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ABSTRACT

This thesis is based on 18 months fieldwork in 1979-80 in the Solomon
Islands. The study was carried out among the Tikopia people both on their
home island and in the settlement of Nukukaisi in Makira.

The central focus of this study is an analysis of the women of Tikopia from
several perspectives. First they are examined in time: the women of
Professor Raymond Firth's study of 1929 are contrasted with women 50
years on. Next they are described in different geographical settings - the
home island and the settlement.

Special attention is paid to two categories of women: the fafine taka
'unmarried women' and the fafine avanga 'married women'. These two
groups stand in strong contrast with one another. The unmarried women
have considerable social and sexual freedom. However, their structural
position in society is undergoing some redefinition as they are required to
replace in the domestic workforce their brothers who have migrated as wage
labourers to other parts of the Solomons. The departure of the young men
has caused some demographic imbalance among the young and their
absence decreases opportunities of marriage for the young women. No other
career is available to young women as they do not leave Tikopia for schooling
or work as their brothers do.

By contrast, the married women, to whom marriage ostensibly brings social
maturity, are the most tightly controlled section of the population, being
responsible to the patriline into which they have married. The social and
symbolic elements of gender relations in Tikopia are therefore examined
through the lives of these two groups of women.

A further concern which underlies this work are the developments in
theoretical and methodological approaches to the study of gender by

anthropologists, with special reference to their application in the Pacific
area.
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PREFACE

There are two main concerns in this thesis: the central one is the women of
Tikopia. The other is women in anthropology. The ambiguity of that phrase
is deliberate because it is intended to cover a constellation of meanings. The
women in anthropology are those who have been left out of the ethnographic
record and those about whom anthropologists have written. As well, they
are the female anthropologists who have gone to the field and who, later,
have argued about, defined and refined new theoretical approaches in

anthropology.

This work is based on field research carried out in 1979 and 1980 in a
Tikopia settlement and on the home island itself. I was, of course, following
Sir Raymond Firth whose fieldwork with the Tikopia fifty years before has
made them famous in ethnography. Because, as I go on to demonstrate, it is
anthropology that has changed to a greater degree than the Tikopia
themselves, I have not written the classical ethnography. To detail the
kinship terminology, the lineages of the chiefs, the disputes over land would
be an attempt to repeat We, the Tikopla in slightly modern dress. Rather, I
have referred to the elements of social organisation as they were particularly
relevant to the discourse on women. A description of the island, its land

forms and history have been given in an appendix.

I have followed Firth's convention of referring to the people as "the Tikopia",
not as Tikopians. A Tikopia man who had read some of Firth's works
approved strongly of the convention saying "We are the island". In writing
Tikopia I have used a double vowel rather than macron and included a gloss

of any words used in the text.
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The real names of people have been used. Again Firth followed that practice
and the people have been interested to read about their named forebears.
Attempts to disguise identity would not be possible on a small island and,
furthermore, in this thesis I am giving the requisite account of my fieldwork
which would be garbled by an attempt to disguise identity. In any further
work which is intended for wider publication I must address the dilemma of
whether to name people who have high responsibility (Commissioners of
Police and Bishops) in the Solomon Islands and reveal details of their private
lives. This is an issue I will discuss further with the people involved who are

aware of the dilemma.

In the body of the work it will be seen that I have appeared to set up
"Melanesian" as a contrast with "Polynesian" or "Tikopia". This follows the
Tikopia practice of referring to their neighbours as "black men" whcf they see
as having very different customs and beliefs from themselves. The division

of Solomon Islanders by this nomenclature comes from the Tikopia

perception of the world.

Finally, I have used many approaches to illuminate the many voices of
women in Tikopia and the paradoxes I see in their lives. No unitary scheme
of explanation can do justice to human complexity. Neither is there any
attempt to pretend to a definitive exegesis of the paradoxes: reality has its

loose ends and contradictions which ethnography must acknowledge.
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