to blend 

together the rules of different lines, tribes, clans and islands. No single 

traditional leader was able to rule over all Solomon Islands” (p.139). 

Sahlins (1963) stated that the Big Man system is the leadership system 

practiced in Melanesian societies like the Solomon Islands whereas the chiefly 

system can be found in the Polynesian region. On the other hand, Sand (2002) 

highlighted that Shalins simplifies and neglects the ethnographic context of 

Melanesia. The power structure of Solomon Islands societies is much more 

complex. Both the Big Man and the Chief are embedded in different types of 

political organization. 

Sand’s argument is supported by Carrier (1992) who highlighted that the 

popularity of the Big Man system is a recent phenomenon, tailored to assume 
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the existing leadership structures of the Chief system. Carrier (ibid) pointed out 

that, “Linguistic and archaeological research suggests that the processes that 

produced the Melanesian big man had in fact been operating through the 

millennium preceding European invasion, as an older system of hereditary 

chiefdoms, in which the power of chiefs was based partly on external trade 

within political super communities, devolved into more involuted, fragmented, 

egalitarian social systems where competitive internal exchange prevailed” 

(p.187). 

In parts of the Solomon Islands where certain clans reside in villages around 

coastal areas, hereditary chiefs were significantly powerful before European 

invasion. The proximity to external contact invited external trade and exchange 

systems with neighboring islands. Therefore, as a result of foreign influence, 

power of hereditary chief systems eroded when European contact began (Burt, 

1981). 

By definition, the chief is an ascribed leader who gains power through 

hereditary means whereas the big-man is a leader who gains power through 

affluence. A woman can be a chief however the position of the ‘big-man’ is 

only for men. 

In the Solomon Islands culture chiefs are perceived as sacred people. Society 

believes that they are descended from gods, spirits or mythical forefathers and 

because of that they are regarded as a source of special powers. The most 

important of the latter is an ability to influence warfare, harvest, fertility and 

land in a positive way. This ideologically based position gives a strong 

justification to a chief's leadership.  
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In patrilineal tribes or societies, such as can be found in the islands of Malaita 

and Choiseul, when the old chief dies his son or sometimes a brother or a 

nephew will succeed him (Burt, 2001). In matrilineal societies in the islands of 

Guadalcanal and Isabel, the succession is based on the maternal lineage and the 

chief can be either a male or female born of the maternal reigning lineage 

(Hogbin, 1964). 

A ‘big-man’ on the contrary is a highly influential individual in the clan or 

society. Unlike the chief,’ ‘big men’ do not gain power by hereditary pedigree 

but by recognition through skilled persuasion and wisdom. They are voted in by 

the majority of the community or clan and normally selected on the basis of 

character and leadership qualities.  

The big-man normally has a large group of followers, both from his clan and 

from other clans and provides his followers with protection and economic 

assistance. In return for the help he renders, he receives support which he uses 

to increase his status in society. 

Maetala (ibid) also highlights the power relations shared between the chief and 

the big-man. She stated that the issues raised with the chief are generally related 

to murder, adultery and land disputes. However, it is the big-man who generally 

makes decisions on a daily basis while the chief is merely called upon to make 

decisions when the former is unable to act.  

This brings to light the argument by Sands (ibid) that the chief system was the 

earlier form of leadership in the islands until inter-clan and inter-island 

interactions and affiliations increased to bring forth the rise of the ‘big-man’. 

The big-man became rather prominent in the period of early European contact 
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and then during the eventual colonization of these islands. By then the chief and 

the big-man have learnt to co-exist alongside each other, with the latter 

becoming more powerful.  

Noting that the Solomon Islands culture is very complex and diverse, one 

cannot make an accurate analysis of the history of these two powerful 

leadership roles without doing a comprehensive study on all the islands. The 

big man system will have a great impact in undermining women’s status when 

these islands are taken over by colonial rule. 

Trying to ascertain women’s status in the pre-colonial past is a challenge. The 

best way to decipher the status of women in the pre-colonial era is to examine 

their roles in the patrilineal and matrilineal context.  

 

C. Patrilineality and Matrilineality in Pre-Colonial Solomon Islands 

While traces of the system exist subtly today, the patrilineal and matrilineal 

lineages were used to determine leadership succession and land inheritance in 

pre-colonial times.  

By definition, the patrilineal system is a system where an individual belongs to 

his or her father’s lineage and inheritance of property such as land and titles 

pass through the male line. On the contrary, the matrilineal system is a system 

that traces descent through the mother and maternal ancestors (Mair, 1953).  

In the Solomon Islands, tracing descent through these systems embrace 

leadership and inheritance of property such as leadership titles and land. Thus, a 
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woman in a matrilineal society is said to have more autonomy in terms of 

sexuality and reproduction than her counterpart in a patrilineal society. 

The contemporary provincial segregation of the country makes it easy to outline 

the areas where these lineage systems are practiced. This is because colonial 

and consequent post-colonial segregation of these islands into provincial 

entities were aligned accordingly. As such, the provinces of Malaita, Choiseul, 

Renbel and Temotu are known to have patrilineal societies while the provinces 

of Isabel, Central Islands, Western, Makira/Ulawa and Guadalcanal are 

identified with matrilineal societies.  

Before colonial modernization, these island societies were self sufficient and 

practiced subsistence life-styles. The basis of the economy was agriculture 

production and within the islands, there was intercommunity trading and even 

warring networks. Wealth was measured largely through ownership of land and 

certain societies had their distinct forms of traditional money. The basic roles 

men and women share in the pre-colonial era in the Solomon Islands were 

similar in both patrilineal and matrilineal society (Kwa’ioloa & Burt, 2012). 

The next section will delve separately into the socio-cultural organization of 

matrilineal and patrilineal societies. It will analyze aspects of titles and land 

inheritance in relation to the leadership positions of the chief and the big-man. 

This is essential as it will highlight the power relations between men and 

women during this period. While highlighting examples from other islands, the 

discussion will focus mainly on two of the large islands in Solomon Islands; the 

island of Malaita and the island of Guadalcanal. The former practices 

patrilineality and the latter is matrilineal. 
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D. Malaita Island – Social Organization in Patrilineal Society 

The name ‘Malaita Island’ is sometimes used to refer to the province of Malaita. 

The difference is that Malaita province is inclusive of Malaita island and the 

two atolls of Sikaiana and Ontong Java. These two atoll islands belong to 

Polynesian ethnicity. This study will focus on the main island of Malaita which 

is the largest island in this province. The people of Malaita share many aspects 

of their culture, although they are generally divided into ethnic groups along 

linguistic lines. Malaita island is home to many clans of Melanesian people 

with many different language groups and traditions. 

Malaita was, along with the other islands in the country, settled by 

Austronesian speakers between 3,500 and 5000 years ago. However, a 

chronology of its prehistory is difficult to establish due to a lack of 

archaeological studies (Moore, ibid). In the traditional account of the Kwara'ae 

society they believe that the island’s founding ancestor arrived around twenty 

generations before. He settled in the middle of Malaita, where he established 

their cultural norms. His descendents then dispersed to the lowland areas on the 

edges of the island (Burt, 2001). 

The reasons why patrilineal societies like Malaita place importance on tracing 

lineage through paternal descent vary. A son is more valued than a daughter as 

he will continue the line or clan. A daughter on the other hand is not so 

preferred because she will leave the family or clan when she gets married and 

from thence is perceived as belonging to her husband’s family and clan.  

In Malaita, the man is the protector of the woman, children and clan as a whole. 

Being the more physically strong, they are perceived as being more powerful. 
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They were the headhunters and warriors of times past and their status take 

precedence in society. 

 

Leadership in Malaita 

The chieftaincy in Malaita is usually passed through primogeniture where the 

eldest son of a chief will assume the role of chieftaincy if the present chief 

should die. Alasia (ibid) pointed out that ;“Pervasive ideology on Malaita 

island distinguishes three leadership roles: that of "priest," (aofia ) who acts as 

the religious officiant of the descent group ; that of "warrior-leader" ( ngwane 

ramo), a bounty hunter and fighting leader; and that of a secular leader (in the 

Northern Malaita dialect, (ngwane inoto/inito'o )” (p.139). 

These roles still exist today; however their importance has lessened with the 

onset of Christianity and colonial influence, though descendants of these lines 

can still claim authority in the community by virtue of belonging to that 

pedigree. Unlike the past when all three chiefly roles shared the same prestige, 

today only the role of the ‘ngwane inoto’ is prominent. What is important to 

note here is the role of the women in the reigning lineage. The mother, wife and 

the eldest daughter of the chief. 

The wife and mother of the chief play a supporting role to her son or husband 

and are recognized women of influence and prestige in the community and clan. 

She may not be allowed to participate in council meetings which is solely the 

prerogative of the elite males of the clan; however her influence in shaping the 

decision-making of the clan and society lies with her kinship to the leader. Her 
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close relationship with the ‘man of power’ gives her influence in the clan 

(T.Hite, personal communication, October 23, 2013). 

In the Langalanga Lagoon society in Malaita, the eldest son or daughter of the 

chief has the title of the ‘Fainaonao’. Nevertheless; this is not only relevant to 

the chiefly line. It encompasses the firstborn in all families of the clan. What is 

important to highlight here is the power women wield if they are the eldest 

child of a family. When the Fainaonao is a female she has the power to 

influence decisions in the family on behalf of her brothers. It does not matter if 

the clan is patrilineal; the fact that she is the eldest in the family gives her 

power to influence decision making (R.Cleven, personal communication, 

October 14, 2013). 

During important events such as marriage, funerals and discussions conflict 

resolution, when the female Fainaonao makes a decision, her male siblings do 

not have the right to revoke the decision because her word is ‘power’. If she 

says ‘yes’, it is a ‘yes’, if she says ‘no’, it is a no. Though the same cannot be 

said of women who are younger siblings in the family. 

Nevertheless, the above scenario is limited to females in positions of power. It 

does not give an insight on experiences of ordinary women in society. 

Knowledge on the influence women in overall hold can be garnered by 

assessing their relationship with the land. 

Woman’s Connection to Land in Patrilineal Society 

Land is an asset of security and wealth to the Solomon Islands’ people. Even 

the colonization and recent history of the country have not been able to change 

this attitude. The importance of land to the people is paramount as they see land 
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as the source of life, regeneration and wealth. It is of fundamental importance in 

the patrilineal culture for a man to have deep roots in his land.  

 

According to Corrin (2000) in patrilineal societies like Malaita island, a woman 

hardly speaks up in public when it comes to land decisions as men own the land 

and therefore make all decisions regarding the land. However, she has the 

responsibility to convince her husband to decide what is best for their sons.  

 

On the contrary, there are special cases whereby women in patrilineal societies 

also own land. This arises when the lady in question has no male siblings, thus 

the land is passed on to the female children, usually if she is the eldest daughter 

(Koian, 2007). Nonetheless she is expected to pass this land back to a male 

child when she is old. In the meantime, while the land is in her custody, she 

depends on her male cousins or uncles to speak on her behalf. 

 

In many cases, a woman who marries into a patrilineal society is a stranger of 

the clan as she is an outsider from another clan or from a neighboring village. 

Hence, she must create a strong bond with her mother in law in the first couple 

of years. The mother in law is in the best position to impart knowledge to her 

daughter in law regarding the clan she is marrying into. This will help the 

young woman gain information and knowledge about her husband’s clan land.  

 

Through this relationship she understands that in order for her family to survive 

and be recognized in her husband’s clan she must diligently observe the clan’s 

requirements, study her husband’s clan land boundaries and learn about how 

each piece of land can be used before setting out to use it. 
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The woman in time understands how decisions are made and knows when and 

how she can display some disagreements. When she bears sons to her 

husband’s clan she will in turn pass on her knowledge of her husband’s land to 

her sons. Her sons learn about their father’s land from their mother first as they 

are always with their mother up until the age of about 10 (Pollard, 2000).This 

shows that the primary influence in a son’s life in a patrilineal society is his 

mother. 

 

When her sons are growing up, she takes them out daily to show them where 

their land is. She leads by example through cultivating the land so that her sons 

know and feel the land they belong to and understand why they must protect it. 

The woman’s status now depends on her ability to raise her sons well and 

educate them on their prized asset, the land and meeting all other expectations 

from her husband’s people (Koian, ibid). As the main food producer of the 

family, she is always on the land. She knows the physical form of the land and 

over time would grow and acquaint herself with it spiritually.  

 

From this aspect, one can see that even though women from patrilineal societies 

do not own land, they are valued for their contribution in helping to keep the 

land within the clan; firstly by bearing male children who will help protect the 

land, and more importantly by cultivating the land. These women make gardens, 

fish in the river; gather fruits, nuts, herbs, eggs or other food from the wild. 

Through women’s contact with the land the men in the clan value women more. 

These women are the ones who carry the knowledge on the history of the clan 

because they remember the stories associated with land acquisition well.  
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Often sons would seek their mother’s or aunt’s advice on the clan’s history 

before they set out to discuss matters relating to their land. They also seek 

advice on the traditional processes involved (Naupo & Simo, 2008). Such 

scenarios depict the dynamics of gender roles and power play in patrilineal 

societies. Here, women’s level of influence in society and decision making is 

closely connected to the symbolism of the land.  

 

On the contrary, in matrilineal societies like Guadalcanal Island the inheritance 

of title and land rights is quite different from the Malaita Island. Chiefs are 

instated by virtue of being born in the maternal lineage and land inheritance is 

also claimed by the maternal line. The successive section will elaborate on the 

matrilineal system in Guadalcanal island. 

 

E. Guadalcanal Island – Social Organization in Matrilineal Society 

Guadalcanal island is the largest island in the archipelago and one of the most 

influential historically. Like Malaita island, it is home to a number of different 

languages and ethnic groups. According to the Kaoka speakers of Guadalcanal, 

all tribes originate from a woman called Koevasi who is credited with molding 

the first human being. This woman gave birth to five sons and five daughters. 

She married them off in pairs, and every wife became the ancestress of a 

separate tribe (Hogbin, ibid).  

The practices of matrilineality vary in different societies in Guadalcanal. 

Different societies have different understanding and interpretation regarding 

their matrilineal system. To some clans, the importance of matrilineality stems 
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from the principle that the maternal lineage is a genuine way to ensure the 

preservation of the ‘blood line’. 

Supporters of matrilineality state that it is not always possible to ascertain the 

purity of the lineage. Tracing it through male descent may not always guarantee 

the off-spring are biologically the son of the man since his wife may have sired 

the offspring through an indiscreet liaison with another man then falsely claim 

that the child is sired by her husband. Thus, the paramount importance 

matrilineal societies place in the system of maternal descent.  

Women in Guadalcanal island are held in high regard as they are viewed as the 

progenitors of the lineage and thus the clan. Women are often referred to as 

‘boss’. They are responsible for the continuance of a clan; the clan’s fate 

depends on the birth of a female child without whom there is little hope for a 

clan to maintain its ownership (Boydell, 2001). In this manner, matrilineality is 

connected to the succession of prestigious titles such as chiefs and preservation 

of land rights from one generation to the next. 

Traditionally, women in matrilineal societies occupied high positions and 

leadership roles. There were female chiefs, senior women of the clan and 

priestesses or ‘knowledge keepers’ who had power to make decisions 

concerning the affairs men are involved in such as war-fare, hunting and fishing. 

The practices of chieftaincy or power-holding within a lineage vary from clan 

to clan. In some matrilineal clans the eldest son of the eldest female lineage will 

be the chief (Naupa & Simo, ibid). However the next in line to succeed him will 

be a son of one of his sisters as it cannot be one of his sons. Therefore, whether 

the chief is male or female depends on what the clan elders mutually agree on. 
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This does not diminish the woman’s influence in this scenario and does not 

mean that women were not instated as chiefs. 

In the central region of the Guadalcanal, influential tribes like the Uluna tribe 

have female chiefs whom they call ‘Dakitaovia’. The title of the Dakitaovia is 

not only used for a female chief of the reigning lineage but is a title usually 

reserved for the wife of a chief (S.Rodie, personal communication, October 27, 

2013). This is a life time position of responsibility and women can be heads of 

clans, particularly if their mother was the previous clan head. 

In pre-colonial times, leadership in the Uluna tribe is vested on the first born of 

the reigning line. If the first born is a man he is the ‘Taovia’ which means 

‘chief’ whereas if the first born is a female she automatically assumes the 

leadership of the clan and becomes the ‘Dakitaovia’ which is the feminine 

equivalent of a chief (S. Rodie, ibid). 

In other matrilineal islands of the country like Isabel, Guadalcanal, Makira and 

Santa Ana, there were women leaders of the clan. Women heads of clans can 

also become members of the Council of Chiefs (CC) (Maetala, ibid). 

It is also essential to discover how ordinary women have influence in the 

society. This can be detected by analyzing the system of land inheritance. In 

contrast to Malaita, women in Guadalcanal own the land and therefore are 

responsible for land decisions in their clans. 

 

Woman’s connection to land in Matrilineal society 
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In Guadalcanal, land inheritance is passed on through the line of the woman 

and therefore it is the woman who owns the land. Women make decisions 

regarding land ownership, distribution and usage. This ownership gives them a 

relatively higher status in their clans compared to women in patrilineal 

communities.  

Unlike their counterparts in patrilineal societies, women in matrilineal societies 

do not have to leave the land they have known as children. Over the course of 

their lives they have studied their land and come to understand its value well 

(Fangalasu ,et al.,2011). This way they maintain the longest relationship with 

the land, as they become one with it.  

This system gives women more power as they do not have to move to another 

territory to start a new life like their counterparts in patrilineal societies. 

Moreover, these women do not have to learn a new culture and tradition. They 

are aware that their major responsibility is to manage the land so that it 

continues to provide for their family and clan.  

As land is transferred through the mother’s line, women exercise primary 

responsibility over it. Among the tribes in Guadalcanal, women exercise an 

indispensable role in lineage discussions and decision making in relation to 

wealth distribution, land cultivation and dispute settlement. Women look after 

descent property and their brothers play an advisory role. In this scenario men 

play a supportive role.  

In Guadalcanal traditional society, it is deemed logical that women should act 

as the primary caretakers of the land and children because they reside on the 

land and hold the knowledge related to land including its boundaries and 
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history. No man could take up action on land matters without first obtaining the 

approval of a senior female of his descent group (Bathgate, 1993). 

That is an example of how women play a strong role in land management and 

are the main actors. In other matrilineal societies, like the island of Vella 

Lavella in the Western province, men have been the actors and women the 

advisors. Thus the power and authority of women vary across different 

matrilineal societies (T.Hite, ibid). 

In Isabel island, matrilineal tenure was closely related to practices such as head 

hunting. In the past women were usually spared during tribal wars unlike men 

as they were considered important in keeping the lineage alive. Women were of 

high value to their families, clans and tribes.  

The role of men in matrilineal structures is also significant though it varies from 

clan to clan. Traditionally they were the hunters, negotiators, administrators and 

custodians of the land. During the pre-colonial days of head-hunting, men 

defended the land at the cost of their lives to protect the clan. They were the 

protectors of women and children because it was crucial that women and 

children live to maintain the link with the land.  

One of the men’s traditional practices that will implicate matrilineal land rights 

and women’s empowerment in the colonial period and post colonial period is 

the traditional practice of paying bride price payment. Though it is said to be 

more pervasive in patrilineal societies, findings show that matrilineal societies 

have also practiced the same in the pre-colonial past (SIG & UNICEF, 1998). 

Bride price has a number of effects on land tenure as it often leads to 

patrilocality and at the same time it creates the cultural perception that a woman 
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becomes the ‘property’ of her husband upon marriage as she has been paid for 

with a price. 

In matrilineality, when a man and his family have bought the bride price the 

woman is usually brought from her clan into the man’s clan. This may involve 

travel from one land area to another or from one island to another. If her 

husband dies without securing land for her the man’s sisters have the right to 

expel their sister-in-law from her land because in principle the sisters own the 

land through their matriliny. 

But in the case where land was purchased before death then the widow and her 

children may live on the property (land). Such practices of bride price payment, 

changes in land tenure and the ensuing patrilocality had negative implications 

during the period of colonialism and post-colonialism when men from Malaita 

island intermarry with women from Guadalcanal island. 

The first European to visit the Solomon Islands was a Spanish explorer, Alvaro 

de Mendana who sailed from the Spanish colony of Peru. He landed in the 

islands in 1568, and called them "The Isles of Solomon" after the Biblical King 

Solomon because his expedition found alluvial gold in rivers on Guadalcanal 

Island (Moore, ibid). 

The islands were then "lost" for another two hundred years until the late 

eighteenth century and early nineteenth century when other explorers 

rediscovered these islands. During the period of 1845 to 1893 whalers, 

businessmen, planters and missionaries arrived in large numbers. The 

businessmen and planter’s interest led to the enslaving (black-birding) of 

islanders to work in the sugar plantations of Fiji islands and Australia. Black-
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birding was stopped by the British when they declared a Protectorate over the 

islands in 1893 (Bennett, 2002). The next chapter discusses the wave of 

colonialism in Solomon Islands and its impact on the gender roles of men and 

women. 

 

V. Colonial Modernization and Reformation of Gender Roles  

From the declaration of a Protectorate to the granting of independence on 

7th July 1978, the two main concerns of the colonial government were to ensure 

the enforcement of British law and order and to ensure that the Protectorate 

government remained self-sufficient financially. To this end government efforts 

were directed almost entirely to the operation of police posts, administration 

offices and the alienation of land from indigenous or customary landowners to 

lease to planters for commercial interests.  

Very little was done in the areas of education, health and social welfare. These 

areas were left to the missionaries and were taken up by government only after 

independence. This section will look into the task of missionaries in 

establishing mission schools and hospitals that catered to the welfare and 

education of women in the Solomon Islands in the period preceding colonialism 

and during colonialism. 
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A. Missionary Educators and Reformation of Gender Roles  

Christian missionaries began to visit the Solomon Islands in the mid 19th 

century and they established churches, schools and hospitals in most of the 

large islands in the Solomon Islands. The main Christian churches that visited 

these islands were the Church of England (Anglican), the Roman Catholic 

Church, the Methodist Church, the South Seas Evangelical Church (SSEC) and 

the Seventh Day Adventist Church (SDA).  

These early church missions established schools and hospitals in the main 

islands of Guadalcanal, Malaita, Isabel, New Georgia, Choiseul and Makira. 

With the arrival of these European missionaries, education in the Solomon 

Islands became formal (J-Luxton, 1955). The missionaries created gender-

segregated institutions and introduced teachings with the primary aim of 

converting people to Christianity. It is important to take into account the 

changes that took place during colonialism when trying to understand gender 

relations in contemporary Solomon Islands. 

Maetala (ibid) highlighted that the introduction of Christianity had an impact 

toward reducing women’s customary status mainly in matrilineal societies. In 

the pre-colonial past, women in certain matrilineal societies provided logistical 

support to men during ancestral worship. However, such practices were undone 

when Christianity was introduced as women were not allowed to attend those 

‘heathen services for those heathen gods’, yet they were told to ‘attend church 

to worship the true god’. Likewise, the introduction of Christianity in the 

patrilineal societies served to increase patriarchy in societies that already had 

strong existing patriarchal structures. 
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The approach missionary educators took tended to emphasize the private 

domain of the home and family rather than the public domain of external affairs. 

They introduced many changes to how people live, dress, marry and bring up 

children and relate to one another socially. Missionaries wanted to 

‘domesticate’ these island savages whose way of living was perceived as 

‘unruly and dirty’ (Grimshaw,2008). As it is, their main focus was geared 

toward establishing basic Christian values that were inclusive of basic 

education, basic health and sanitation. Mission workers were usually church 

reverends who were accompanied by their wives as well as the unmarried 

sisters of the church.  

Beniston (1994) highlighted that the mission wives and the sisters believed that 

they made a difference to the lives of the indigenous Solomon Islanders mostly 

in the areas of education, infant and maternal health, domestic skills and 

spiritual growth. Missionaries’ wives set the example of a model Christian 

home; provided hospitality and fulfilled a supporting role for their husbands. It 

was believed that by such virtuous examples the white married women would 

influence the island women to become good Christian wives. These changes 

provided a benchmark for the local natives to emulate new lifestyles and thus 

created new perceptions of gender roles for both men and women and even 

young boys and girls. 

Beniston (ibid) also made light of the structural changes missionaries brought 

into Solomon Islands pre-colonial societies. She highlighted that the 

missionaries prioritized boys’ education and established more schools for boys 

compared to girls. The mission schools enforced gender stereotypes and 
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emphasized domestic skills for girls while boys learned skills to prepare them 

to work outside the home.  

Emecheta (ibid) also argued that the confinement of women within the newly 

constructed private domestic domain and men in the public domain was an 

important aspect to Christian evangelism in colonized societies. She argued that 

Christian missions came to colonized societies with the belief that women were 

to remain creatures of the private domain. Women were to preoccupy 

themselves with domestic issues and leave the ‘real work’ of ruling and the 

running of the country to men. 

This same argument can also be found in anthropological studies undertaken in 

Australian Aboriginal societies. As articulated by Grimshaw (2008), Protestant 

missionaries in those early days had a clear path marked out for the gender and 

familial arrangements of the indigenous Christian men and women converts. 

The author argued that missionaries presented Christianity to people as a 

gendered faith. “True Christianity entailed monogamous marriage of Christian 

couples, the husband to serve as sturdy breadwinner, the wife the faithful carer 

of home and children”(p.3). 

While noting that it was the onset of the changes brought by the missionary 

educators that served to negate the status of women in Solomon Islands, the 

changes brought by the British colonial government also played a part in 

reforming the gender roles in Solomon Islands society. However, to understand 

the impact of colonial administration in Solomon Islands it is imperative to 

learn the style of administration the British colonizers imposed upon these 

island societies. 
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B. Colonial Interpretation of Solomon Islands Culture 

Foreign political interest in Solomon Islands occurred as a result of 

increasing European contact in the Pacific islands. During colonialism the 

Solomon Islands was subsequently divided into four main administrative units 

or districts and each was headed by a District Commissioner, assisted by one or 

two District Officers all of whom are usually Europeans.  

From colonization to independence, the colonial administration did little to 

encourage Solomon Islanders to participate in the affairs of the country. 

Generally, Solomon Islanders were relegated to being passive subjects of 

colonial rule. Their opinions were not sought and their wishes ignored. They 

were subject to a colonial government not responsive to their needs (Alasia, 

ibid). 

In addition, the colonial government laid the basis for a centralized government 

and it did so at the cost of ignoring, and in some instances challenging, 

traditional leadership systems. They appointed ‘headmen’ or chiefs from 

amongst those who were not rightfully from the leadership lineage in society 

(Owino, 2011). This gave rise to the emergence of a new group of native 

leaders who were often not recognized in the traditional context, and in some 

cases did not have the support of the entire clan and community. Women chiefs 

from matrilineal societies were marginalized and their prominent status was 

undermined when these dynamic changes occurred. 

British colonialism overlooked cultural consistencies in Solomon Islands 

society and maintained their authority over the Solomon Islands’ indigenous 

practices. First, the British upheld a very ethnocentric ideology in viewing the 
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way Solomon Islands society should be constructed. They did not make any 

effort to understand people in these culturally diverse societies. They simply 

assumed their own ‘advanced technologies’ would suit Solomon Islands in the 

same way it worked for Britain (Boseto, 2000). 

Gururani (2002) highlights the second reason that colonizers may fail to 

understand conceptual structures in colonized societies during the 1800s was 

because the indigenous people did not organize their knowledge properly. 

Rather, they produced knowledge by consulting their clan members who could 

provide the needed information. The system of sharing information and 

knowledge was oratory.  

The British saw this fluidity in the exchange of knowledge as unstructured and 

incomprehensible compared to the highly systemized, written and studied 

practices they were used to. Solomon Islands societies generally relied on 

various cultural and communal ways of understanding and creating knowledge 

in contrast to the British or Western preference for documented or narrowly 

conceived scientific knowledge. 

Systematically the passing of knowledge through community and village 

members is also consistent with the way that women use the localized 

knowledge of their fellow peers to learn about the various resources and uses of 

the land, sea and forest (Khapoya, 2010). This system established the cohesive 

knowledge maintained by a clan and acknowledges the different strengths of 

the men and women in the society. 

In addition to the dismissal of indigenous knowledge, British colonists made 

assumptions about Solomon Islands values and norms instead of creating 
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solutions to the communication barriers. Singal (2003) stressed that the British 

ignored the cultural and lingual differences of these islanders and enforced their 

ideologies without trying to learn or understand the existing languages or 

culture of the people.  

The new practices that were implemented during colonialism were very 

ethnocentric and imperialistic in their creation, revealing how the British were 

unwilling to learn or accept present traditions as an important part of the 

Solomon Islands culture. Colonial governance was more focused in accruing 

benefits for the Metropolitan states (Allan, ibid).The ethnocentric and narrowly 

conceived understanding was in part due to Britain’s classification as first 

world country in contrast to Solomon Islands being a third world country. The 

dichotomy between the first and third world organization allowed Britain to 

maintain their control through perceived superiority.  

By gaining resources, labor and the environment, colonists spread ideology that 

they were culturally superior. Colonial practices and policies became dominant 

over previously traditional constructions of labor and society. While men were 

more often directly implicated in the colonial policies regarding labor practices, 

changes in the social structure and division of labor affected women more 

severely (Chitnis & Wright, 2007). 

The next section will bring to light the colonial administration’s introduction of 

private land ownership which had wide implications on traditional land 

ownership, inheritance and cultivation. The nature of the sources restricts this 

discussion to focus on colonial administration within Malaita and Guadalcanal. 

These two islands were the ones that the wave of colonial change had a 

prominent impact upon as the latter part of the research will highlight. 
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 C. Introduction of Land Tenure System by Colonial Administrators 

Traditionally land in the Solomon Islands is owned communally by clan and 

not by individuals. The members of the clan that settled on the land are 

commonly understood to be the direct descendants of the discoverer, the one 

who found the land. The members of the clan prove their link to the discoverer 

by keeping their genealogy through recitation or by writing it down, a very 

recent development. 

 

Prior to colonization the usage and ownership of land was regulated by custom 

or in other words the traditional laws and regulations of each local clan. 

However, there arose gradual changes to customary land administration (Alasia, 

ibid). Formal laws were introduced to regulate the alienation of customary land. 

In the same manner, state institutions were established to deal with customary 

land. 

 

In order to administer the Protectorate efficiently, colonial administrators 

realized that it was essential to develop plantations and to encourage foreign 

investment. Thus in order to do this, an avenue was devised to provide land and 

labor. The administrators’ aim to generate revenue for the Protectorate made 

them favorably disposed to alienation of customary land. Yet, their idea of 

alienating customary land ignored the existing complexities in traditional land 

ownership in Solomon Islands (Allan, ibid). The administration failed to carry 

out proper investigation or survey to determine the status of customary land 

ownership in areas observed. 

To this end colonial administration did not know that land in Solomon Islands 

is owned by the whole clan, thus though they enact well meaning land 
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regulations these were in conflict with existing traditional structures. In 

Guadalcanal colonial officers befriended certain individuals who came forward 

claiming to be the ‘chief’ or the ‘landowner’, though sometimes these claims 

were false.  

Having found natives, mostly men who were sympathetic to the colonial cause, 

both parties came to an understanding that the natives in question were the land 

owners or leaders of the clan, putting in place the avenue for economic 

transactions of land purchase to occur (Dixon, 2003). Such activities were done 

without regard for the whole clan who traditionally ought to have had a say in 

the decision of sale. More importantly the women who owned the land by 

virtue of the lineage were ignored.  

The island of Guadalcanal had good arable land compared to the other islands 

in the Solomon Islands. On the contrary, Malaita island is less arable and 

deemed unattractive for agriculture development compared to Guadalcanal. 

These islands share the strongest historical trade-related links in pre-colonial 

times. Before European contact, natives from Malaita usually sailed across the 

ocean to trade food and crafts with the Guadalcanal natives. Hence strong 

connections had been established between these two islands prior to 

colonialism. 

The people of Malaita are characteristically known for having a hardworking 

and entrepreneurial nature. This perception largely stemmed from their pre-

colonial trading expeditions around the islands and later their historical 

experience during the period of black-birding in the Solomon Islands 

(Kwa’ioloa & Burt, ibid). Many of the natives taken abroad were from Malaita. 
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Malaita people had already been exposed to the practice of migrating to seek 

employment outside of their island. 

Hence, when colonial administrators and traders seek out for laborers to work 

in the plantations on Guadalcanal island it was the Malaitans who came in large 

droves to work as laborers. It is important to highlight that after the Second 

World War, the capital of the Solomon Islands was shifted from Tulagi island 

to Guadalcanal Island. Guadalcanal then became the hub of all major economic 

activities.  

The increase of economic activities came with the increase in social integration 

between islanders. Inter-marriage between Malaita natives and Guadalcanal 

natives became the norm. It altered the social structure of these two ethnicities 

as men from patrilineal societies intermarried with women from matrilineal 

societies and became landowners by virtue of marrying a woman who owns the 

land. Such cultural integration would have dire consequences in the post-

colonial era. 

The changing of traditions left Solomon Islanders under the impression that 

their knowledge and cultural practices were not adequate and could be easily 

altered to fit a westernized idealistic society. With the ideology that knowledge 

is fluid and can be easily revolutionized, colonizers forcefully broadened 

policies and gained control of the island societies, particularly in land 

ownership. 

Women in the post-colonial period began to experience change as the country 

received its political independence from Britain on 7 July 1978. As a young 

country, the Solomon Islands inherited many things from its colonial past. The 
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influence of missionaries and colonial governance also had positive benefits as 

it encouraged women to move from the domestic to the public sphere and this 

movement increased dramatically in the post-colonial period (Solomon Islands 

Government, 2011). Independence was a major advancement for Solomon 

Islanders, but with it came enormous challenges. 

With Guadalcanal island accommodating the country’s capital city of Honiara, 

concentration of economic development into the area drew migrants not only 

from Malaita but from various parts of the country into Guadalcanal (Tovosia, 

2000). Urbanization gained momentum in the 1960s and indigenous villages 

developed in the outskirts of Honiara as Guadalcanal people relocated from 

more remote areas. Migrants from other islands settled on government land and 

by the 1980s these settlements were beginning to spill over from town land onto 

customary land  

Between the years of 1978 to 1998 Honiara city in particular witnessed many 

minor outbreaks of ethnic tensions. Social disruptions would result from 

disagreements between different language groups, but nothing compared to the 

ethnic tension that occurred from 1998-2003.This affected the lives of women 

and girls and drastically revealed the gender disparity in Solomon Islands post-

independence society. The ethnic tension was between Malaita island and 

Guadalcanal island. 

 

VI. Post-Colonial Period and Rise of Violence against Women 

The city of Honiara is built on alienated land, while most land outside the town 

boundary is customary land. Migrants from Malaita and other islands flocked 
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into Guadalcanal and freely ‘bought’ land in North Guadalcanal and many 

become prosperous. The large plantations were foreign and government owned 

and the original landowners received very little share of the profits.  

 

The British colonial administrators were a cause of this during their 

governance; they encouraged Malaitans to migrate rather than develop their 

own island, so that young Malaitans became migrants from the days of when 

they were taken to Australia by the ‘black birders’. This led to Malaita people 

being the entrepreneurs in many economic development ventures and, as so 

often happens, their initiative came to be resented by others. In this scenario, it 

became enormously resented by the indigenous people of Guadalcanal island. 

It is stated that the national ethnic conflict that shook the country, damaged the 

economy and reduced the physical and emotional status of women and girls in 

Solomon Islands had its roots in the perceived miss-allocation and distribution 

of resources in Guadalcanal island. The next section will give an over-view to 

this. 

 

A. The Ethnic Tension between Malaita and Guadalcanal 

The internal armed conflict that occurred within the period of 1998 to 2003 on 

the island of Guadalcanal was staged by two opposing ethnic military groups 

belonging to Guadalcanal and Malaita. They called themselves the Isatabu 

(Guadalcanal) Freedom Movement (IFM) and the Malaita Eagle Force (MEF). 

  

As earlier highlighted, the conflict had historical roots in the struggle for land, 

resources and power related to the internal migration of Malaita people to 
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Guadalcanal land (Chevalier, 2000) that contributed to increasing social and 

economic imbalances between these two ethnicities.  

 

The IFM forced Malaita settlers on Guadalcanal land who had been residing on 

the island during the colonial period to evacuate the land and return to Malaita. 

Some of the Malaita natives were murdered and women and young girls were 

brutally raped and abused. 

  

In June 2000, the MEF retaliated and raided police armories and stole police 

weapons. They forced a coup with the resignation of the then Prime Minister 

(the late Bartholomew Ulufa’alu), and took control of Honiara city. The MEF 

paid back the injustice done to their ‘brothers and sisters’ by murdering men 

and raping women and young girls of Guadalcanal. There was general 

lawlessness in Honiara city and people from other provinces and islands had to 

flee the city and return to their island provinces for safety. The situation gained 

a semblance of normalcy in 2003 when the Regional Assistance Mission to the 

Solomon Islands (RAMSI) entered the country to restore law and order.  

 

However the damage was irrevocable. It was estimated that during the period of 

civil unrest, there were between 150 and 200 deaths and 450 gun-related 

injuries, and that approximately 35,000 people were displaced throughout 

Guadalcanal and Malaita. According to the GENDERED EARLY WARNING 

REPORT No. 1 compiled by Vois Blong Mere and UNIFEM (2005), the 

tension had extensive effects, not only on the two island provinces involved but 

spilling over to neighboring provinces in different ways.  
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Women’s low status contributed to their vulnerability during the tension. Many 

young girls and women were raped and forced to prostitute themselves to the 

militia (Fangalasu.et al,ibid).Women were victims due to the lack of health care, 

lack of education for their children, homelessness, death, rape, personal trauma, 

family breakdowns and domestic violence. The next section elaborates on how 

the tension affected women and girls in society. 

 

B. Sexual Violence against Women 

The tension was a period that women and girls were sexually abused and 

mistreated. In fact, one in twenty maternal deaths reported for the period 1997–

2002 were attributed to suicide (Billy, 2000). Many women lost their husbands 

or family members, leaving them financially vulnerable. There was also an 

increase in separation and divorce. It has been reported that some men rejected 

wives who had been sexually assaulted by militants during the height of the 

tension. 

It was a time of unease and women did not have the freedom to express 

themselves. They experienced increased tension in their homes and restrictions 

on freedom of movement and opportunity to seek assistance, such as medical 

care or protection. Incidences of maternal mortality, childbirth complications 

and post-conflict health consequences were high. 

The breakdown of law and order during the tension extended down to the 

family unit. While family break-ups and marital discord were common in pre-

conflict years, the rate increased alarmingly during the conflict. Women were 

regularly beaten and this resulted in fractured limbs and bodies, shredded and 
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burnt clothes and personal belongings (NGO Shadow Report on the Status of 

Women in Solomon Islands, ibid).  

 

According to a Family Health and Safety Study conducted by SPC in 2009, 

abusers generally believed that women were too weak and dumb to escape the 

brutality. However, the reason many women chose to remain silent was due to 

the fact that they did not have employment and were economically dependent 

on their abusive husbands and partners. Their primary concern lay in the 

welfare of their children. Women feared that the prosecution of an abusive 

spouse would result in a loss of income for the family. This is prime evidence 

of how women in the country had low self-esteem and lacked empowerment. 

 
The tension was a huge setback for women’s development. Existing women 

empowerment organizations experienced a lack of resources and were 

weakened by the crisis. Nevertheless, it was also a period that saw the 

establishment of many small women’s organizations and agencies that were 

created to improve women’s status in society. Through these organizations, 

women made important contributions to restoring peace to the country. They 

viewed the conflict period as an opportunity for nation building and nationalism.  

 

Women rallied themselves into groups called the Guadalcanal Women for 

Peace Group and the Women for Peace Group. Members of the Women for 

Peace Group possessed leadership qualities that demanded respect as they 

negotiated and mediated between warring parties. Nevertheless, the attention 

given to women who brokered the peace was brief as male leaders forgot that 

women were the key people in the peace process. As Fangalasu. et al (ibid) 

stated:“One of the most important things is that after the tension, women have 
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been forgotten [for the roles they played] in peacemaking and peace-building 

process. Women were the initiators for peace. They negotiated with the 

government, development partners, employers of IFM, GRA1, etc” (p.14) 

 

For instance, there were no women present at the signing of the Townsville 

Peace Agreement 2 . One woman leader said, “We risked our lives at the 

militants’ bunkers, being the human shields for the men, and when it comes to 

negotiations, we feel the men have forgotten us” (Fangalasu.et al,ibid ). 

 

This comes back to the analysis highlighted by Hutchens (2008) who pointed 

out that women’s equality in Solomon Islands tends to be framed in terms of 

community building and nation building rather than in terms of their potential 

economic and political contribution. 

 

It is evident that elements within the history of Solomon Islands have both 

directly and indirectly implicated the status of women and girls in the country. 

It caused sexual discrimination to their sex during the ethnic conflict. On the 

other hand, violence against women did not arise only because of the tensions. 

Reports show that incidences of domestic violence generally happen in the 

home and unfortunately society condone this practice.  

 

Thus, the next section will discuss the underlying factor that influenced society 

to view married women’s status as lesser to their husbands. This factor is the 

                                                 
1 The GRA stands for the Guadalcanal Revolution Army which is synonymously used to refer 
to the Isatabu Freedom Movement 
2 The Townsville Peace Agreement is an agreement that was signed in Townsville, Australia 
on 15 October 2000 between the Malaita Eagle Force and the Isatabu Freedom Movement. The 
Agreement successfully calmed the situation in Honiara and the Islands in general after the 
coup d’état of June that year 
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system of bride price payment practiced both in Malaita and Guadalcanal island 

and in the other islands within Solomon Islands. 

 

 

C. The Culture of Bride-Price Payment 

Significant investment in research has led to clear and credible evidence 

regarding the prevalence and characteristics of violence against women in 

Solomon Islands. One of the causes stems from the traditional practice of bride 

price payment.  

In Malaita island when couples marry the male’s relatives normally bestow a 

large bride-wealth to the female’s relatives. The form of payment would 

include traditional money, pigs, root-crops and other forms of material assets. 

This signifies the value of the bride and at the same time serves as a token of 

appreciation from the male side to the female side for allowing their daughter to 

marry their son. 

This culture has been misconceived and has led society to surmise that when a 

bride has been ‘exchanged’ with a ‘payment’ then the woman and any children 

conceived out of this union belong to the husband’s family and clan. If the 

woman displeases her husband it is culturally right for the husband to chastise 

her as she now belongs to him. This chastisement would at times occur in the 

form of domestic violence in the home. 

Counts (1990) pointed out that in these societies people are socialized to 

consider violence as an appropriate response to stress, anger and frustration. 

The primary causes of domestic violence in the Solomon Islands seem to be 
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sexual jealousy including disputes over adultery and polygyny followed with 

failure to meet obligations. For instance, the wife’s failure to perform her 

marital and domestic duties to the satisfaction of her husband. Findings show 

that as many as two out of three women have been beaten, raped and otherwise 

mistreated during their lifetimes, usually by a current or former intimate partner. 

Billy (ibid) underlines this argument by pointing out that a society’s pattern of 

social organization, in particular bride price payment, is seen to be a key 

underlying aspect of why domestic violence occurs. In societies like Malaita 

and Guadalcanal where bride wealth legitimizes men’s control over women or 

promotes the attitude that they are the property of their husbands, male 

dominance in family relationships is more likely to lead to wife bashing. 

However, men and women excuse this violence as they consider it an aspect of 

marital sexual relations. 

Counts (ibid), in her journal publication ‘Domestic Violence in Oceania, 

highlighted that the major obstacle to providing protection for women is a set of 

cultural attitudes, ‘prejudices and misconceptions’, about the role of women in 

marriage. These attitudes are shared by women and men alike, including legal 

officials who have the responsibility of offering support and assistance to 

abused women. They all believe that the bride price gives a man the right to 

bash his wife. In this case, men are superior to women and therefore women 

must obey them and no one can interfere between the husband and wife.  

The anthropological research studied does not state whether domestic violence 

prevailed in pre-colonial times, noting that the practice of bride price payment 

dates back to the pre-colonial past. However recent studies have pointed out 

that the gradual transition from a communal to an individual family setting that 
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arose due to the onset of colonial modernization bred an environment 

conducive for domestic violence to take place in the home. This is because a 

man is free to express his anger on his wife in his own home away from the 

negative view of the extended family. 

Sexual discrimination and violence against women and girls in the country 

today has elements that date back to the pre-colonial past. The culture of bride 

price payment was practiced in pre-colonial times. As colonists brought new 

values, perception regarding gender roles of men and women were reformed to 

accommodate new socio-cultural changes.  

The next chapter seeks to analyze the elements entrenched in the pre-colonial, 

colonial and post-colonial era that led to the low status of women in the 

Solomon Islands. 

 

VII.Analysis: Historical Factors that Implicate Gender Equality  

The three periods covered have highlighted aspects in the socio-cultural 

environment that contribute to the present day inequality between men and 

women in society and particularly the low status of women. Patriarchy 

according to (Johnson, 2005) is a system that is organized around an obsession 

of control with men elevated in the social structure because of their presumed 

ability to exert control (whether rationally, through violence or the threat of 

violence) and women de-valued for their supposed lack of control. Women are 

assumed to need men’s supervision, protection and control. In the pre-colonial 

period, elements of inequality can be detected in the patrilineal and matrilineal 

structures of clans in Malaita island and Guadalcanal island.  
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A. Patriarchy in the Pre-Colonial Past 

Research stated that pre-colonial past matrilineal societies like Guadalcanal had 

female chiefs, women of high social standing and ‘knowledge keepers’ or 

women who in the ‘Western’ context would be regarded as a ‘seeress’. Men 

respected these women and relied on them for advice when it came to cases like 

illness, warfare, harvest and disputes. In addition to this, women were also the 

owners of the land and had primary right to make decisions regarding its usage 

and cultivation.  

Research documented also stated that a high regard for women can also be 

found in certain patrilineal societies in Malaita province. Koian (ibid) 

highlighted that though land is controlled by men in patrilineal societies, 

women’s counsel are valued by the men of the tribe as it is the women who 

know the history of the tribe. Such scenarios emphatically show that women 

also had power in decision-making in patrilineal societies within the pre-

colonial past.  

However, while research offer positive highlights on the status of women in 

pre-colonial Solomon Islands, the roots of patriarchy were already well 

established. This is evident in the patriarchal social structures in both patrilineal 

and matrilineal societies during this period. A patriarchal social structure, 

though inclined toward male dominance, does not completely allude to the fact 

that all men are powerful or all women are powerless. It means that the most 

powerful roles in most sectors of society are held predominantly by men, and 

the least powerful roles are held predominantly by women (Johnson, ibid). 
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In Malaita society, the system of instating chiefs in the three positions of the 

‘Ngwane Inoto’, ‘Ngwane Ramo’ and ‘Aofia’ is an example of a patriarchal 

social structure. The most powerful role in the tribe is reserved for only men. 

This is the same for other islands like Choiseul where positions of power and 

leadership are the province of men.  

In addition to that, in patrilineal society it is evident that land inheritance exists 

within a patriarchal social structure as land is passed through the paternal 

lineage and the men are the ones who have primary rights to make decisions 

regarding it. Though women may have strong bonds with the land, they have to 

assume secondary roles because the men control the land. It is apparent that 

being cultivators of the land and possessing knowledge on its history does not 

extend to having direct influence on decision making matters. Colonial gender-

based ideologies merely served to enhance existing patriarchal structures within 

these patrilineal island societies. 

In the same way patriarchal elements also existed in matrilineal societies. In 

Malango and Kaoka society on Guadalcanal Island, the chief may be a male or 

female who came into leadership by virtue of being the eldest child of the 

reigning maternal lineage. The same chiefly system practiced in the Kaoka 

society of Guadalcanal existed in the matrilineal society of Isabel island.  

One can surmise through this illustration that while the maternal lineage is 

valued in terms of securing leadership and power, analysis proves that there 

exist elements of patriarchy at play within these social structures. This is 

evident by the practice of instating male chiefs in the matriliny. Furthermore, 

the rise of the big man system preceding colonialism and during colonialism 
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further enhanced patriarchal social structures in Guadalcanal and other islands 

that are matrilineal.  

It must be noted that the role of the male chief in the matrilineal society served 

to provide a suitable platform for the rise of the big-man system in matrilineal 

societies and its prominence during the colonial period. Maetala (ibid) stated 

that in some matrilineal societies when a woman is a chief her brother usually 

assumes the role of a spokes-person. Though she has the power and is the 

leader of the tribe, her brother will speak on her behalf in matters relating to 

warfare, harvest, land, marriage or death. This pre-colonial practice served as 

an agent in elevating the secondary role of men in matrilineal societies during 

colonialism.  

Colonial administrators did not pay any regard to the traditional leadership 

structures of these indigenous societies and tended to recognize the superiority 

of men compared to women. They worked closely with these ‘spokesmen’ who 

took advantage of this situation to elevate their status in society and thus set off 

a trend that submerges women’s power and influence in leadership. Slowly the 

system of having female chiefs diminished with priority given to men as 

society’s perception tended to frame spheres of power as the sole reserve of 

men. 

This spokesperson role is not only practiced within the upper echelon of the 

matrilineal chiefly system, but can also be found within family units when it 

comes to land use and cultivation. For instance, a sister may own the land and 

have primary rights to make decisions regarding its use and control, but her 

brother being the ‘protector’ of the family has the right to influence her 

decisions directly or indirectly.  
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It is then obvious that though authors may argue that women were powerful in 

the pre-colonial past, the reasons as to why the gender inequality arose slowly 

through the years is rooted in systems and practices during those pre-colonial 

days. The seeds were already sown hence they provide a platform for the 

changes that came in the colonial period.  

Women’s worldwide emancipation emerged in the late 19th century with radical 

women’s rights movements in powerful colonizing countries such as the Britain, 

France and the United States (Robeyns,2003) that consequently colonized the 

tiny island chiefdoms located in the Pacific Ocean, thereby establishing 

religious, political and social systems in these island societies.  

Where these societies already had existing perspective on gender roles, the 

colonizing powers introduced new perceptions on gender roles and set off a 

process of transformation to their ideal form of ‘civilized’ social, religious and 

political norms in the basic institutions of family, church and government. 

 

B. Colonial Period: Tailoring Indigenous Systems to the Public and 

Private Gender Divide 

Historically and theoretically the gender perception of a woman’s role is 

interpreted in two spheres; the private and public sphere. This division 

according to Hilary (1988), “originated from classical liberal political 

philosophy stating that the public, political sphere is the realm of the 

government, while the private, apolitical sphere is that of the family, home, and 

sexuality” (p.4).  
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The underlining factor in this scenario is its correlation with the two genders, 

whereby the public is the realm of the man who is the traditional breadwinner 

and assumed to be the rational and political sex, and the private is the realm of 

the woman who is the home-maker and assumed to be the irrational and innate 

sex. 

Grimshaw (ibid) argues that the spread of Christianity in the 19th century was a 

rapid factor to colonial expansion. The missionaries of different Christian 

denominations went out to convert the heathens. They believed that for the 

natives to become Christians, they need to change their values, beliefs and way 

of life.  

In this way, it can be argued that they confused Christendom with Christianity. 

That is, they could not separate Christ’s teachings from their own culture. In 

other words, they viewed the Gospel through the lenses of the European culture, 

and thus found it difficult to project a wider concept of Christianity. Theirs was 

a worldview that was not only ethnocentric but which also demanded complete 

assimilation. 

This led to women in matrilineal societies, who are ‘knowledge keepers’, to let 

go of traditional knowledge and spiritual activities deemed by missionaries as a 

form of paganism. As the women abandoned such religious roles they 

abandoned the connection to power and respect these prestigious roles in 

society alluded to. Religious rules and morals imposed by Christianity set 

regulations on men and women’s behavior and revised concepts of the family 

structure and marriage, setting in place reformation of gender roles. 
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Take for instance patrilineal societies, where the roles of women were not as 

prominent compared to matrilineal societies; the gendered approach served to 

enhance the role of men and undermine the role of women particularly when it 

comes to decision making and leadership. This therefore created a pronounced 

patriarchal system as societies developed after colonialism. 

The aim of missionary educators was initially to help the islanders become 

‘civilized’ and while they may have erred by purporting a ‘gendered approach’, 

this is not to say that the islanders themselves had not taken up this new 

systems and synchronized them to their traditional norms and values.  

Indigenous converts particularly took hold of Christian teaching in ways that 

differed from expectations, and they negotiated and initiated western gendered 

religious and cultural meanings of Christianity to suit their level of socio-

cultural understanding.  

Positive arguments for Christianity have highlighted that missionary educators 

did not displace traditional norms of gender hierarchy however reformed it in a 

different way to civilize the seemingly savage natives whose practices were 

perceived by the missionary educators of that time as ‘unruly’ and ‘heathen’ 

hence ought to be conformed (Pacific Women in Power,2010). This perception 

cannot be deemed irrational, however it is the manner in which Christian 

ideologies were interpreted by the indigenous people that had indirectly 

reformed existing social structures and in particular the gender roles in these 

local societies.  

Friedl (1975) highlighted that such structural changes pushed women into the 

private sphere and men revel in the public sphere assuming a dominant position 
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in matters pertaining to this sphere. This limited the advancement of women 

and acted as a major obstacle to gender equality.  

An important aspect to note is that though Christian missionaries shared 

‘gender equality’ ideologies, their perception of gender roles were aligned to 

colonial countries’ patriarchal structures. An example was the introduction of 

the ‘Victorian Woman’ by the Europeans. They introduced the belief that 

women were creatures of the private domain. Women were to preoccupy 

themselves with domestic issues and leave the real work of ruling and running 

the country in particular to men.  

The role and position of women in pre-colonial Solomon Islands did not 

conform to this concept of woman. Hence this myopic perception of women led 

to the erosion of women’s position in society. Women were excluded during the 

colonial administration from dealing in the political and administrative sphere. 

Unfortunately, though gender perceptions change as colonizing countries like 

Britain developed, colonized societies like the Solomon Islands lagged behind 

with deeply entrenched socio-cultural norms that disadvantaged women. 

The other key aspect which served to emphasize the private and public gender 

perceptions in society was the introduction of private land tenure by the 

colonial administration. Women were affected by the alienation of land to 

which they were once owners and cultivators thereof.  

Colonialists introduced the idea of private ownership of land and this was 

adopted into both patrilineal and matrilineal society. Women were excluded 

from decision making completely in patrilineal societies and in matrilineal 

societies they were ‘pushed behind’ to assume a subtle ownership role with 
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men taking the lead in issues relating to commercial land rights. As women lost 

access and control of land they became more economically dependent on men. 

This led to an intensification of domestic patriarchy.  

Moreover, as the colonial government established administration in these 

islands and created plantations, the wage labor system emerged. The colonial 

economy forced men to seek employment in European economic ventures and 

took them away from the labor responsibilities they had in the pre-colonial 

traditional setting. In Solomon Islands this meant that men had to leave villages 

and travel to ‘colonial districts’ or urban centers in those days to seek 

employment. Men from Malaita traveled to Guadalcanal to find employment as 

plantation laborers while some took up clergy posts in the colonial 

administration. 

The withdrawal of male labor from peasant production at home intensified 

female labor. Women found that not only did they have to fulfill their 

traditional duties as women; the loss of male labor forced them to take on the 

duties previously carried out by men. This doubled their responsibilities and, 

with the society slowly transitioning to a cash-economy, these changes 

weakened women’s independence and increased their economic dependence on 

men. It was a change that systematically dis-empowered women. 

The independence of Solomon Islands brought forth challenges as a group of 

people with very diverse cultures were united into one country. Changes in the 

colonial period paved the way for centralized politics that later affected 

Solomon Islanders as they migrated to the city to seek employment. Arbitrary 

borders affected people’s movements and had an impact on relocation and 
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security policies. This certainly led to the ethnic uprising which had extremely 

negative impacts on women and young girls in the country.  

 

C. Why Post-Colonial Efforts to Empower Women have Failed 

The factors that implicate gender equality in the Solomon Islands in the post-

colonial era have historical socio-cultural links. It is plausible to state that the 

two key elements that impact the status of women in this period were the 

culture of bride price payment and the ethnic unrest. The former is practiced in 

various societies in the country since the pre-colonial past until today while the 

latter erupted in the period from 1999 to 2003. 

While research may claim that aspects like literacy and the poor economic 

status of the country are to be blamed for the low status of women, it is 

important to highlight cultural elements that hinder efforts the country’s 

government and non government organizations are undertaking to address 

gender inequality and female empowerment. In the early years of the country as 

an independent state, only a few women entered the work force as secretaries, 

teachers and later as administrators, mainly in the junior level of the 

government administration and other private sector organizations.  

 

On the contrary, there was an increase in domestic violence because women 

were out of the home a lot of the time and therefore unable to look after 

domestic affairs. It was also caused by the change in environment as the family 

moved from a communal setting to a nuclear setting. As previously highlighted, 
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this gave men privacy to vent their anger on their wives without fear of being 

criticized by a relative.  

 

Domestic violence was common in Solomon Islands in both pre-conflict and 

post-conflict years. In respective matrilineal and patrilineal societies like 

Guadalcanal island and Malaita island where bride price payment is practiced it 

is the cultural understanding that when a bride-price is given upon marriage the 

woman in question and the off-springs that ensue from that union belong to the 

husband’s family and clan. This creates domestic patriarchy as this system 

emphasized on the role of the man as the ‘protector’ , ‘boss’ and ‘owner’ of the 

home. In such a scenario, a woman is obligated to meet the expectations of her 

husband and his family.  

 

With domestic patriarchy existing in the pre-colonial family, the wave of 

colonialism brought with it the concepts of the ‘Christian wife’ and the 

‘Victorian woman’. The Christian wife is expected to be subservient to her 

husband and to play a ‘supportive’ role and likewise the Victorian woman is 

expected to preoccupy herself with domestic issues. A woman’s role is now 

relegated to the domestic arena and believed to be inferior to men in leadership 

and decision-making. 

 

Such strong cultural norms can only be changed through a radical shift in 

society’s perception. In the Solomon Islands efforts of women to gain 

representation in the political level were condemned by men and even women 

themselves. The general population themselves believe that women belong to 

the private sphere.  
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Solomon Islands rural area harbors 80% of the population. This means 80% of 

the potential human resources of the country are still illiterate. These areas still 

uphold Christian and colonial perceptions of the past and the gender roles and 

expectations thereof. This has a huge impact on the contemporary society’s 

perception on women’s roles.  

 

What should be noted is that the concept of women’s secondary status was not 

a completely pre-colonial legacy but arose with the changes that came during 

the wave of colonialism. While acknowledging that the pre-colonial past had 

existing gender social structures, these were unwritten. They existed as a 

cultural lifestyle. The move into colonialism made them more pronounced as 

education was introduced and people started to become literate and norms were 

imposed on society structures. Ensuing generations were born and subsumed 

into the new gendered framework. 

 

The second agent of change was ethnic tension. In this scenario, land ownership 

was the prime issue of the conflict. There are other conflicting factors that 

contributed to the tension however this approach focuses on the land aspect. 

With the advent of colonialism, rural-urban migration to Guadalcanal island 

increased. Inter-marriage between men from Malaita and women from 

Guadalcanal became popular. 

 

When a woman from a matrilineal society marries a man from a patrilineal 

society, inevitably conflict rises. For example, a family with a Guadalcanal 

mother and a Malaita father will have land rights in both Malaita and 

Guadalcanal. They will often choose to reside in Guadalcanal to have access to 

Honiara city and the opportunities offered. What then often took place is that 
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men from the patrilineal society assumed rights to the land of their matrilineal 

based spouses. Indigenous Guadalcanal people resented this as they realize that 

inter-marriage brought a new generation who own land from both islands. 

 

Clans that sought prosperity on Guadalcanal came with different values and 

practices. This would lead to a clash of cultures and resentment among 

Guadalcanal people due to other ethnicities imposing their values on them as 

the host community. For instance, where Malaitans settle, their patrilineal 

values were super-imposed on the Guadalcanal matrilineal values. This resulted 

in a resentment of the new hegemony. Coupled with the fact that a majority of 

local businesses in the country are owned by indigenous Malaita people, 

Guadalcanal people felt that their land was being ruled by outsiders. They 

therefore initiated a catalytic move that brought the whole country to its knees. 

Women’s vulnerability was taken advantage of during the period of ethnic 

unrest.  

 

Reports of sexual violence in Solomon Islands often fail to pinpoint the fact that 

the extreme level of sexual violence on women and girls reported 

internationally are linked directly to the period of 1999 to 2003. Whilst noting 

that violence against women existed in pre-tension years, the tension served to 

exacerbate it. Though the years have passed, after-effects still linger in society. 

Women are still vulnerable and public perception on the role of women remains 

biased toward the private sphere. Therefore, in order to raise the status of 

women in Solomon Islands today, there needs to be a fundamental change in 

the way culture is perceived and organized in society. 
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VIII. Conclusion and Implications 

A. Conclusion 

 

To tackle gender inequality in Solomon Islands, it is important to identify the 

root causes that create the barriers and challenges women face. These root 

causes lay in the historical changes that occur within the socio-cultural 

framework of these diverse island societies. The three periods of study were 

platforms that brought into light elements that behave as agents of change. 

 

There exists vast disparity between men and women, girls and boys in aspects 

of life such as education, health and nutrition, access to economic assets and 

resources, political opportunity and freedom from coercion and violence. 

Women and girls are subjected to inequality not only in the public sphere but 

also in the private sphere such as the home and in their intimate relationships.  

 

In pre-colonial times patriarchy existed in patrilineal societies like Malaita 

island where the leadership system and land tenure system is controlled and 

dominated by men. Likewise, though matrilineality is present in nearly half of 

Solomon Islands, elements of patriarchy can be detected in societies like 

Guadalcanal island. This is evident in the practice of instating male chiefs in the 

maternal lineage and the role of the spokesperson who make decisions on 

behalf of their sisters on land issues. These structures became ‘doorways’ or 

platforms for change when colonialism entered the country. 

Introduction of Christianity and colonial governance in the 1800s served to alter 

gender relations in society. The Christian norms and values introduced during 
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this era re-defined existing gender roles and perceptions in both matrilineal and 

patrilineal setting. British colonial administration introduced a new form of 

social organization that alienated women from leadership and land. These 

changes emphasized the private and public spheres of gender segregation. With 

the move into a cash economy, women were expected to remain at home and 

men were expected to leave home to earn money. Such changes caused women 

to become economically dependent on men.  

The colonial period also introduced mass rural-urban migration. People from 

the patrilineal island of Malaita traveled to the matrilineal island of Guadalcanal 

to find employment. Inter-marriage then took place between men from Malaita 

and women from Guadalcanal. This connection created a hegemony that caused 

negative feelings in indigenous Guadalcanal people who resented the fact that 

Malaita people are now controlling their resources. Hence the seeds of the 

ethnic war were born.  

The ethnic war between these two islands escalated in Guadalcanal island. 

Considering that this island harbors the capital of the Solomon Islands, the 

impacts were felt nationally. Many women and young girls were physically and 

mentally abused and murdered. Whilst the conflict served to increase the rate of 

violence against women it is apparent that incidences of violence against 

women were already prevalent in society particularly in the domestic arena. 

Research highlighted that the roots of domestic violence are embedded in the 

cultural practices of Solomon Islands, particularly the system of bride price 

payment. The ethnic tension was merely a factor that served to aggravate 

existing gender-based discrimination against women in Solomon Islands. All 

these factors brought to light how patriarchy was enhanced and the 
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vulnerability of women and girls was attacked which undermined their 

confidence. 

It is apparent that the female segment of society has felt the negative brunt of 

many socio-cultural changes that render their previously affluent status in 

leadership, land ownership and knowledge insignificant. Through the 

imposition of social barriers women were pushed out of the public arena and 

marginalized into the private arena. The new socio-cultural environment 

deprived women on the opportunity to empower themselves. 

The root causes to the low status of women and girls today are deeply 

engrained in society’s socio-cultural conditioning. This is clearly the reason to 

why efforts by the SIG and NGOs to address gender equality and women 

empowerment are achieving shallow outcomes. Women still experience gender-

based discrimination, hopelessness, violence, and relative poverty and social, 

economic and political exclusion from active participation in the national 

development of the country. 

 

Moreover it has a follow-up effect as well because when there is gender 

inequality the development efforts of the country are also affected. Women 

make up 50% of the workforce of the country. While there has been much 

progress in terms of gender equality and empowerment of women in recent 

years much more needs to be done, as entrenched gender disparities remain a 

major driver to poverty in the country.  

 

Men and women in the Solomon Islands need to be empowered across 

economic, social, religious and political spheres to understand their cultural 

past and the historical and present changes that affect society. A complete 
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societal empowerment in both rural and urban areas will serve to administer 

changes to existing gender inequality and improve the status of women and 

girls in this island country. 

 

Societies in this island country are different from other societies in the world. 

What may work for another country may not work for the Solomon Islands. 

Each country is unique and has its own cultural diversity. The diversity of the 

Solomon Islands needs to be analyzed carefully to understand how the society 

is historically structured in order to identify the roots of inequality between men 

and women. Understanding what caused the low status of Solomon Islands 

women today will open the doorway to implement effective measures to 

address the problem and elevate the status of the female segment of our society. 

In other words, only by knowing our past can we be able to change the future. 

 

B. Implications 

1. Education: A Key to Unlocking the Roots of Gender Inequality  

Efforts to address gender inequality in the Solomon Islands though based on 

national and international best practices and principles have not been effective 

because gender inequality in the country have strong cultural roots. While well 

meaning policies, strategies and programmes are implemented to tackle the 

barriers to empowerment of women and girls in society, clear outcomes are 

dubious. Literacy is the key to unlocking the roots of gender in equality 

presently pervasive in society. 
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There is no better way to rid society of gender stereotypes that are culturally 

woven than to open the minds of both men and women to new academic 

ideologies and perspectives that arose in the 21st century. Just as ideologies 

were imposed upon the indigenous people in colonial times to reform their 

existing traditions and bring them together as a nation under one identity and 

one religion, the same can be done today.  

Given the dynamic changes the world is going through today in social, 

economic, political and religious arenas, it is time for small island countries like 

the Solomon Islands to know these changes, understand them and implement 

them in society. It is apparent that the country still lives with the perceptions of 

the colonial era. Much of the barriers that are inbuilt in society which hinder 

women from utilizing their potential and therefore hinder development and 

progress in the country are driven by powerful perceptions rooted in the 

colonial era.  

Scholars may argue that empowering women is the key to gender equality. The 

question remains, what level of empowerment do we mean? Gender advocates 

state that in order for gender equality to be realized women have to be 

empowered. While this is applicable to many developing countries like the 

Solomon Islands, it is a hindrance to achieving gender equality as we fail to 

address both sides of the coin. 

Developing countries like this country have very low literacy levels which 

mean both men and women are illiterate. If we tend to narrow our focus merely 

toward the female sex without taking into account the male sex we are only 

addressing one side of the problem. Educating women on knowing their 

potential is not enough. Men should also be empowered in society. 
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Development is a collective effort and when both sexes are like minded and 

share a common purpose and direction, positive impacts can be achieved in the 

country. 

Moreover, a 2006 International Monetary Fund survey (Smee & Woodroffe, 

2013) concluded that when both genders do not utilize their full intellectual 

potential to harness available resources then poverty will continue to exist in 

the society. In other words, gender inequality is a barrier to tackling poverty 

among men, women, boys and girls. It is therefore imperative to realize that the 

changes in society are interactive and inter-related. The 21st century 

phenomenon of globalization has impacted all countries regardless of distance 

or development status. 

In order for the Solomon Islands to develop and combat poverty the people 

have to realize that poverty is not caused solely by internal factors, it is also 

caused by external factors counted under the over-arching banner of 

‘globalization’. Globalization is a process of interaction and integration among 

people, organizations and governments of different countries, a process driven 

by international trade and investment and aided by information technology. The 

processes involved have both positive and negative effects on a country’s 

environment, culture, political systems, economic development and prosperity 

and on human physical well-being.  

Men and women should be tailored to understand that when one half of the 

population is disadvantaged, the country cannot move forward, much less 

develop. And the negative impact will be felt by both men and women. Deeply 

rooted patriarchal structures such as found in this island country are very rigid 

and cannot be changed over a short time period. Both men and women ought to 
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be ‘conditioned’ to understand that having women in leadership does not mean 

men are being relegated to a lesser role. Leadership and decision making at any 

level of government is a complementary effort that works for the good will of 

any social setting.  

 

What is important for the Solomon Islands is for awareness of development to 

be streamlined. People though educated have stereotypical mindset regarding 

the role of men and women. There needs to be surplus knowledge and 

awareness, or in other words, education on key principles relating to why 

women should be involved in development. Men and women themselves do not 

understand the immense changes women can bring to the country when they 

work in equal partnership with the men.  

 

It is not enough to make education more widely available; the quality of 

education also needs to be improved. The poor quality of education in Solomon 

Islands often fails to teach students to analyze information or think innovatively. 

Gender sensitivity is a key aspect of the quality of education. Educational 

systems whether in formal or informal settings should be sensitive to the 

specific needs of both genders.  

It is clear that 80% of the population in the country live in rural areas. They 

may have received basic education that entails learning to read and write and do 

basic calculations however this is almost similar to the level of education given 

during the colonial era. It is important to note that the large concentration of the 

country’s population in the rural areas indicates the extreme low level of 

awareness, exposure and contact 80% of men and women have with the 
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changing ideologies and cultures that transverse with the impact of 

globalization.  

Practical and analytical approaches such as those based on Amartya Sen’s 

capability approach need to be stream-lined into educational processes. 

Education in this sense is not restrictive to formal educational processes but 

includes mainstreaming awareness to society through other formal and informal 

institutional processes. With humanity’s advance in information and knowledge 

comes empowerment and therefore a shift in the socio-cultural perceptions of 

men and women however deeply rooted they may be. Having said that, 

proactive measures have to be taken to implement any vision for change in 

society. 

 

 

2. Gender Responsive Budget Initiatives: A Tool to Mainstreaming 

Gender Equality 

If education is the key to unlocking the roots of gender inequality there is a 

need for awareness to happen at all levels of development in the country. A 

practical way forward is for the Solomon Islands Government to implement 

Gender-Responsive Budget Initiatives (GRBI). This system has been carried 

out by other countries in the Pacific regions like Samoa, the Republic of the 

Marshall Islands and Fiji with the aim of achieving gender equality in society 

by using the government budgeting system as a mainstreaming tool.  

Gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) analyzes how governments raise and 

spend public money, with the aim of securing gender equality in decision-

making about public resource allocation, and gender equality in the distribution 
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of the impact of government budgets, both in their benefits and in their burdens 

(Sharp,2004).  

GRBI’s are evaluated along 3 sub-goals:  

a) To raise awareness and understandings of gender issues in budgets and 

policies; 

b) To promote greater government transparency and accountability for its 

budgetary and policy impacts on gender equality; 

c) To change budgets and policies so that gender equality is promoted and, 

in doing so, to reflect the needs and interests of both men and women 

and different groups of men and women. 

 

A country’s government budget is a powerful tool for change. It has an 

important influence on the social and economic well-being of small island 

countries like the Solomon Islands. As stated by OECD (2001), “the budget is 

the single most important policy document of governments. It is a mirror, 

expressed in financial terms, of the social and economic policies pursued by a 

country. It is through the budget that policies are transformed from ‘paper 

promises’ into practice.” (p.3). 

The Government of the Solomon Islands has two national budgeting structures, 

the Development Budget and the Recurrent Budget. The former is applicable 

for the GRBI as it directly caters to the development processes of the 

government. With the incorporation of gender budgeting in to the Development 

Budget process of the government the following areas will be addressed 

nationally: 
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a) Budgets will be conceived, planned, approved, executed, monitored, 

analyzed and audited in a gender sensitive way.  

b) Analysis of government’s actual expenditure and revenue on women 

and girls compared to expenditures on men and boys. 

c) Help government to decide how policies need to be made, adjusted and 

re-prioritized. 

d) It will be a tool for effective policy implementation where one can 

check if the allocations are in line with policy commitments and are 

having the desired impact. 

The rationale to why the Solomon Islands Government should integrate gender 

perspective to its budgeting and policies vary. However, though the rationale 

maybe convincing, positive impacts can only be realized with persistence, time 

and political will. As highlighted by Mackay and Bilton (2003), “It is a long-

term strategy to frame policies (and their funding) in terms of the realities of 

people’s daily lives, and to change organizational cultures and structures 

accordingly” (p.2). 

 

Firstly, GRBIs compose an application of gender mainstreaming that will 

contribute to the national priorities of the government to improve performance 

by infiltrating the government’s bureaucratic systems and processes to better 

serve the public more effectively. Being a long-term process designed to 

change the way things are done, this system will offer a different vision and 

approach to the national government’s budgetary and policy decision-making 

processes and outcomes (Sharp, ibid). 
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Secondly, GRBI’s will contribute to equity and economic efficiency. This 

system will provide a mechanism for examining inputs, activities, outputs and 

outcomes of government interventions and essential feedback for making 

adjustments. Take for instance a situation whereby female small business 

entrepreneurs are identified as missing out on training and assistance compared 

to their male counterparts. Such a case is both inequitable and inefficient as it is 

unfair that women’s opportunities to support their families and earn income are 

less than those of men and hence ought to be addressed accordingly (Sharp, 

ibid). However, if gender mainstreaming concerns are involved in budgeting 

and planning processes of government, inequitable distribution of resources can 

be proactively addressed. 

 

Thirdly, GRBIs are based on the notion of good governance as they supports 

the public administration theory that goods and services are delivered to people 

in a fair, efficient and effective way through the principles of transparency, 

accountability and participation (Sharp, ibid). Hewitt and Mukhopadhyay 

(2002) supports this assumption by highlighting that, “Good governance is an 

important component of sustainable human development and poverty 

alleviation in that it widens opportunities through making information 

accessible and available (transparency), decreases the incentives for 

corruption and mismanagement through calling government to task 

(accountability) and supports a more participatory approach to the design, 

implementation and evaluation of policies and programs” (p.58). 

 

Currently many SIG policies and commitments to promote gender equality in 

the country have floundered because they lack strong government backing and 

baselines. They remain paper promises because they have not been integrated 
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into the budgetary decision-making processes of government and their funding 

partners. By using best practices of other Pacific countries that have 

implemented GRBI, a GRBI framework can be tailored to the unique context of 

the Solomon Islands.  

 

However, to ensure positive impacts, the dynamics surrounding factors such as 

a country’s gender equality foundation, policies, budgetary institutions, actors, 

politics and their feedback effects with the strategies of the GRBI are key 

determinants to a sustainable gender responsive budget initiative in the 

Solomon Islands.  
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Abstract 

The Solomon Islands is a country that fares amongst the worst in the world in 

terms of gender equality. The World Bank reported that this island country 

experiences the highest incidence of ‘Violence against Women’ within the 

Pacific Region.  

Contemporary society is male dominant with the majority of leadership roles in 

decision making settings in the family, village, provincial government level and 

national government level held predominantly by men. 

The research uses a socio-cultural approach to dig into the three periods of pre-

colonialism, colonialism and post-colonialism to identify aspects in the socio-

cultural environment that gave rise to the low status of women in the Solomon 

Islands today. By studying literature from a variety of discourses, this paper 

compiles a comprehensive representation of the experiences of women in these 

three periods. 

The analysis particularly examines the pre-colonial practices of leadership and 

land inheritance within the patrilineal setting of Malaita island and the 

matrilineal setting of Guadalcanal island. Research states that during the pre-

colonial times women enjoyed a comparatively higher status in leadership and 

decision making.  

However this was severely undermined during the onset of colonialism when 

Christian missionaries introduced foreign concepts to these island societies by 

emphasizing the public and private gender divide in men and women’s roles. 

The introduction of private land ownership by the colonial administrators also 

played a part in alienating women from the land. Such changes brought into 
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existence the cash economy that set off rural-urban migration particularly from 

other islands to Guadalcanal island where the capital city of the Solomon 

Islands is located. 

The country gained independence in 1978 and elected numerous governments 

that tried to empower women by signing up to national, regional and 

international instruments on women’s rights and gender equality. However the 

ethnic uprising of 1999-2003 caused by cultural differences between the people 

of Malaita and Guadalcanal gave rise to an increased rate of violence against 

women. Coupled with the existing gender disparity in the country, the rate of 

violence committed against women and girls during this period served to 

severely implicate the status of women in the Solomon Islands to the present 

day. 

An old adage states that “You never know where you are going until you know 

where you are coming from”. This means that everything we are is built upon 

the past; a society’s historical political, social and religious attitudes affect the 

present. Hence, in order to address gender inequality and understand how the 

society we live in came to be, it is imperative to return through history and 

discover what happened. 
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I. Introduction 

“The problem is not a lack of practical ways to address gender inequality but 

rather a lack of change on a large and deep enough scale to bring about a 

transformation in the way societies conceive and organize men’s and women’s 

roles, responsibilities ,and control over resources” (United Nations Millennium 

Task Force on Education and Gender Equality). 

In terms of allocating power, delegating responsibility and demanding equality 

in any given society, there has always been an underlying bias towards the 

male segment of society. Such behavior has served to pave the way for 

imbalance in gender equality between men and women. Understanding where 

this way of thinking comes from is an important aspect in the struggle to 

eliminate gender inequality. In the Solomon Islands, a patriarchal pattern has 

been passed down from generation to generation; what we fail to see is the 

reason for this pattern. 

This island country has one of the highest rates of gender inequality worldwide 

and the highest incidence rate of ‘Violence against Women’ in the Pacific 

region (World Bank, 2012). The country has signed up to international 

declarations such as the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).It is even party to international 

agendas like the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and has acceded 

to human rights norms and principles of gender equality nationally, regionally 

and internationally. However, these actions have yet to achieve positive impacts 

in the country. Gender inequality clearly is a problem the country needs to 

address seriously to ensure equal representation in decision making at all levels 

of institutional development. 
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The Solomon Islands belong to the Melanesian group of islands of the South 

Pacific. Scholars of Melanesian studies have long been intrigued by the 

apparent social and cultural diversity of this island country. The country is a 

sovereign state made up of villages, islands and cultural identities based on 

language and clan groupings (Allen, 1981).National identity is a recent 

phenomenon created by colonialism and maintained through post-independence 

institutions, however the cement holding the country together is clearly 

fractured along the lines of island and cultural identity. 

Before European contact the culture of these islanders evolved through 

economic, social and political interactions between island tribal and clan 

ethnicities. This brought into existence a set of norms, values and institutions 

that guide social organization and particularly gender relations in society. 

Traditionally, gender relations in the Solomon Islands is structured along 

matrilineal and patrilineal lineage systems. Women born in matrilineal societies 

have a strong influence in leadership and decision-making while their 

counterparts in patrilineal societies enjoy lesser privileges (Maetala, 2008). 

Europeans discovered these islands in the 16th century. The discovery of these 

islands was the beginning of dynamic structural changes for these islanders. 

Christian missionaries and colonial administrators reformed the existing 

political, social, economic and religious frameworks of these societies. Changes 

particularly arose from an incorporation of socio-cultural elements from both 

the imposed British and indigenous Solomon Islands pre-colonial society 

structures. Many of these hybrid social systems have particularly affected 

women negatively as colonialism served to reinforce patriarchal elements from 

‘western’ and ‘indigenous’ systems and emerge with new forms of sexism 

(Emecheta, 1979). 
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Gender disparity increased in the post independence period as incidences of 

domestic violence increased due to cultural factors such as bride price payment. 

However, violence against women was exacerbated during the national ethnic 

war from 1999 to 2003. The ethnic war affected women and girls severely as 

many of them were raped, abused and mistreated. This gave rise to 

psychological and physical trauma, not to mention unwanted pregnancies 

(Fangalasu, Maetala, Rodi, Vota & Wickham, 2011). 

Sociological research carried out by anthropologists merely focused on 

interpreting different socio-cultural phenomena instead of examining the 

intricacies of power-play in society and women’s status in leadership and 

decision-making. This study will provide a valuable historical analysis on 

gender based power-play in Solomon Islands society. 

The study utilizes secondary historical, archival and documentary sources from 

a number of different disciplinary angles including history, sociology, women’s 

studies, international studies and anthropology. Each discipline lends a different 

perspective in determining various ways socio-cultural changes have impacted 

gender relations in society.  

By analyzing different view-points, the paper compiles a comprehensive 

representation of the experiences of women in pre-colonial, colonial and post-

colonial (post-independence) Solomon Islands. It aims to discover how these 

experiences have served to create the low status of women and girls in the 

contemporary society. 

Therefore, to analyze changes that have affected women in these three time 

periods, it is important to use a socio-cultural approach. This approach 
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investigates the impact of cultural development on people. Culture has many 

definitions; however the formulation that envelops this research approach 

constructively is emphasized by Kavaliku (2005) who pointed out that “Culture 

is a dynamic reality which changes either gradually or rapidly over time. A 

system that changes with each new idea, new generation, new development and 

each new interaction with other cultures and/or peoples” (p.23).  

This definition embraced the concept that living cultures are the legacies of our 

past, the ideas of our present and the hopes for our future. Therefore, in trying 

to understand our contemporary culture, it is essential to understand our 

historical legacies. 

The next section offers an over-view of Solomon Islands country context. By 

highlighting the cultural and geographical diversity of this island country, the 

paper brings to attention the fact that though it is a small island country; its 

diverse cultures makes it a unique case-study. 

 

II. The Country Context: Solomon Islands 

The country of Solomon Islands is an archipelago of mountainous volcanic 

islands and low-lying coral atolls which altogether form approximately 990 

islands located in the South-western Pacific. It contains a diverse and dynamic 

culture and ethnicity, within its 28,400 kilometer square land area and estimated 

550,000 population divided into over 70 distinct indigenous language groups. 

English is the official language while ‘Pidgin’ is the functional national 

language (lingua franca). The dominant religion is Christianity with 97.5% of 

the total population practicing it.  
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Solomon Islands gained independence from Britain and became a sovereign 

state in 1978. The country is officially segregated into nine (9) provinces, 

namely Malaita Province, Choiseul Province, Renbel Province, Temotu 

Province, Central Province, Western Province, Isabel Province, Makira/Ulawa 

Province and Guadalcanal Province. The capital city which is called Honiara is 

located on Guadalcanal island.  

In terms of land area and population, this country is one of the largest Pacific 

Island countries within the region (Moore, 2013).Approximately 20% of the 

country’s total population reside in urban areas in the capital city and the 

provincial towns while the majority live in the rural areas (Solomon Islands 

Census Report, 2009).The country is primarily of Melanesian cultural affinity, 

however approximately 4% and 2% of the population are of Polynesian and 

Micronesian ethnicity respectively. 

Interestingly still, the Melanesian population itself is composed of different 

ethnicities as is evident by the different languages spoken throughout the 

islands. Bigger islands like Guadalcanal, Malaita, Isabel, New Georgia and 

Makira cannot be termed as homogenous entities in their own setting. Each 

island is demarcated by different language groups that are unique in themselves. 

Melanesia has been revealed as the home of about one-third of mankind’s 

languages and considering how languages are crucial in defining discrete 

cultures this indicates that the region itself harbors more than a thousand means 

of doing things socially, economically, politically and religiously (Trompf, 

1991).  

Hence, if we are to use language as a benchmark in determining a culture, then 

the fact that Solomon Islands itself has more than 70 languages, which therefore 
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includes more than 70 different ways of doing things socially, economically, 

politically and religiously, shows that there are more than 70 different cultural 

strains in the country. 

It is eminently clear that accurate generalizations about Solomon Islands 

traditional cultures are very difficult to make. While being globally 

insignificant in terms of size, Solomon Islands as a country is comparatively 

more diverse socio-culturally. 

 

III. Over-view of the General Situation of Women 

Gender composition of the country shows that the total male population 

constitutes more than 51.7% of the total population while females make up 

48.3% respectively. Obviously, females account for nearly half the total 

population (Solomon Islands Census Report, 2009). 

Recent in-country assessments undertaken showed that despite commitments of 

the Solomon Islands government (SIG) to promote gender equality, the 

conditions surrounding women’s empowerment remains an ongoing challenge.  

There exists significant gender inequality in society though the extent differs 

greatly in different contexts. Substantial barriers to women’s equality are 

present in current social norms, values and practices that are influenced by the 

pre-colonial and colonial past as well as post-colonial modernization.  

A lack of consistent and cooperative policy commitment and program 

investment by the government, donors, non-government organizations (NGOs) 
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toward gender equity goals and support services for empowering women has 

contributed to their poor status today.  

National perspective also plays a part in monopolizing the approach to 

women’s empowerment. Women’s status in Solomon Islands tends to be 

evaluated more in terms of community and nation building, and rather poorly in 

terms of their potential economic and political contribution. Women’s potential 

economic and political contribution and empowerment seems to be a neglected 

issue in the national development policy environment. 

More so, Solomon Islands lacks required data to measure its Gender 

Development Index (GDI). The GDI is an international measurement that 

calculates average life expectancy, levels of education and livelihood. 

Apparently the measurement is not available for the country. However, the 

country is ranked 123 out of 176 countries on the Human Development Index 

(HDI). This is one of the lowest measurement in the Pacific Region; noting that 

it is lower than the regional average itself. 

Further still, according to the United Nations, Solomon Islands is categorized as 

a Least Developed Country (LDC). An LDC exhibits the lowest indicators of 

socio-economic development, with the lowest Human Development Index 

ratings of all countries in the world. LDCs suffer conditions of extreme poverty, 

ongoing and widespread conflict (including civil war or ethnic clashes), 

extensive political corruption, and a lack of political and social stability (World 

Intellectual Property Organization,n.d). This criterion illustrates well the 

development state of Solomon Islands today. 
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The next section outlines the level of gender inequality Solomon Islands faces 

today according to the five important dimensions of women’s empowerment: 

1.Economic participation, 2. Economic opportunity, 3. Political empowerment, 

4.Educational attainment and; 5.Health and well-being (Lopez-Claros, A & 

Zahidi, S, 2005). 

 

1. Economic Participation 

Economic participation of women refers to their presence in the workforce in 

quantitative terms. This is essential to lower uneven levels of poverty among 

women. It is also an important step to raising household income and 

encouraging development in the country. 

 

According to the Solomon Islands Millennium Development Goals (MDG) 

Progress Report (2010), 22.7% of the population lives on less than US$1/day. 

The majority of people living in poverty are women and children. In 2007, over 

56% of married women reported earning no income at all. 

 

An in-country scoping mission undertaken by the Australian Agency for 

International Development (AusAID) in 2008 (Hutchens,2008) reported that 

women account for only 30% of the overall public service workforce and 60% 

of this women are occupying junior level positions. This contributes to the low 

level of gender equality in decision making settings of the government.  

  

2. Educational Attainment 

Education is a fundamental prerequisite to empowering women and girls in all 

areas of society. Without attaining education that is of comparable quality to 
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men and boys; women and girls are unable to access well-paid formal sector 

jobs.  

 

The literacy rate in Solomon Islands is reportedly one of the lowest among the 

Pacific Island countries. Out of a total of 118,638 illiterate people, 65,797 are 

women (Maetala, 2008). The gender gap in education becomes increasingly 

wider the higher the grade. For instance, out of a total population of young men 

aged 18, 47 percent are enrolled while only 34 percent of young women are 

enrolled. Interestingly still, in 2009, only 30 percent of government 

scholarships were awarded to female students (JICA, 2010). 

 

The educational environment itself is not favorable to the needs of young girls 

and women. Gender roles and stereotypes are a hindrance to many women and 

girls who have the ability to excel in their academic aspirations. Most of the 

secondary boarding schools around the island provinces allocate more 

dormitories for boys compared to girls. Therefore, girls from rural areas have 

extremely limited access to attend schools located in other islands. 

 

In addition, scholarship programmes offered by the government to undertake 

studies in over-seas educational institutions do not provide extra financial 

assistance to help women who have children (NGO Report on Status of Women 

in Solomon Islands, 2012). This prevents young women from applying for 

scholarships or pursuing their studies even when they are awarded a scholarship 

as the bulk of childcare responsibilities lay on their shoulders. Hence, when 

young people have families, the husband or male partner applies for and is 

awarded the scholarship while the wife or female partner remains home to care 

for their children. 
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3. Economic Opportunity 

This dimension focuses on situations where women may gain employment with 

relative ease however the problem is that their employment is either 

concentrated in poorly paid or unskilled job ‘ghettoes’, characterized by the 

absence of upward mobility and opportunity. The Solomon Islands perform 

poorly in this case.  

 

The country’s Labor Act (1996.ed.) does not include informal laborers, self-

employed and domestic workers as workers with full rights. This unjustly 

affects women, as 70% of them are employed in the informal sector where their 

area of work can be quite risky. Without protection, women’s employment is 

often exploitative and insecure. 

 

In addition, women’s lack of access to education, and lower educational 

attainment results in reduced access to formal employment and decent work. 

According to a Demographic and Health Survey carried out in 2007, only 

33.4% of married women received cash income. 

 

Moreover, even when women are able to access employment, there are no laws 

mandating equal pay for equal work. For instance, a female NGO employee 

reported that she earns less than 50% of what her male colleagues earn for the 

same job (World Vision Baseline Report, 2012). Unjust situations like this 

results in women earning very low salaries that they are unable to meet even 

basic expenses (NGO Report on status of women in Solomon Islands, ibid). 

 

The Government’s Public Service Gender Orders stipulates that female Public 

Service employees are entitled to 100% of their salaries while on maternity 
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leave (Labor Act, 1996). However, this is not codified in legislation and so 

women who are employed in the private sector do not enjoy the same benefits 

available to their counterparts employed in the public sector. 

 

4. Political Empowerment 

This area relates to the equitable representation of women in both informal and 

formal decision-making structures and their voice in the formulation of policies 

affecting their societies. The Constitution of the Solomon Islands provides for 

equal eligibility for citizens to vote and equality in political representation.  

 

However, there are many cultural barriers that hinder women from enjoying 

their political rights. For instance, during a Young Women’s Christian 

Association (YWCA) workshop carried out with youths in the Western 

Province, it was discovered that people in their communities are usually 

persuaded by the senior males in the family on which political candidate they 

ought to vote (World Vision Baseline Report, ibid). 

 

Moreover,the participation of women in major decision-making bodies like 

Parliament has been lacking with the country having only two women 

parliamentarians since becoming a sovereign state 35 years ago. To date, only 

two females have been elected as Members of Parliament in the country’s 50-

seat Parliament Office. At the provincial level, only six females have been 

elected as provincial members to date (Solomon Islands National Women’s 

Policy, 1998). While within the Solomon Islands Government ministry highest 

ranking portfolios there are currently only three female permanent secretaries 

and four female under-secretaries (Solomon Islands National Women’s Policy, 

ibid). 
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5. Health and Well-being 

This dimension of empowerment refers to women’s access to sufficient 

nutrition, healthcare and reproductive facilities and issues to fundamental safety 

and integrity. The most recent disability survey carried out in 2005 showed that 

45% of the disability populations are women. The total fertility rate is 

reportedly 4.5% and the infant mortality rate is 66 per 1000 live births 

(Solomon Islands MDG Report, ibid). 

 

The government and aid donors have built centers, clinics and aid posts in rural 

areas, however a lack of transportation means that these services are not 

accessible for many rural women. Moreover, these health facilities lack utilities 

and basic resources like plasters and pain relief medication. The lack of basic 

medical necessities such as these have negative impacts on the health and well-

being of women and children. 

 

The country has the 3rd highest rate of Violence against Women in the World 

(World Bank, ibid). An in-country Family Health and Safety Study undertaken 

in 2009 revealed that 64% of the women aged 15-49 had experienced physical 

or sexual violence (Secretariat of the Pacific Community, 2009). This is an 

aspect that inhibits women’s empowerment because there is no formal 

representation to voice women’s concerns at the major influential decision-

making bodies in both government and non-government arenas. 

 

It is obvious that the barrier to women’s active participation in leadership and 

decision-making in the private and public sectors lies within the cultural norms 

of the country. These norms define leadership and decision-making in settings 

of power and influence as the preserve of men. In the next chapter, this paper 
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will explore how gender roles of men and women were structured in society in 

the pre-colonial era. 

 

IV. Pre-Colonial Socio-Cultural Structures 

Studies in archaeology on the Solomon Islands culture are still very few. So far 

evidence of early inhabitants found in these islands date back to 3,500 years 

ago. The Solomon Islands pre-colonial history is preserved through oral 

tradition. Anthropological findings are scarce and those that are documented 

tend to generalize the diversity of this multi-ethnic country. 

 

A. Documenting History through Oral Tradition 

Before the westernization of its educational system, the Solomon Islanders 

passed knowledge from generation to generation through oratory methods like 

storytelling. Such oratories help to characterize the process of socialization. 

Each clan has its own body of myths, joke-telling and legends. Locals used oral 

tradition to interpret their cultural environment and to legitimize decision 

making in leadership, marriage, religion, conflict resolution and other aspects of 

society (Lindstrom & White, 1994).  

Therefore, a lack of historical documentation coupled with the fact that the 

majority of the preserved historical oral recollections tend to enshrine heroic 

exploits of men have somehow contributed to submerging knowledge on 

influential roles women held in pre-colonial times.  
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Within the oral history of the Solomon Islands, the recollections of ‘mighty 

heroes’ of bygone times are one of the paramount features in cultural history. 

These historical figures are usually portrayed in the powerful leadership roles of 

the ‘Chief’ and the ‘Big Man’. It is important to understand these prestigious 

roles as they have been instrumental in articulating women’s status in society. 

The next section will discuss these two leadership roles.  

 

B. The Chiefly System and the Big Man System  

In the pre-colonial past, there existed different forms of rule or government in 

the Solomon Islands. As Alasia (1989) explained, “Our forefathers had their 

own form of government before the arrival of European traders, black-birders, 

missionaries and colonialists. Leaders supervised their followers with strict 

traditional codes of behavior. There was no written constitution to blend 

together the rules of different lines, tribes, clans and islands. No single 

traditional leader was able to rule over all Solomon Islands” (p.139). 

Sahlins (1963) stated that the Big Man system is the leadership system 

practiced in Melanesian societies like the Solomon Islands whereas the chiefly 

system can be found in the Polynesian region. On the other hand, Sand (2002) 

highlighted that Shalins simplifies and neglects the ethnographic context of 

Melanesia. The power structure of Solomon Islands societies is much more 

complex. Both the Big Man and the Chief are embedded in different types of 

political organization. 

Sand’s argument is supported by Carrier (1992) who highlighted that the 

popularity of the Big Man system is a recent phenomenon, tailored to assume 
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the existing leadership structures of the Chief system. Carrier (ibid) pointed out 

that, “Linguistic and archaeological research suggests that the processes that 

produced the Melanesian big man had in fact been operating through the 

millennium preceding European invasion, as an older system of hereditary 

chiefdoms, in which the power of chiefs was based partly on external trade 

within political super communities, devolved into more involuted, fragmented, 

egalitarian social systems where competitive internal exchange prevailed” 

(p.187). 

In parts of the Solomon Islands where certain clans reside in villages around 

coastal areas, hereditary chiefs were significantly powerful before European 

invasion. The proximity to external contact invited external trade and exchange 

systems with neighboring islands. Therefore, as a result of foreign influence, 

power of hereditary chief systems eroded when European contact began (Burt, 

1981). 

By definition, the chief is an ascribed leader who gains power through 

hereditary means whereas the big-man is a leader who gains power through 

affluence. A woman can be a chief however the position of the ‘big-man’ is 

only for men. 

In the Solomon Islands culture chiefs are perceived as sacred people. Society 

believes that they are descended from gods, spirits or mythical forefathers and 

because of that they are regarded as a source of special powers. The most 

important of the latter is an ability to influence warfare, harvest, fertility and 

land in a positive way. This ideologically based position gives a strong 

justification to a chief's leadership.  
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In patrilineal tribes or societies, such as can be found in the islands of Malaita 

and Choiseul, when the old chief dies his son or sometimes a brother or a 

nephew will succeed him (Burt, 2001). In matrilineal societies in the islands of 

Guadalcanal and Isabel, the succession is based on the maternal lineage and the 

chief can be either a male or female born of the maternal reigning lineage 

(Hogbin, 1964). 

A ‘big-man’ on the contrary is a highly influential individual in the clan or 

society. Unlike the chief,’ ‘big men’ do not gain power by hereditary pedigree 

but by recognition through skilled persuasion and wisdom. They are voted in by 

the majority of the community or clan and normally selected on the basis of 

character and leadership qualities.  

The big-man normally has a large group of followers, both from his clan and 

from other clans and provides his followers with protection and economic 

assistance. In return for the help he renders, he receives support which he uses 

to increase his status in society. 

Maetala (ibid) also highlights the power relations shared between the chief and 

the big-man. She stated that the issues raised with the chief are generally related 

to murder, adultery and land disputes. However, it is the big-man who generally 

makes decisions on a daily basis while the chief is merely called upon to make 

decisions when the former is unable to act.  

This brings to light the argument by Sands (ibid) that the chief system was the 

earlier form of leadership in the islands until inter-clan and inter-island 

interactions and affiliations increased to bring forth the rise of the ‘big-man’. 

The big-man became rather prominent in the period of early European contact 
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and then during the eventual colonization of these islands. By then the chief and 

the big-man have learnt to co-exist alongside each other, with the latter 

becoming more powerful.  

Noting that the Solomon Islands culture is very complex and diverse, one 

cannot make an accurate analysis of the history of these two powerful 

leadership roles without doing a comprehensive study on all the islands. The 

big man system will have a great impact in undermining women’s status when 

these islands are taken over by colonial rule. 

Trying to ascertain women’s status in the pre-colonial past is a challenge. The 

best way to decipher the status of women in the pre-colonial era is to examine 

their roles in the patrilineal and matrilineal context.  

 

C. Patrilineality and Matrilineality in Pre-Colonial Solomon Islands 

While traces of the system exist subtly today, the patrilineal and matrilineal 

lineages were used to determine leadership succession and land inheritance in 

pre-colonial times.  

By definition, the patrilineal system is a system where an individual belongs to 

his or her father’s lineage and inheritance of property such as land and titles 

pass through the male line. On the contrary, the matrilineal system is a system 

that traces descent through the mother and maternal ancestors (Mair, 1953).  

In the Solomon Islands, tracing descent through these systems embrace 

leadership and inheritance of property such as leadership titles and land. Thus, a 
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woman in a matrilineal society is said to have more autonomy in terms of 

sexuality and reproduction than her counterpart in a patrilineal society. 

The contemporary provincial segregation of the country makes it easy to outline 

the areas where these lineage systems are practiced. This is because colonial 

and consequent post-colonial segregation of these islands into provincial 

entities were aligned accordingly. As such, the provinces of Malaita, Choiseul, 

Renbel and Temotu are known to have patrilineal societies while the provinces 

of Isabel, Central Islands, Western, Makira/Ulawa and Guadalcanal are 

identified with matrilineal societies.  

Before colonial modernization, these island societies were self sufficient and 

practiced subsistence life-styles. The basis of the economy was agriculture 

production and within the islands, there was intercommunity trading and even 

warring networks. Wealth was measured largely through ownership of land and 

certain societies had their distinct forms of traditional money. The basic roles 

men and women share in the pre-colonial era in the Solomon Islands were 

similar in both patrilineal and matrilineal society (Kwa’ioloa & Burt, 2012). 

The next section will delve separately into the socio-cultural organization of 

matrilineal and patrilineal societies. It will analyze aspects of titles and land 

inheritance in relation to the leadership positions of the chief and the big-man. 

This is essential as it will highlight the power relations between men and 

women during this period. While highlighting examples from other islands, the 

discussion will focus mainly on two of the large islands in Solomon Islands; the 

island of Malaita and the island of Guadalcanal. The former practices 

patrilineality and the latter is matrilineal. 
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D. Malaita Island – Social Organization in Patrilineal Society 

The name ‘Malaita Island’ is sometimes used to refer to the province of Malaita. 

The difference is that Malaita province is inclusive of Malaita island and the 

two atolls of Sikaiana and Ontong Java. These two atoll islands belong to 

Polynesian ethnicity. This study will focus on the main island of Malaita which 

is the largest island in this province. The people of Malaita share many aspects 

of their culture, although they are generally divided into ethnic groups along 

linguistic lines. Malaita island is home to many clans of Melanesian people 

with many different language groups and traditions. 

Malaita was, along with the other islands in the country, settled by 

Austronesian speakers between 3,500 and 5000 years ago. However, a 

chronology of its prehistory is difficult to establish due to a lack of 

archaeological studies (Moore, ibid). In the traditional account of the Kwara'ae 

society they believe that the island’s founding ancestor arrived around twenty 

generations before. He settled in the middle of Malaita, where he established 

their cultural norms. His descendents then dispersed to the lowland areas on the 

edges of the island (Burt, 2001). 

The reasons why patrilineal societies like Malaita place importance on tracing 

lineage through paternal descent vary. A son is more valued than a daughter as 

he will continue the line or clan. A daughter on the other hand is not so 

preferred because she will leave the family or clan when she gets married and 

from thence is perceived as belonging to her husband’s family and clan.  

In Malaita, the man is the protector of the woman, children and clan as a whole. 

Being the more physically strong, they are perceived as being more powerful. 
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They were the headhunters and warriors of times past and their status take 

precedence in society. 

 

Leadership in Malaita 

The chieftaincy in Malaita is usually passed through primogeniture where the 

eldest son of a chief will assume the role of chieftaincy if the present chief 

should die. Alasia (ibid) pointed out that ;“Pervasive ideology on Malaita 

island distinguishes three leadership roles: that of "priest," (aofia ) who acts as 

the religious officiant of the descent group ; that of "warrior-leader" ( ngwane 

ramo), a bounty hunter and fighting leader; and that of a secular leader (in the 

Northern Malaita dialect, (ngwane inoto/inito'o )” (p.139). 

These roles still exist today; however their importance has lessened with the 

onset of Christianity and colonial influence, though descendants of these lines 

can still claim authority in the community by virtue of belonging to that 

pedigree. Unlike the past when all three chiefly roles shared the same prestige, 

today only the role of the ‘ngwane inoto’ is prominent. What is important to 

note here is the role of the women in the reigning lineage. The mother, wife and 

the eldest daughter of the chief. 

The wife and mother of the chief play a supporting role to her son or husband 

and are recognized women of influence and prestige in the community and clan. 

She may not be allowed to participate in council meetings which is solely the 

prerogative of the elite males of the clan; however her influence in shaping the 

decision-making of the clan and society lies with her kinship to the leader. Her 
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close relationship with the ‘man of power’ gives her influence in the clan 

(T.Hite, personal communication, October 23, 2013). 

In the Langalanga Lagoon society in Malaita, the eldest son or daughter of the 

chief has the title of the ‘Fainaonao’. Nevertheless; this is not only relevant to 

the chiefly line. It encompasses the firstborn in all families of the clan. What is 

important to highlight here is the power women wield if they are the eldest 

child of a family. When the Fainaonao is a female she has the power to 

influence decisions in the family on behalf of her brothers. It does not matter if 

the clan is patrilineal; the fact that she is the eldest in the family gives her 

power to influence decision making (R.Cleven, personal communication, 

October 14, 2013). 

During important events such as marriage, funerals and discussions conflict 

resolution, when the female Fainaonao makes a decision, her male siblings do 

not have the right to revoke the decision because her word is ‘power’. If she 

says ‘yes’, it is a ‘yes’, if she says ‘no’, it is a no. Though the same cannot be 

said of women who are younger siblings in the family. 

Nevertheless, the above scenario is limited to females in positions of power. It 

does not give an insight on experiences of ordinary women in society. 

Knowledge on the influence women in overall hold can be garnered by 

assessing their relationship with the land. 

Woman’s Connection to Land in Patrilineal Society 

Land is an asset of security and wealth to the Solomon Islands’ people. Even 

the colonization and recent history of the country have not been able to change 

this attitude. The importance of land to the people is paramount as they see land 
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as the source of life, regeneration and wealth. It is of fundamental importance in 

the patrilineal culture for a man to have deep roots in his land.  

 

According to Corrin (2000) in patrilineal societies like Malaita island, a woman 

hardly speaks up in public when it comes to land decisions as men own the land 

and therefore make all decisions regarding the land. However, she has the 

responsibility to convince her husband to decide what is best for their sons.  

 

On the contrary, there are special cases whereby women in patrilineal societies 

also own land. This arises when the lady in question has no male siblings, thus 

the land is passed on to the female children, usually if she is the eldest daughter 

(Koian, 2007). Nonetheless she is expected to pass this land back to a male 

child when she is old. In the meantime, while the land is in her custody, she 

depends on her male cousins or uncles to speak on her behalf. 

 

In many cases, a woman who marries into a patrilineal society is a stranger of 

the clan as she is an outsider from another clan or from a neighboring village. 

Hence, she must create a strong bond with her mother in law in the first couple 

of years. The mother in law is in the best position to impart knowledge to her 

daughter in law regarding the clan she is marrying into. This will help the 

young woman gain information and knowledge about her husband’s clan land.  

 

Through this relationship she understands that in order for her family to survive 

and be recognized in her husband’s clan she must diligently observe the clan’s 

requirements, study her husband’s clan land boundaries and learn about how 

each piece of land can be used before setting out to use it. 
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The woman in time understands how decisions are made and knows when and 

how she can display some disagreements. When she bears sons to her 

husband’s clan she will in turn pass on her knowledge of her husband’s land to 

her sons. Her sons learn about their father’s land from their mother first as they 

are always with their mother up until the age of about 10 (Pollard, 2000).This 

shows that the primary influence in a son’s life in a patrilineal society is his 

mother. 

 

When her sons are growing up, she takes them out daily to show them where 

their land is. She leads by example through cultivating the land so that her sons 

know and feel the land they belong to and understand why they must protect it. 

The woman’s status now depends on her ability to raise her sons well and 

educate them on their prized asset, the land and meeting all other expectations 

from her husband’s people (Koian, ibid). As the main food producer of the 

family, she is always on the land. She knows the physical form of the land and 

over time would grow and acquaint herself with it spiritually.  

 

From this aspect, one can see that even though women from patrilineal societies 

do not own land, they are valued for their contribution in helping to keep the 

land within the clan; firstly by bearing male children who will help protect the 

land, and more importantly by cultivating the land. These women make gardens, 

fish in the river; gather fruits, nuts, herbs, eggs or other food from the wild. 

Through women’s contact with the land the men in the clan value women more. 

These women are the ones who carry the knowledge on the history of the clan 

because they remember the stories associated with land acquisition well.  
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Often sons would seek their mother’s or aunt’s advice on the clan’s history 

before they set out to discuss matters relating to their land. They also seek 

advice on the traditional processes involved (Naupo & Simo, 2008). Such 

scenarios depict the dynamics of gender roles and power play in patrilineal 

societies. Here, women’s level of influence in society and decision making is 

closely connected to the symbolism of the land.  

 

On the contrary, in matrilineal societies like Guadalcanal Island the inheritance 

of title and land rights is quite different from the Malaita Island. Chiefs are 

instated by virtue of being born in the maternal lineage and land inheritance is 

also claimed by the maternal line. The successive section will elaborate on the 

matrilineal system in Guadalcanal island. 

 

E. Guadalcanal Island – Social Organization in Matrilineal Society 

Guadalcanal island is the largest island in the archipelago and one of the most 

influential historically. Like Malaita island, it is home to a number of different 

languages and ethnic groups. According to the Kaoka speakers of Guadalcanal, 

all tribes originate from a woman called Koevasi who is credited with molding 

the first human being. This woman gave birth to five sons and five daughters. 

She married them off in pairs, and every wife became the ancestress of a 

separate tribe (Hogbin, ibid).  

The practices of matrilineality vary in different societies in Guadalcanal. 

Different societies have different understanding and interpretation regarding 

their matrilineal system. To some clans, the importance of matrilineality stems 
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from the principle that the maternal lineage is a genuine way to ensure the 

preservation of the ‘blood line’. 

Supporters of matrilineality state that it is not always possible to ascertain the 

purity of the lineage. Tracing it through male descent may not always guarantee 

the off-spring are biologically the son of the man since his wife may have sired 

the offspring through an indiscreet liaison with another man then falsely claim 

that the child is sired by her husband. Thus, the paramount importance 

matrilineal societies place in the system of maternal descent.  

Women in Guadalcanal island are held in high regard as they are viewed as the 

progenitors of the lineage and thus the clan. Women are often referred to as 

‘boss’. They are responsible for the continuance of a clan; the clan’s fate 

depends on the birth of a female child without whom there is little hope for a 

clan to maintain its ownership (Boydell, 2001). In this manner, matrilineality is 

connected to the succession of prestigious titles such as chiefs and preservation 

of land rights from one generation to the next. 

Traditionally, women in matrilineal societies occupied high positions and 

leadership roles. There were female chiefs, senior women of the clan and 

priestesses or ‘knowledge keepers’ who had power to make decisions 

concerning the affairs men are involved in such as war-fare, hunting and fishing. 

The practices of chieftaincy or power-holding within a lineage vary from clan 

to clan. In some matrilineal clans the eldest son of the eldest female lineage will 

be the chief (Naupa & Simo, ibid). However the next in line to succeed him will 

be a son of one of his sisters as it cannot be one of his sons. Therefore, whether 

the chief is male or female depends on what the clan elders mutually agree on. 
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This does not diminish the woman’s influence in this scenario and does not 

mean that women were not instated as chiefs. 

In the central region of the Guadalcanal, influential tribes like the Uluna tribe 

have female chiefs whom they call ‘Dakitaovia’. The title of the Dakitaovia is 

not only used for a female chief of the reigning lineage but is a title usually 

reserved for the wife of a chief (S.Rodie, personal communication, October 27, 

2013). This is a life time position of responsibility and women can be heads of 

clans, particularly if their mother was the previous clan head. 

In pre-colonial times, leadership in the Uluna tribe is vested on the first born of 

the reigning line. If the first born is a man he is the ‘Taovia’ which means 

‘chief’ whereas if the first born is a female she automatically assumes the 

leadership of the clan and becomes the ‘Dakitaovia’ which is the feminine 

equivalent of a chief (S. Rodie, ibid). 

In other matrilineal islands of the country like Isabel, Guadalcanal, Makira and 

Santa Ana, there were women leaders of the clan. Women heads of clans can 

also become members of the Council of Chiefs (CC) (Maetala, ibid). 

It is also essential to discover how ordinary women have influence in the 

society. This can be detected by analyzing the system of land inheritance. In 

contrast to Malaita, women in Guadalcanal own the land and therefore are 

responsible for land decisions in their clans. 

 

Woman’s connection to land in Matrilineal society 
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In Guadalcanal, land inheritance is passed on through the line of the woman 

and therefore it is the woman who owns the land. Women make decisions 

regarding land ownership, distribution and usage. This ownership gives them a 

relatively higher status in their clans compared to women in patrilineal 

communities.  

Unlike their counterparts in patrilineal societies, women in matrilineal societies 

do not have to leave the land they have known as children. Over the course of 

their lives they have studied their land and come to understand its value well 

(Fangalasu ,et al.,2011). This way they maintain the longest relationship with 

the land, as they become one with it.  

This system gives women more power as they do not have to move to another 

territory to start a new life like their counterparts in patrilineal societies. 

Moreover, these women do not have to learn a new culture and tradition. They 

are aware that their major responsibility is to manage the land so that it 

continues to provide for their family and clan.  

As land is transferred through the mother’s line, women exercise primary 

responsibility over it. Among the tribes in Guadalcanal, women exercise an 

indispensable role in lineage discussions and decision making in relation to 

wealth distribution, land cultivation and dispute settlement. Women look after 

descent property and their brothers play an advisory role. In this scenario men 

play a supportive role.  

In Guadalcanal traditional society, it is deemed logical that women should act 

as the primary caretakers of the land and children because they reside on the 

land and hold the knowledge related to land including its boundaries and 
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history. No man could take up action on land matters without first obtaining the 

approval of a senior female of his descent group (Bathgate, 1993). 

That is an example of how women play a strong role in land management and 

are the main actors. In other matrilineal societies, like the island of Vella 

Lavella in the Western province, men have been the actors and women the 

advisors. Thus the power and authority of women vary across different 

matrilineal societies (T.Hite, ibid). 

In Isabel island, matrilineal tenure was closely related to practices such as head 

hunting. In the past women were usually spared during tribal wars unlike men 

as they were considered important in keeping the lineage alive. Women were of 

high value to their families, clans and tribes.  

The role of men in matrilineal structures is also significant though it varies from 

clan to clan. Traditionally they were the hunters, negotiators, administrators and 

custodians of the land. During the pre-colonial days of head-hunting, men 

defended the land at the cost of their lives to protect the clan. They were the 

protectors of women and children because it was crucial that women and 

children live to maintain the link with the land.  

One of the men’s traditional practices that will implicate matrilineal land rights 

and women’s empowerment in the colonial period and post colonial period is 

the traditional practice of paying bride price payment. Though it is said to be 

more pervasive in patrilineal societies, findings show that matrilineal societies 

have also practiced the same in the pre-colonial past (SIG & UNICEF, 1998). 

Bride price has a number of effects on land tenure as it often leads to 

patrilocality and at the same time it creates the cultural perception that a woman 
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becomes the ‘property’ of her husband upon marriage as she has been paid for 

with a price. 

In matrilineality, when a man and his family have bought the bride price the 

woman is usually brought from her clan into the man’s clan. This may involve 

travel from one land area to another or from one island to another. If her 

husband dies without securing land for her the man’s sisters have the right to 

expel their sister-in-law from her land because in principle the sisters own the 

land through their matriliny. 

But in the case where land was purchased before death then the widow and her 

children may live on the property (land). Such practices of bride price payment, 

changes in land tenure and the ensuing patrilocality had negative implications 

during the period of colonialism and post-colonialism when men from Malaita 

island intermarry with women from Guadalcanal island. 

The first European to visit the Solomon Islands was a Spanish explorer, Alvaro 

de Mendana who sailed from the Spanish colony of Peru. He landed in the 

islands in 1568, and called them "The Isles of Solomon" after the Biblical King 

Solomon because his expedition found alluvial gold in rivers on Guadalcanal 

Island (Moore, ibid). 

The islands were then "lost" for another two hundred years until the late 

eighteenth century and early nineteenth century when other explorers 

rediscovered these islands. During the period of 1845 to 1893 whalers, 

businessmen, planters and missionaries arrived in large numbers. The 

businessmen and planter’s interest led to the enslaving (black-birding) of 

islanders to work in the sugar plantations of Fiji islands and Australia. Black-
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birding was stopped by the British when they declared a Protectorate over the 

islands in 1893 (Bennett, 2002). The next chapter discusses the wave of 

colonialism in Solomon Islands and its impact on the gender roles of men and 

women. 

 

V. Colonial Modernization and Reformation of Gender Roles  

From the declaration of a Protectorate to the granting of independence on 

7th July 1978, the two main concerns of the colonial government were to ensure 

the enforcement of British law and order and to ensure that the Protectorate 

government remained self-sufficient financially. To this end government efforts 

were directed almost entirely to the operation of police posts, administration 

offices and the alienation of land from indigenous or customary landowners to 

lease to planters for commercial interests.  

Very little was done in the areas of education, health and social welfare. These 

areas were left to the missionaries and were taken up by government only after 

independence. This section will look into the task of missionaries in 

establishing mission schools and hospitals that catered to the welfare and 

education of women in the Solomon Islands in the period preceding colonialism 

and during colonialism. 
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A. Missionary Educators and Reformation of Gender Roles  

Christian missionaries began to visit the Solomon Islands in the mid 19th 

century and they established churches, schools and hospitals in most of the 

large islands in the Solomon Islands. The main Christian churches that visited 

these islands were the Church of England (Anglican), the Roman Catholic 

Church, the Methodist Church, the South Seas Evangelical Church (SSEC) and 

the Seventh Day Adventist Church (SDA).  

These early church missions established schools and hospitals in the main 

islands of Guadalcanal, Malaita, Isabel, New Georgia, Choiseul and Makira. 

With the arrival of these European missionaries, education in the Solomon 

Islands became formal (J-Luxton, 1955). The missionaries created gender-

segregated institutions and introduced teachings with the primary aim of 

converting people to Christianity. It is important to take into account the 

changes that took place during colonialism when trying to understand gender 

relations in contemporary Solomon Islands. 

Maetala (ibid) highlighted that the introduction of Christianity had an impact 

toward reducing women’s customary status mainly in matrilineal societies. In 

the pre-colonial past, women in certain matrilineal societies provided logistical 

support to men during ancestral worship. However, such practices were undone 

when Christianity was introduced as women were not allowed to attend those 

‘heathen services for those heathen gods’, yet they were told to ‘attend church 

to worship the true god’. Likewise, the introduction of Christianity in the 

patrilineal societies served to increase patriarchy in societies that already had 

strong existing patriarchal structures. 
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The approach missionary educators took tended to emphasize the private 

domain of the home and family rather than the public domain of external affairs. 

They introduced many changes to how people live, dress, marry and bring up 

children and relate to one another socially. Missionaries wanted to 

‘domesticate’ these island savages whose way of living was perceived as 

‘unruly and dirty’ (Grimshaw,2008). As it is, their main focus was geared 

toward establishing basic Christian values that were inclusive of basic 

education, basic health and sanitation. Mission workers were usually church 

reverends who were accompanied by their wives as well as the unmarried 

sisters of the church.  

Beniston (1994) highlighted that the mission wives and the sisters believed that 

they made a difference to the lives of the indigenous Solomon Islanders mostly 

in the areas of education, infant and maternal health, domestic skills and 

spiritual growth. Missionaries’ wives set the example of a model Christian 

home; provided hospitality and fulfilled a supporting role for their husbands. It 

was believed that by such virtuous examples the white married women would 

influence the island women to become good Christian wives. These changes 

provided a benchmark for the local natives to emulate new lifestyles and thus 

created new perceptions of gender roles for both men and women and even 

young boys and girls. 

Beniston (ibid) also made light of the structural changes missionaries brought 

into Solomon Islands pre-colonial societies. She highlighted that the 

missionaries prioritized boys’ education and established more schools for boys 

compared to girls. The mission schools enforced gender stereotypes and 
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emphasized domestic skills for girls while boys learned skills to prepare them 

to work outside the home.  

Emecheta (ibid) also argued that the confinement of women within the newly 

constructed private domestic domain and men in the public domain was an 

important aspect to Christian evangelism in colonized societies. She argued that 

Christian missions came to colonized societies with the belief that women were 

to remain creatures of the private domain. Women were to preoccupy 

themselves with domestic issues and leave the ‘real work’ of ruling and the 

running of the country to men. 

This same argument can also be found in anthropological studies undertaken in 

Australian Aboriginal societies. As articulated by Grimshaw (2008), Protestant 

missionaries in those early days had a clear path marked out for the gender and 

familial arrangements of the indigenous Christian men and women converts. 

The author argued that missionaries presented Christianity to people as a 

gendered faith. “True Christianity entailed monogamous marriage of Christian 

couples, the husband to serve as sturdy breadwinner, the wife the faithful carer 

of home and children”(p.3). 

While noting that it was the onset of the changes brought by the missionary 

educators that served to negate the status of women in Solomon Islands, the 

changes brought by the British colonial government also played a part in 

reforming the gender roles in Solomon Islands society. However, to understand 

the impact of colonial administration in Solomon Islands it is imperative to 

learn the style of administration the British colonizers imposed upon these 

island societies. 
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B. Colonial Interpretation of Solomon Islands Culture 

Foreign political interest in Solomon Islands occurred as a result of 

increasing European contact in the Pacific islands. During colonialism the 

Solomon Islands was subsequently divided into four main administrative units 

or districts and each was headed by a District Commissioner, assisted by one or 

two District Officers all of whom are usually Europeans.  

From colonization to independence, the colonial administration did little to 

encourage Solomon Islanders to participate in the affairs of the country. 

Generally, Solomon Islanders were relegated to being passive subjects of 

colonial rule. Their opinions were not sought and their wishes ignored. They 

were subject to a colonial government not responsive to their needs (Alasia, 

ibid). 

In addition, the colonial government laid the basis for a centralized government 

and it did so at the cost of ignoring, and in some instances challenging, 

traditional leadership systems. They appointed ‘headmen’ or chiefs from 

amongst those who were not rightfully from the leadership lineage in society 

(Owino, 2011). This gave rise to the emergence of a new group of native 

leaders who were often not recognized in the traditional context, and in some 

cases did not have the support of the entire clan and community. Women chiefs 

from matrilineal societies were marginalized and their prominent status was 

undermined when these dynamic changes occurred. 

British colonialism overlooked cultural consistencies in Solomon Islands 

society and maintained their authority over the Solomon Islands’ indigenous 

practices. First, the British upheld a very ethnocentric ideology in viewing the 
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way Solomon Islands society should be constructed. They did not make any 

effort to understand people in these culturally diverse societies. They simply 

assumed their own ‘advanced technologies’ would suit Solomon Islands in the 

same way it worked for Britain (Boseto, 2000). 

Gururani (2002) highlights the second reason that colonizers may fail to 

understand conceptual structures in colonized societies during the 1800s was 

because the indigenous people did not organize their knowledge properly. 

Rather, they produced knowledge by consulting their clan members who could 

provide the needed information. The system of sharing information and 

knowledge was oratory.  

The British saw this fluidity in the exchange of knowledge as unstructured and 

incomprehensible compared to the highly systemized, written and studied 

practices they were used to. Solomon Islands societies generally relied on 

various cultural and communal ways of understanding and creating knowledge 

in contrast to the British or Western preference for documented or narrowly 

conceived scientific knowledge. 

Systematically the passing of knowledge through community and village 

members is also consistent with the way that women use the localized 

knowledge of their fellow peers to learn about the various resources and uses of 

the land, sea and forest (Khapoya, 2010). This system established the cohesive 

knowledge maintained by a clan and acknowledges the different strengths of 

the men and women in the society. 

In addition to the dismissal of indigenous knowledge, British colonists made 

assumptions about Solomon Islands values and norms instead of creating 
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solutions to the communication barriers. Singal (2003) stressed that the British 

ignored the cultural and lingual differences of these islanders and enforced their 

ideologies without trying to learn or understand the existing languages or 

culture of the people.  

The new practices that were implemented during colonialism were very 

ethnocentric and imperialistic in their creation, revealing how the British were 

unwilling to learn or accept present traditions as an important part of the 

Solomon Islands culture. Colonial governance was more focused in accruing 

benefits for the Metropolitan states (Allan, ibid).The ethnocentric and narrowly 

conceived understanding was in part due to Britain’s classification as first 

world country in contrast to Solomon Islands being a third world country. The 

dichotomy between the first and third world organization allowed Britain to 

maintain their control through perceived superiority.  

By gaining resources, labor and the environment, colonists spread ideology that 

they were culturally superior. Colonial practices and policies became dominant 

over previously traditional constructions of labor and society. While men were 

more often directly implicated in the colonial policies regarding labor practices, 

changes in the social structure and division of labor affected women more 

severely (Chitnis & Wright, 2007). 

The next section will bring to light the colonial administration’s introduction of 

private land ownership which had wide implications on traditional land 

ownership, inheritance and cultivation. The nature of the sources restricts this 

discussion to focus on colonial administration within Malaita and Guadalcanal. 

These two islands were the ones that the wave of colonial change had a 

prominent impact upon as the latter part of the research will highlight. 



 

 37   

 C. Introduction of Land Tenure System by Colonial Administrators 

Traditionally land in the Solomon Islands is owned communally by clan and 

not by individuals. The members of the clan that settled on the land are 

commonly understood to be the direct descendants of the discoverer, the one 

who found the land. The members of the clan prove their link to the discoverer 

by keeping their genealogy through recitation or by writing it down, a very 

recent development. 

 

Prior to colonization the usage and ownership of land was regulated by custom 

or in other words the traditional laws and regulations of each local clan. 

However, there arose gradual changes to customary land administration (Alasia, 

ibid). Formal laws were introduced to regulate the alienation of customary land. 

In the same manner, state institutions were established to deal with customary 

land. 

 

In order to administer the Protectorate efficiently, colonial administrators 

realized that it was essential to develop plantations and to encourage foreign 

investment. Thus in order to do this, an avenue was devised to provide land and 

labor. The administrators’ aim to generate revenue for the Protectorate made 

them favorably disposed to alienation of customary land. Yet, their idea of 

alienating customary land ignored the existing complexities in traditional land 

ownership in Solomon Islands (Allan, ibid). The administration failed to carry 

out proper investigation or survey to determine the status of customary land 

ownership in areas observed. 

To this end colonial administration did not know that land in Solomon Islands 

is owned by the whole clan, thus though they enact well meaning land 
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regulations these were in conflict with existing traditional structures. In 

Guadalcanal colonial officers befriended certain individuals who came forward 

claiming to be the ‘chief’ or the ‘landowner’, though sometimes these claims 

were false.  

Having found natives, mostly men who were sympathetic to the colonial cause, 

both parties came to an understanding that the natives in question were the land 

owners or leaders of the clan, putting in place the avenue for economic 

transactions of land purchase to occur (Dixon, 2003). Such activities were done 

without regard for the whole clan who traditionally ought to have had a say in 

the decision of sale. More importantly the women who owned the land by 

virtue of the lineage were ignored.  

The island of Guadalcanal had good arable land compared to the other islands 

in the Solomon Islands. On the contrary, Malaita island is less arable and 

deemed unattractive for agriculture development compared to Guadalcanal. 

These islands share the strongest historical trade-related links in pre-colonial 

times. Before European contact, natives from Malaita usually sailed across the 

ocean to trade food and crafts with the Guadalcanal natives. Hence strong 

connections had been established between these two islands prior to 

colonialism. 

The people of Malaita are characteristically known for having a hardworking 

and entrepreneurial nature. This perception largely stemmed from their pre-

colonial trading expeditions around the islands and later their historical 

experience during the period of black-birding in the Solomon Islands 

(Kwa’ioloa & Burt, ibid). Many of the natives taken abroad were from Malaita. 
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Malaita people had already been exposed to the practice of migrating to seek 

employment outside of their island. 

Hence, when colonial administrators and traders seek out for laborers to work 

in the plantations on Guadalcanal island it was the Malaitans who came in large 

droves to work as laborers. It is important to highlight that after the Second 

World War, the capital of the Solomon Islands was shifted from Tulagi island 

to Guadalcanal Island. Guadalcanal then became the hub of all major economic 

activities.  

The increase of economic activities came with the increase in social integration 

between islanders. Inter-marriage between Malaita natives and Guadalcanal 

natives became the norm. It altered the social structure of these two ethnicities 

as men from patrilineal societies intermarried with women from matrilineal 

societies and became landowners by virtue of marrying a woman who owns the 

land. Such cultural integration would have dire consequences in the post-

colonial era. 

The changing of traditions left Solomon Islanders under the impression that 

their knowledge and cultural practices were not adequate and could be easily 

altered to fit a westernized idealistic society. With the ideology that knowledge 

is fluid and can be easily revolutionized, colonizers forcefully broadened 

policies and gained control of the island societies, particularly in land 

ownership. 

Women in the post-colonial period began to experience change as the country 

received its political independence from Britain on 7 July 1978. As a young 

country, the Solomon Islands inherited many things from its colonial past. The 
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influence of missionaries and colonial governance also had positive benefits as 

it encouraged women to move from the domestic to the public sphere and this 

movement increased dramatically in the post-colonial period (Solomon Islands 

Government, 2011). Independence was a major advancement for Solomon 

Islanders, but with it came enormous challenges. 

With Guadalcanal island accommodating the country’s capital city of Honiara, 

concentration of economic development into the area drew migrants not only 

from Malaita but from various parts of the country into Guadalcanal (Tovosia, 

2000). Urbanization gained momentum in the 1960s and indigenous villages 

developed in the outskirts of Honiara as Guadalcanal people relocated from 

more remote areas. Migrants from other islands settled on government land and 

by the 1980s these settlements were beginning to spill over from town land onto 

customary land  

Between the years of 1978 to 1998 Honiara city in particular witnessed many 

minor outbreaks of ethnic tensions. Social disruptions would result from 

disagreements between different language groups, but nothing compared to the 

ethnic tension that occurred from 1998-2003.This affected the lives of women 

and girls and drastically revealed the gender disparity in Solomon Islands post-

independence society. The ethnic tension was between Malaita island and 

Guadalcanal island. 

 

VI. Post-Colonial Period and Rise of Violence against Women 

The city of Honiara is built on alienated land, while most land outside the town 

boundary is customary land. Migrants from Malaita and other islands flocked 
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into Guadalcanal and freely ‘bought’ land in North Guadalcanal and many 

become prosperous. The large plantations were foreign and government owned 

and the original landowners received very little share of the profits.  

 

The British colonial administrators were a cause of this during their 

governance; they encouraged Malaitans to migrate rather than develop their 

own island, so that young Malaitans became migrants from the days of when 

they were taken to Australia by the ‘black birders’. This led to Malaita people 

being the entrepreneurs in many economic development ventures and, as so 

often happens, their initiative came to be resented by others. In this scenario, it 

became enormously resented by the indigenous people of Guadalcanal island. 

It is stated that the national ethnic conflict that shook the country, damaged the 

economy and reduced the physical and emotional status of women and girls in 

Solomon Islands had its roots in the perceived miss-allocation and distribution 

of resources in Guadalcanal island. The next section will give an over-view to 

this. 

 

A. The Ethnic Tension between Malaita and Guadalcanal 

The internal armed conflict that occurred within the period of 1998 to 2003 on 

the island of Guadalcanal was staged by two opposing ethnic military groups 

belonging to Guadalcanal and Malaita. They called themselves the Isatabu 

(Guadalcanal) Freedom Movement (IFM) and the Malaita Eagle Force (MEF). 

  

As earlier highlighted, the conflict had historical roots in the struggle for land, 

resources and power related to the internal migration of Malaita people to 
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Guadalcanal land (Chevalier, 2000) that contributed to increasing social and 

economic imbalances between these two ethnicities.  

 

The IFM forced Malaita settlers on Guadalcanal land who had been residing on 

the island during the colonial period to evacuate the land and return to Malaita. 

Some of the Malaita natives were murdered and women and young girls were 

brutally raped and abused. 

  

In June 2000, the MEF retaliated and raided police armories and stole police 

weapons. They forced a coup with the resignation of the then Prime Minister 

(the late Bartholomew Ulufa’alu), and took control of Honiara city. The MEF 

paid back the injustice done to their ‘brothers and sisters’ by murdering men 

and raping women and young girls of Guadalcanal. There was general 

lawlessness in Honiara city and people from other provinces and islands had to 

flee the city and return to their island provinces for safety. The situation gained 

a semblance of normalcy in 2003 when the Regional Assistance Mission to the 

Solomon Islands (RAMSI) entered the country to restore law and order.  

 

However the damage was irrevocable. It was estimated that during the period of 

civil unrest, there were between 150 and 200 deaths and 450 gun-related 

injuries, and that approximately 35,000 people were displaced throughout 

Guadalcanal and Malaita. According to the GENDERED EARLY WARNING 

REPORT No. 1 compiled by Vois Blong Mere and UNIFEM (2005), the 

tension had extensive effects, not only on the two island provinces involved but 

spilling over to neighboring provinces in different ways.  
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Women’s low status contributed to their vulnerability during the tension. Many 

young girls and women were raped and forced to prostitute themselves to the 

militia (Fangalasu.et al,ibid).Women were victims due to the lack of health care, 

lack of education for their children, homelessness, death, rape, personal trauma, 

family breakdowns and domestic violence. The next section elaborates on how 

the tension affected women and girls in society. 

 

B. Sexual Violence against Women 

The tension was a period that women and girls were sexually abused and 

mistreated. In fact, one in twenty maternal deaths reported for the period 1997–

2002 were attributed to suicide (Billy, 2000). Many women lost their husbands 

or family members, leaving them financially vulnerable. There was also an 

increase in separation and divorce. It has been reported that some men rejected 

wives who had been sexually assaulted by militants during the height of the 

tension. 

It was a time of unease and women did not have the freedom to express 

themselves. They experienced increased tension in their homes and restrictions 

on freedom of movement and opportunity to seek assistance, such as medical 

care or protection. Incidences of maternal mortality, childbirth complications 

and post-conflict health consequences were high. 

The breakdown of law and order during the tension extended down to the 

family unit. While family break-ups and marital discord were common in pre-

conflict years, the rate increased alarmingly during the conflict. Women were 

regularly beaten and this resulted in fractured limbs and bodies, shredded and 
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burnt clothes and personal belongings (NGO Shadow Report on the Status of 

Women in Solomon Islands, ibid).  

 

According to a Family Health and Safety Study conducted by SPC in 2009, 

abusers generally believed that women were too weak and dumb to escape the 

brutality. However, the reason many women chose to remain silent was due to 

the fact that they did not have employment and were economically dependent 

on their abusive husbands and partners. Their primary concern lay in the 

welfare of their children. Women feared that the prosecution of an abusive 

spouse would result in a loss of income for the family. This is prime evidence 

of how women in the country had low self-esteem and lacked empowerment. 

 
The tension was a huge setback for women’s development. Existing women 

empowerment organizations experienced a lack of resources and were 

weakened by the crisis. Nevertheless, it was also a period that saw the 

establishment of many small women’s organizations and agencies that were 

created to improve women’s status in society. Through these organizations, 

women made important contributions to restoring peace to the country. They 

viewed the conflict period as an opportunity for nation building and nationalism.  

 

Women rallied themselves into groups called the Guadalcanal Women for 

Peace Group and the Women for Peace Group. Members of the Women for 

Peace Group possessed leadership qualities that demanded respect as they 

negotiated and mediated between warring parties. Nevertheless, the attention 

given to women who brokered the peace was brief as male leaders forgot that 

women were the key people in the peace process. As Fangalasu. et al (ibid) 

stated:“One of the most important things is that after the tension, women have 
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been forgotten [for the roles they played] in peacemaking and peace-building 

process. Women were the initiators for peace. They negotiated with the 

government, development partners, employers of IFM, GRA1, etc” (p.14) 

 

For instance, there were no women present at the signing of the Townsville 

Peace Agreement 2 . One woman leader said, “We risked our lives at the 

militants’ bunkers, being the human shields for the men, and when it comes to 

negotiations, we feel the men have forgotten us” (Fangalasu.et al,ibid ). 

 

This comes back to the analysis highlighted by Hutchens (2008) who pointed 

out that women’s equality in Solomon Islands tends to be framed in terms of 

community building and nation building rather than in terms of their potential 

economic and political contribution. 

 

It is evident that elements within the history of Solomon Islands have both 

directly and indirectly implicated the status of women and girls in the country. 

It caused sexual discrimination to their sex during the ethnic conflict. On the 

other hand, violence against women did not arise only because of the tensions. 

Reports show that incidences of domestic violence generally happen in the 

home and unfortunately society condone this practice.  

 

Thus, the next section will discuss the underlying factor that influenced society 

to view married women’s status as lesser to their husbands. This factor is the 

                                                 
1 The GRA stands for the Guadalcanal Revolution Army which is synonymously used to refer 
to the Isatabu Freedom Movement 
2 The Townsville Peace Agreement is an agreement that was signed in Townsville, Australia 
on 15 October 2000 between the Malaita Eagle Force and the Isatabu Freedom Movement. The 
Agreement successfully calmed the situation in Honiara and the Islands in general after the 
coup d’état of June that year 
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system of bride price payment practiced both in Malaita and Guadalcanal island 

and in the other islands within Solomon Islands. 

 

 

C. The Culture of Bride-Price Payment 

Significant investment in research has led to clear and credible evidence 

regarding the prevalence and characteristics of violence against women in 

Solomon Islands. One of the causes stems from the traditional practice of bride 

price payment.  

In Malaita island when couples marry the male’s relatives normally bestow a 

large bride-wealth to the female’s relatives. The form of payment would 

include traditional money, pigs, root-crops and other forms of material assets. 

This signifies the value of the bride and at the same time serves as a token of 

appreciation from the male side to the female side for allowing their daughter to 

marry their son. 

This culture has been misconceived and has led society to surmise that when a 

bride has been ‘exchanged’ with a ‘payment’ then the woman and any children 

conceived out of this union belong to the husband’s family and clan. If the 

woman displeases her husband it is culturally right for the husband to chastise 

her as she now belongs to him. This chastisement would at times occur in the 

form of domestic violence in the home. 

Counts (1990) pointed out that in these societies people are socialized to 

consider violence as an appropriate response to stress, anger and frustration. 

The primary causes of domestic violence in the Solomon Islands seem to be 



 

 47   

sexual jealousy including disputes over adultery and polygyny followed with 

failure to meet obligations. For instance, the wife’s failure to perform her 

marital and domestic duties to the satisfaction of her husband. Findings show 

that as many as two out of three women have been beaten, raped and otherwise 

mistreated during their lifetimes, usually by a current or former intimate partner. 

Billy (ibid) underlines this argument by pointing out that a society’s pattern of 

social organization, in particular bride price payment, is seen to be a key 

underlying aspect of why domestic violence occurs. In societies like Malaita 

and Guadalcanal where bride wealth legitimizes men’s control over women or 

promotes the attitude that they are the property of their husbands, male 

dominance in family relationships is more likely to lead to wife bashing. 

However, men and women excuse this violence as they consider it an aspect of 

marital sexual relations. 

Counts (ibid), in her journal publication ‘Domestic Violence in Oceania, 

highlighted that the major obstacle to providing protection for women is a set of 

cultural attitudes, ‘prejudices and misconceptions’, about the role of women in 

marriage. These attitudes are shared by women and men alike, including legal 

officials who have the responsibility of offering support and assistance to 

abused women. They all believe that the bride price gives a man the right to 

bash his wife. In this case, men are superior to women and therefore women 

must obey them and no one can interfere between the husband and wife.  

The anthropological research studied does not state whether domestic violence 

prevailed in pre-colonial times, noting that the practice of bride price payment 

dates back to the pre-colonial past. However recent studies have pointed out 

that the gradual transition from a communal to an individual family setting that 
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arose due to the onset of colonial modernization bred an environment 

conducive for domestic violence to take place in the home. This is because a 

man is free to express his anger on his wife in his own home away from the 

negative view of the extended family. 

Sexual discrimination and violence against women and girls in the country 

today has elements that date back to the pre-colonial past. The culture of bride 

price payment was practiced in pre-colonial times. As colonists brought new 

values, perception regarding gender roles of men and women were reformed to 

accommodate new socio-cultural changes.  

The next chapter seeks to analyze the elements entrenched in the pre-colonial, 

colonial and post-colonial era that led to the low status of women in the 

Solomon Islands. 

 

VII.Analysis: Historical Factors that Implicate Gender Equality  

The three periods covered have highlighted aspects in the socio-cultural 

environment that contribute to the present day inequality between men and 

women in society and particularly the low status of women. Patriarchy 

according to (Johnson, 2005) is a system that is organized around an obsession 

of control with men elevated in the social structure because of their presumed 

ability to exert control (whether rationally, through violence or the threat of 

violence) and women de-valued for their supposed lack of control. Women are 

assumed to need men’s supervision, protection and control. In the pre-colonial 

period, elements of inequality can be detected in the patrilineal and matrilineal 

structures of clans in Malaita island and Guadalcanal island.  
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A. Patriarchy in the Pre-Colonial Past 

Research stated that pre-colonial past matrilineal societies like Guadalcanal had 

female chiefs, women of high social standing and ‘knowledge keepers’ or 

women who in the ‘Western’ context would be regarded as a ‘seeress’. Men 

respected these women and relied on them for advice when it came to cases like 

illness, warfare, harvest and disputes. In addition to this, women were also the 

owners of the land and had primary right to make decisions regarding its usage 

and cultivation.  

Research documented also stated that a high regard for women can also be 

found in certain patrilineal societies in Malaita province. Koian (ibid) 

highlighted that though land is controlled by men in patrilineal societies, 

women’s counsel are valued by the men of the tribe as it is the women who 

know the history of the tribe. Such scenarios emphatically show that women 

also had power in decision-making in patrilineal societies within the pre-

colonial past.  

However, while research offer positive highlights on the status of women in 

pre-colonial Solomon Islands, the roots of patriarchy were already well 

established. This is evident in the patriarchal social structures in both patrilineal 

and matrilineal societies during this period. A patriarchal social structure, 

though inclined toward male dominance, does not completely allude to the fact 

that all men are powerful or all women are powerless. It means that the most 

powerful roles in most sectors of society are held predominantly by men, and 

the least powerful roles are held predominantly by women (Johnson, ibid). 
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In Malaita society, the system of instating chiefs in the three positions of the 

‘Ngwane Inoto’, ‘Ngwane Ramo’ and ‘Aofia’ is an example of a patriarchal 

social structure. The most powerful role in the tribe is reserved for only men. 

This is the same for other islands like Choiseul where positions of power and 

leadership are the province of men.  

In addition to that, in patrilineal society it is evident that land inheritance exists 

within a patriarchal social structure as land is passed through the paternal 

lineage and the men are the ones who have primary rights to make decisions 

regarding it. Though women may have strong bonds with the land, they have to 

assume secondary roles because the men control the land. It is apparent that 

being cultivators of the land and possessing knowledge on its history does not 

extend to having direct influence on decision making matters. Colonial gender-

based ideologies merely served to enhance existing patriarchal structures within 

these patrilineal island societies. 

In the same way patriarchal elements also existed in matrilineal societies. In 

Malango and Kaoka society on Guadalcanal Island, the chief may be a male or 

female who came into leadership by virtue of being the eldest child of the 

reigning maternal lineage. The same chiefly system practiced in the Kaoka 

society of Guadalcanal existed in the matrilineal society of Isabel island.  

One can surmise through this illustration that while the maternal lineage is 

valued in terms of securing leadership and power, analysis proves that there 

exist elements of patriarchy at play within these social structures. This is 

evident by the practice of instating male chiefs in the matriliny. Furthermore, 

the rise of the big man system preceding colonialism and during colonialism 
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further enhanced patriarchal social structures in Guadalcanal and other islands 

that are matrilineal.  

It must be noted that the role of the male chief in the matrilineal society served 

to provide a suitable platform for the rise of the big-man system in matrilineal 

societies and its prominence during the colonial period. Maetala (ibid) stated 

that in some matrilineal societies when a woman is a chief her brother usually 

assumes the role of a spokes-person. Though she has the power and is the 

leader of the tribe, her brother will speak on her behalf in matters relating to 

warfare, harvest, land, marriage or death. This pre-colonial practice served as 

an agent in elevating the secondary role of men in matrilineal societies during 

colonialism.  

Colonial administrators did not pay any regard to the traditional leadership 

structures of these indigenous societies and tended to recognize the superiority 

of men compared to women. They worked closely with these ‘spokesmen’ who 

took advantage of this situation to elevate their status in society and thus set off 

a trend that submerges women’s power and influence in leadership. Slowly the 

system of having female chiefs diminished with priority given to men as 

society’s perception tended to frame spheres of power as the sole reserve of 

men. 

This spokesperson role is not only practiced within the upper echelon of the 

matrilineal chiefly system, but can also be found within family units when it 

comes to land use and cultivation. For instance, a sister may own the land and 

have primary rights to make decisions regarding its use and control, but her 

brother being the ‘protector’ of the family has the right to influence her 

decisions directly or indirectly.  
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It is then obvious that though authors may argue that women were powerful in 

the pre-colonial past, the reasons as to why the gender inequality arose slowly 

through the years is rooted in systems and practices during those pre-colonial 

days. The seeds were already sown hence they provide a platform for the 

changes that came in the colonial period.  

Women’s worldwide emancipation emerged in the late 19th century with radical 

women’s rights movements in powerful colonizing countries such as the Britain, 

France and the United States (Robeyns,2003) that consequently colonized the 

tiny island chiefdoms located in the Pacific Ocean, thereby establishing 

religious, political and social systems in these island societies.  

Where these societies already had existing perspective on gender roles, the 

colonizing powers introduced new perceptions on gender roles and set off a 

process of transformation to their ideal form of ‘civilized’ social, religious and 

political norms in the basic institutions of family, church and government. 

 

B. Colonial Period: Tailoring Indigenous Systems to the Public and 

Private Gender Divide 

Historically and theoretically the gender perception of a woman’s role is 

interpreted in two spheres; the private and public sphere. This division 

according to Hilary (1988), “originated from classical liberal political 

philosophy stating that the public, political sphere is the realm of the 

government, while the private, apolitical sphere is that of the family, home, and 

sexuality” (p.4).  
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The underlining factor in this scenario is its correlation with the two genders, 

whereby the public is the realm of the man who is the traditional breadwinner 

and assumed to be the rational and political sex, and the private is the realm of 

the woman who is the home-maker and assumed to be the irrational and innate 

sex. 

Grimshaw (ibid) argues that the spread of Christianity in the 19th century was a 

rapid factor to colonial expansion. The missionaries of different Christian 

denominations went out to convert the heathens. They believed that for the 

natives to become Christians, they need to change their values, beliefs and way 

of life.  

In this way, it can be argued that they confused Christendom with Christianity. 

That is, they could not separate Christ’s teachings from their own culture. In 

other words, they viewed the Gospel through the lenses of the European culture, 

and thus found it difficult to project a wider concept of Christianity. Theirs was 

a worldview that was not only ethnocentric but which also demanded complete 

assimilation. 

This led to women in matrilineal societies, who are ‘knowledge keepers’, to let 

go of traditional knowledge and spiritual activities deemed by missionaries as a 

form of paganism. As the women abandoned such religious roles they 

abandoned the connection to power and respect these prestigious roles in 

society alluded to. Religious rules and morals imposed by Christianity set 

regulations on men and women’s behavior and revised concepts of the family 

structure and marriage, setting in place reformation of gender roles. 
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Take for instance patrilineal societies, where the roles of women were not as 

prominent compared to matrilineal societies; the gendered approach served to 

enhance the role of men and undermine the role of women particularly when it 

comes to decision making and leadership. This therefore created a pronounced 

patriarchal system as societies developed after colonialism. 

The aim of missionary educators was initially to help the islanders become 

‘civilized’ and while they may have erred by purporting a ‘gendered approach’, 

this is not to say that the islanders themselves had not taken up this new 

systems and synchronized them to their traditional norms and values.  

Indigenous converts particularly took hold of Christian teaching in ways that 

differed from expectations, and they negotiated and initiated western gendered 

religious and cultural meanings of Christianity to suit their level of socio-

cultural understanding.  

Positive arguments for Christianity have highlighted that missionary educators 

did not displace traditional norms of gender hierarchy however reformed it in a 

different way to civilize the seemingly savage natives whose practices were 

perceived by the missionary educators of that time as ‘unruly’ and ‘heathen’ 

hence ought to be conformed (Pacific Women in Power,2010). This perception 

cannot be deemed irrational, however it is the manner in which Christian 

ideologies were interpreted by the indigenous people that had indirectly 

reformed existing social structures and in particular the gender roles in these 

local societies.  

Friedl (1975) highlighted that such structural changes pushed women into the 

private sphere and men revel in the public sphere assuming a dominant position 
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in matters pertaining to this sphere. This limited the advancement of women 

and acted as a major obstacle to gender equality.  

An important aspect to note is that though Christian missionaries shared 

‘gender equality’ ideologies, their perception of gender roles were aligned to 

colonial countries’ patriarchal structures. An example was the introduction of 

the ‘Victorian Woman’ by the Europeans. They introduced the belief that 

women were creatures of the private domain. Women were to preoccupy 

themselves with domestic issues and leave the real work of ruling and running 

the country in particular to men.  

The role and position of women in pre-colonial Solomon Islands did not 

conform to this concept of woman. Hence this myopic perception of women led 

to the erosion of women’s position in society. Women were excluded during the 

colonial administration from dealing in the political and administrative sphere. 

Unfortunately, though gender perceptions change as colonizing countries like 

Britain developed, colonized societies like the Solomon Islands lagged behind 

with deeply entrenched socio-cultural norms that disadvantaged women. 

The other key aspect which served to emphasize the private and public gender 

perceptions in society was the introduction of private land tenure by the 

colonial administration. Women were affected by the alienation of land to 

which they were once owners and cultivators thereof.  

Colonialists introduced the idea of private ownership of land and this was 

adopted into both patrilineal and matrilineal society. Women were excluded 

from decision making completely in patrilineal societies and in matrilineal 

societies they were ‘pushed behind’ to assume a subtle ownership role with 
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men taking the lead in issues relating to commercial land rights. As women lost 

access and control of land they became more economically dependent on men. 

This led to an intensification of domestic patriarchy.  

Moreover, as the colonial government established administration in these 

islands and created plantations, the wage labor system emerged. The colonial 

economy forced men to seek employment in European economic ventures and 

took them away from the labor responsibilities they had in the pre-colonial 

traditional setting. In Solomon Islands this meant that men had to leave villages 

and travel to ‘colonial districts’ or urban centers in those days to seek 

employment. Men from Malaita traveled to Guadalcanal to find employment as 

plantation laborers while some took up clergy posts in the colonial 

administration. 

The withdrawal of male labor from peasant production at home intensified 

female labor. Women found that not only did they have to fulfill their 

traditional duties as women; the loss of male labor forced them to take on the 

duties previously carried out by men. This doubled their responsibilities and, 

with the society slowly transitioning to a cash-economy, these changes 

weakened women’s independence and increased their economic dependence on 

men. It was a change that systematically dis-empowered women. 

The independence of Solomon Islands brought forth challenges as a group of 

people with very diverse cultures were united into one country. Changes in the 

colonial period paved the way for centralized politics that later affected 

Solomon Islanders as they migrated to the city to seek employment. Arbitrary 

borders affected people’s movements and had an impact on relocation and 
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security policies. This certainly led to the ethnic uprising which had extremely 

negative impacts on women and young girls in the country.  

 

C. Why Post-Colonial Efforts to Empower Women have Failed 

The factors that implicate gender equality in the Solomon Islands in the post-

colonial era have historical socio-cultural links. It is plausible to state that the 

two key elements that impact the status of women in this period were the 

culture of bride price payment and the ethnic unrest. The former is practiced in 

various societies in the country since the pre-colonial past until today while the 

latter erupted in the period from 1999 to 2003. 

While research may claim that aspects like literacy and the poor economic 

status of the country are to be blamed for the low status of women, it is 

important to highlight cultural elements that hinder efforts the country’s 

government and non government organizations are undertaking to address 

gender inequality and female empowerment. In the early years of the country as 

an independent state, only a few women entered the work force as secretaries, 

teachers and later as administrators, mainly in the junior level of the 

government administration and other private sector organizations.  

 

On the contrary, there was an increase in domestic violence because women 

were out of the home a lot of the time and therefore unable to look after 

domestic affairs. It was also caused by the change in environment as the family 

moved from a communal setting to a nuclear setting. As previously highlighted, 
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this gave men privacy to vent their anger on their wives without fear of being 

criticized by a relative.  

 

Domestic violence was common in Solomon Islands in both pre-conflict and 

post-conflict years. In respective matrilineal and patrilineal societies like 

Guadalcanal island and Malaita island where bride price payment is practiced it 

is the cultural understanding that when a bride-price is given upon marriage the 

woman in question and the off-springs that ensue from that union belong to the 

husband’s family and clan. This creates domestic patriarchy as this system 

emphasized on the role of the man as the ‘protector’ , ‘boss’ and ‘owner’ of the 

home. In such a scenario, a woman is obligated to meet the expectations of her 

husband and his family.  

 

With domestic patriarchy existing in the pre-colonial family, the wave of 

colonialism brought with it the concepts of the ‘Christian wife’ and the 

‘Victorian woman’. The Christian wife is expected to be subservient to her 

husband and to play a ‘supportive’ role and likewise the Victorian woman is 

expected to preoccupy herself with domestic issues. A woman’s role is now 

relegated to the domestic arena and believed to be inferior to men in leadership 

and decision-making. 

 

Such strong cultural norms can only be changed through a radical shift in 

society’s perception. In the Solomon Islands efforts of women to gain 

representation in the political level were condemned by men and even women 

themselves. The general population themselves believe that women belong to 

the private sphere.  
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Solomon Islands rural area harbors 80% of the population. This means 80% of 

the potential human resources of the country are still illiterate. These areas still 

uphold Christian and colonial perceptions of the past and the gender roles and 

expectations thereof. This has a huge impact on the contemporary society’s 

perception on women’s roles.  

 

What should be noted is that the concept of women’s secondary status was not 

a completely pre-colonial legacy but arose with the changes that came during 

the wave of colonialism. While acknowledging that the pre-colonial past had 

existing gender social structures, these were unwritten. They existed as a 

cultural lifestyle. The move into colonialism made them more pronounced as 

education was introduced and people started to become literate and norms were 

imposed on society structures. Ensuing generations were born and subsumed 

into the new gendered framework. 

 

The second agent of change was ethnic tension. In this scenario, land ownership 

was the prime issue of the conflict. There are other conflicting factors that 

contributed to the tension however this approach focuses on the land aspect. 

With the advent of colonialism, rural-urban migration to Guadalcanal island 

increased. Inter-marriage between men from Malaita and women from 

Guadalcanal became popular. 

 

When a woman from a matrilineal society marries a man from a patrilineal 

society, inevitably conflict rises. For example, a family with a Guadalcanal 

mother and a Malaita father will have land rights in both Malaita and 

Guadalcanal. They will often choose to reside in Guadalcanal to have access to 

Honiara city and the opportunities offered. What then often took place is that 
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men from the patrilineal society assumed rights to the land of their matrilineal 

based spouses. Indigenous Guadalcanal people resented this as they realize that 

inter-marriage brought a new generation who own land from both islands. 

 

Clans that sought prosperity on Guadalcanal came with different values and 

practices. This would lead to a clash of cultures and resentment among 

Guadalcanal people due to other ethnicities imposing their values on them as 

the host community. For instance, where Malaitans settle, their patrilineal 

values were super-imposed on the Guadalcanal matrilineal values. This resulted 

in a resentment of the new hegemony. Coupled with the fact that a majority of 

local businesses in the country are owned by indigenous Malaita people, 

Guadalcanal people felt that their land was being ruled by outsiders. They 

therefore initiated a catalytic move that brought the whole country to its knees. 

Women’s vulnerability was taken advantage of during the period of ethnic 

unrest.  

 

Reports of sexual violence in Solomon Islands often fail to pinpoint the fact that 

the extreme level of sexual violence on women and girls reported 

internationally are linked directly to the period of 1999 to 2003. Whilst noting 

that violence against women existed in pre-tension years, the tension served to 

exacerbate it. Though the years have passed, after-effects still linger in society. 

Women are still vulnerable and public perception on the role of women remains 

biased toward the private sphere. Therefore, in order to raise the status of 

women in Solomon Islands today, there needs to be a fundamental change in 

the way culture is perceived and organized in society. 
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VIII. Conclusion and Implications 

A. Conclusion 

 

To tackle gender inequality in Solomon Islands, it is important to identify the 

root causes that create the barriers and challenges women face. These root 

causes lay in the historical changes that occur within the socio-cultural 

framework of these diverse island societies. The three periods of study were 

platforms that brought into light elements that behave as agents of change. 

 

There exists vast disparity between men and women, girls and boys in aspects 

of life such as education, health and nutrition, access to economic assets and 

resources, political opportunity and freedom from coercion and violence. 

Women and girls are subjected to inequality not only in the public sphere but 

also in the private sphere such as the home and in their intimate relationships.  

 

In pre-colonial times patriarchy existed in patrilineal societies like Malaita 

island where the leadership system and land tenure system is controlled and 

dominated by men. Likewise, though matrilineality is present in nearly half of 

Solomon Islands, elements of patriarchy can be detected in societies like 

Guadalcanal island. This is evident in the practice of instating male chiefs in the 

maternal lineage and the role of the spokesperson who make decisions on 

behalf of their sisters on land issues. These structures became ‘doorways’ or 

platforms for change when colonialism entered the country. 

Introduction of Christianity and colonial governance in the 1800s served to alter 

gender relations in society. The Christian norms and values introduced during 



 

 62   

this era re-defined existing gender roles and perceptions in both matrilineal and 

patrilineal setting. British colonial administration introduced a new form of 

social organization that alienated women from leadership and land. These 

changes emphasized the private and public spheres of gender segregation. With 

the move into a cash economy, women were expected to remain at home and 

men were expected to leave home to earn money. Such changes caused women 

to become economically dependent on men.  

The colonial period also introduced mass rural-urban migration. People from 

the patrilineal island of Malaita traveled to the matrilineal island of Guadalcanal 

to find employment. Inter-marriage then took place between men from Malaita 

and women from Guadalcanal. This connection created a hegemony that caused 

negative feelings in indigenous Guadalcanal people who resented the fact that 

Malaita people are now controlling their resources. Hence the seeds of the 

ethnic war were born.  

The ethnic war between these two islands escalated in Guadalcanal island. 

Considering that this island harbors the capital of the Solomon Islands, the 

impacts were felt nationally. Many women and young girls were physically and 

mentally abused and murdered. Whilst the conflict served to increase the rate of 

violence against women it is apparent that incidences of violence against 

women were already prevalent in society particularly in the domestic arena. 

Research highlighted that the roots of domestic violence are embedded in the 

cultural practices of Solomon Islands, particularly the system of bride price 

payment. The ethnic tension was merely a factor that served to aggravate 

existing gender-based discrimination against women in Solomon Islands. All 

these factors brought to light how patriarchy was enhanced and the 
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vulnerability of women and girls was attacked which undermined their 

confidence. 

It is apparent that the female segment of society has felt the negative brunt of 

many socio-cultural changes that render their previously affluent status in 

leadership, land ownership and knowledge insignificant. Through the 

imposition of social barriers women were pushed out of the public arena and 

marginalized into the private arena. The new socio-cultural environment 

deprived women on the opportunity to empower themselves. 

The root causes to the low status of women and girls today are deeply 

engrained in society’s socio-cultural conditioning. This is clearly the reason to 

why efforts by the SIG and NGOs to address gender equality and women 

empowerment are achieving shallow outcomes. Women still experience gender-

based discrimination, hopelessness, violence, and relative poverty and social, 

economic and political exclusion from active participation in the national 

development of the country. 

 

Moreover it has a follow-up effect as well because when there is gender 

inequality the development efforts of the country are also affected. Women 

make up 50% of the workforce of the country. While there has been much 

progress in terms of gender equality and empowerment of women in recent 

years much more needs to be done, as entrenched gender disparities remain a 

major driver to poverty in the country.  

 

Men and women in the Solomon Islands need to be empowered across 

economic, social, religious and political spheres to understand their cultural 

past and the historical and present changes that affect society. A complete 
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societal empowerment in both rural and urban areas will serve to administer 

changes to existing gender inequality and improve the status of women and 

girls in this island country. 

 

Societies in this island country are different from other societies in the world. 

What may work for another country may not work for the Solomon Islands. 

Each country is unique and has its own cultural diversity. The diversity of the 

Solomon Islands needs to be analyzed carefully to understand how the society 

is historically structured in order to identify the roots of inequality between men 

and women. Understanding what caused the low status of Solomon Islands 

women today will open the doorway to implement effective measures to 

address the problem and elevate the status of the female segment of our society. 

In other words, only by knowing our past can we be able to change the future. 

 

B. Implications 

1. Education: A Key to Unlocking the Roots of Gender Inequality  

Efforts to address gender inequality in the Solomon Islands though based on 

national and international best practices and principles have not been effective 

because gender inequality in the country have strong cultural roots. While well 

meaning policies, strategies and programmes are implemented to tackle the 

barriers to empowerment of women and girls in society, clear outcomes are 

dubious. Literacy is the key to unlocking the roots of gender in equality 

presently pervasive in society. 
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There is no better way to rid society of gender stereotypes that are culturally 

woven than to open the minds of both men and women to new academic 

ideologies and perspectives that arose in the 21st century. Just as ideologies 

were imposed upon the indigenous people in colonial times to reform their 

existing traditions and bring them together as a nation under one identity and 

one religion, the same can be done today.  

Given the dynamic changes the world is going through today in social, 

economic, political and religious arenas, it is time for small island countries like 

the Solomon Islands to know these changes, understand them and implement 

them in society. It is apparent that the country still lives with the perceptions of 

the colonial era. Much of the barriers that are inbuilt in society which hinder 

women from utilizing their potential and therefore hinder development and 

progress in the country are driven by powerful perceptions rooted in the 

colonial era.  

Scholars may argue that empowering women is the key to gender equality. The 

question remains, what level of empowerment do we mean? Gender advocates 

state that in order for gender equality to be realized women have to be 

empowered. While this is applicable to many developing countries like the 

Solomon Islands, it is a hindrance to achieving gender equality as we fail to 

address both sides of the coin. 

Developing countries like this country have very low literacy levels which 

mean both men and women are illiterate. If we tend to narrow our focus merely 

toward the female sex without taking into account the male sex we are only 

addressing one side of the problem. Educating women on knowing their 

potential is not enough. Men should also be empowered in society. 
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Development is a collective effort and when both sexes are like minded and 

share a common purpose and direction, positive impacts can be achieved in the 

country. 

Moreover, a 2006 International Monetary Fund survey (Smee & Woodroffe, 

2013) concluded that when both genders do not utilize their full intellectual 

potential to harness available resources then poverty will continue to exist in 

the society. In other words, gender inequality is a barrier to tackling poverty 

among men, women, boys and girls. It is therefore imperative to realize that the 

changes in society are interactive and inter-related. The 21st century 

phenomenon of globalization has impacted all countries regardless of distance 

or development status. 

In order for the Solomon Islands to develop and combat poverty the people 

have to realize that poverty is not caused solely by internal factors, it is also 

caused by external factors counted under the over-arching banner of 

‘globalization’. Globalization is a process of interaction and integration among 

people, organizations and governments of different countries, a process driven 

by international trade and investment and aided by information technology. The 

processes involved have both positive and negative effects on a country’s 

environment, culture, political systems, economic development and prosperity 

and on human physical well-being.  

Men and women should be tailored to understand that when one half of the 

population is disadvantaged, the country cannot move forward, much less 

develop. And the negative impact will be felt by both men and women. Deeply 

rooted patriarchal structures such as found in this island country are very rigid 

and cannot be changed over a short time period. Both men and women ought to 
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be ‘conditioned’ to understand that having women in leadership does not mean 

men are being relegated to a lesser role. Leadership and decision making at any 

level of government is a complementary effort that works for the good will of 

any social setting.  

 

What is important for the Solomon Islands is for awareness of development to 

be streamlined. People though educated have stereotypical mindset regarding 

the role of men and women. There needs to be surplus knowledge and 

awareness, or in other words, education on key principles relating to why 

women should be involved in development. Men and women themselves do not 

understand the immense changes women can bring to the country when they 

work in equal partnership with the men.  

 

It is not enough to make education more widely available; the quality of 

education also needs to be improved. The poor quality of education in Solomon 

Islands often fails to teach students to analyze information or think innovatively. 

Gender sensitivity is a key aspect of the quality of education. Educational 

systems whether in formal or informal settings should be sensitive to the 

specific needs of both genders.  

It is clear that 80% of the population in the country live in rural areas. They 

may have received basic education that entails learning to read and write and do 

basic calculations however this is almost similar to the level of education given 

during the colonial era. It is important to note that the large concentration of the 

country’s population in the rural areas indicates the extreme low level of 

awareness, exposure and contact 80% of men and women have with the 
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changing ideologies and cultures that transverse with the impact of 

globalization.  

Practical and analytical approaches such as those based on Amartya Sen’s 

capability approach need to be stream-lined into educational processes. 

Education in this sense is not restrictive to formal educational processes but 

includes mainstreaming awareness to society through other formal and informal 

institutional processes. With humanity’s advance in information and knowledge 

comes empowerment and therefore a shift in the socio-cultural perceptions of 

men and women however deeply rooted they may be. Having said that, 

proactive measures have to be taken to implement any vision for change in 

society. 

 

 

2. Gender Responsive Budget Initiatives: A Tool to Mainstreaming 

Gender Equality 

If education is the key to unlocking the roots of gender inequality there is a 

need for awareness to happen at all levels of development in the country. A 

practical way forward is for the Solomon Islands Government to implement 

Gender-Responsive Budget Initiatives (GRBI). This system has been carried 

out by other countries in the Pacific regions like Samoa, the Republic of the 

Marshall Islands and Fiji with the aim of achieving gender equality in society 

by using the government budgeting system as a mainstreaming tool.  

Gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) analyzes how governments raise and 

spend public money, with the aim of securing gender equality in decision-

making about public resource allocation, and gender equality in the distribution 
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of the impact of government budgets, both in their benefits and in their burdens 

(Sharp,2004).  

GRBI’s are evaluated along 3 sub-goals:  

a) To raise awareness and understandings of gender issues in budgets and 

policies; 

b) To promote greater government transparency and accountability for its 

budgetary and policy impacts on gender equality; 

c) To change budgets and policies so that gender equality is promoted and, 

in doing so, to reflect the needs and interests of both men and women 

and different groups of men and women. 

 

A country’s government budget is a powerful tool for change. It has an 

important influence on the social and economic well-being of small island 

countries like the Solomon Islands. As stated by OECD (2001), “the budget is 

the single most important policy document of governments. It is a mirror, 

expressed in financial terms, of the social and economic policies pursued by a 

country. It is through the budget that policies are transformed from ‘paper 

promises’ into practice.” (p.3). 

The Government of the Solomon Islands has two national budgeting structures, 

the Development Budget and the Recurrent Budget. The former is applicable 

for the GRBI as it directly caters to the development processes of the 

government. With the incorporation of gender budgeting in to the Development 

Budget process of the government the following areas will be addressed 

nationally: 
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a) Budgets will be conceived, planned, approved, executed, monitored, 

analyzed and audited in a gender sensitive way.  

b) Analysis of government’s actual expenditure and revenue on women 

and girls compared to expenditures on men and boys. 

c) Help government to decide how policies need to be made, adjusted and 

re-prioritized. 

d) It will be a tool for effective policy implementation where one can 

check if the allocations are in line with policy commitments and are 

having the desired impact. 

The rationale to why the Solomon Islands Government should integrate gender 

perspective to its budgeting and policies vary. However, though the rationale 

maybe convincing, positive impacts can only be realized with persistence, time 

and political will. As highlighted by Mackay and Bilton (2003), “It is a long-

term strategy to frame policies (and their funding) in terms of the realities of 

people’s daily lives, and to change organizational cultures and structures 

accordingly” (p.2). 

 

Firstly, GRBIs compose an application of gender mainstreaming that will 

contribute to the national priorities of the government to improve performance 

by infiltrating the government’s bureaucratic systems and processes to better 

serve the public more effectively. Being a long-term process designed to 

change the way things are done, this system will offer a different vision and 

approach to the national government’s budgetary and policy decision-making 

processes and outcomes (Sharp, ibid). 
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Secondly, GRBI’s will contribute to equity and economic efficiency. This 

system will provide a mechanism for examining inputs, activities, outputs and 

outcomes of government interventions and essential feedback for making 

adjustments. Take for instance a situation whereby female small business 

entrepreneurs are identified as missing out on training and assistance compared 

to their male counterparts. Such a case is both inequitable and inefficient as it is 

unfair that women’s opportunities to support their families and earn income are 

less than those of men and hence ought to be addressed accordingly (Sharp, 

ibid). However, if gender mainstreaming concerns are involved in budgeting 

and planning processes of government, inequitable distribution of resources can 

be proactively addressed. 

 

Thirdly, GRBIs are based on the notion of good governance as they supports 

the public administration theory that goods and services are delivered to people 

in a fair, efficient and effective way through the principles of transparency, 

accountability and participation (Sharp, ibid). Hewitt and Mukhopadhyay 

(2002) supports this assumption by highlighting that, “Good governance is an 

important component of sustainable human development and poverty 

alleviation in that it widens opportunities through making information 

accessible and available (transparency), decreases the incentives for 

corruption and mismanagement through calling government to task 

(accountability) and supports a more participatory approach to the design, 

implementation and evaluation of policies and programs” (p.58). 

 

Currently many SIG policies and commitments to promote gender equality in 

the country have floundered because they lack strong government backing and 

baselines. They remain paper promises because they have not been integrated 
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into the budgetary decision-making processes of government and their funding 

partners. By using best practices of other Pacific countries that have 

implemented GRBI, a GRBI framework can be tailored to the unique context of 

the Solomon Islands.  

 

However, to ensure positive impacts, the dynamics surrounding factors such as 

a country’s gender equality foundation, policies, budgetary institutions, actors, 

politics and their feedback effects with the strategies of the GRBI are key 

determinants to a sustainable gender responsive budget initiative in the 

Solomon Islands.  
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