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Abstract 

Domestic violence is the most common form of violence against women in the world and has 

devastating consequences both on an individual and on a societal level. In Fiji, this phenomenon is 

egregious: almost 3 in 4 of iTaukei women have experienced physical violence and/or sexual violence 

at the hands of a partner over their lifetime. Despite its unique potential to critically inform national 

policies and development programs, domestic violence is a topic which has often been disregarded by 

anthropologists. However, by contrast with other scientific approaches (biology, psychology, 

epidemiology), anthropology seems to be the only discipline which can holistically apprehend 

domestic violence through the thorough examination of its cultural meanings which mediate the 

practice and experience of violence, and thus, the possible responses to it.  

This dissertation examines how indigenous women respond to intimate partner violence by 

devising strategies such as staying in violent relationships, leaving temporarily or definitely, and 

seeking help from their families, from agencies and from authorities. The variation in women’s 

responses to violence is linked to the resources they have to invest in certain gendered subject 

positions associated with material, social and symbolic benefits. Structural factors – such as the 

economic, political and social context –, cultural formations and religious obligations influence these 

strategies in intricate ways, by both constraining women’s choices and offering them room for 

manoeuver, change and resistance.  
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Glossary 

CEDAW: Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

DEVAW: United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women 

DV: Domestic Violence 

EVAW: Elimination of Violence against Women 

FWCC: Fiji Women’s Crisis Center 

GBV: Gender-based violence 

HIV/AIDS: Human Immuno-deficiency Virus/Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome 

ICAAD: International Center for Advocates Against Discrimination  

IPV: Intimate Partner Violence 

NGO: Non-Governmental Organization  

PAHO: Pan American Health Organization  

PATH: Program for Appropriate Technology in Health 

SGBV: Sexual and Gender-Based Violence 

UN: United Nations 

UNESCAP: United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 

UNFPA: United Nations Population Fund 

VAWG: Violence against Women and Girls  

VAW: Violence against Women  

WHO: World Health Organization  
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Introduction 

In 2013, I worked in Fiji as an assistant to the Elimination of Violence against Women (EVAW) 

Specialist in the UN Women Pacific multi-country office. As part of my functions, I attended a two-day 

colloquium for local stakeholders led by U.S.-based experts in domestic violence. As we were 

brainstorming in small groups about the risks of staying or leaving a violent husband, a middle-aged 

Fijian woman – whom I had befriended during one of the numerous tea breaks – whispered into my 

ear: ‘these Americans are very friendly but they don’t understand the situation in Fiji, in the West a 

courageous woman leaves, here a courageous woman stays’. Her statement came back to my mind a 

few weeks later, as I was heading to the vigil of Joytika Singh, a young women’s rights activist who was 

killed by her husband as she had planned to leave him. Who was the courageous woman in the end? 

The one who stayed and endured the violence, or the one who took the risk of leaving at the expense 

of her life? What other choices did they have?  

This dissertation is the result of these reflections and seeks to explore indigenous Fijian women’s 

strategies, coping mechanisms and responses to domestic abuse within their cultural context.  

 

Map of Fiji1 

Fiji lies in the heart of the South Pacific Ocean and comprises an archipelago of approximately 

330 islands. Its population consists of 837,721 inhabitants which is over 51% urbanized, including 57% 

of iTaukei or indigenous Fijians, 37% Indo-Fijians and 6% of other nationalities (Fiji Bureau of Statistics 

                                                           

1 http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/map/768/the-fiji-islands, accessed on 21/08/2014. 

http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/map/768/the-fiji-islands
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2007). Despite its paradisiac landscape and its favorable climate, Fiji is one of the most dangerous 

places for women in the world: 72% of iTaukei women have experienced physical and/or sexual 

violence perpetrated by a husband or partner in their lifetime in comparison with a global prevalence 

of 30% (FWCC 2013, 2). Domestic abuse is the most common form of violence against women 

worldwide (hereafter VAW) (WHO 2005), even though it is not a ‘universal’ phenomenon (Mitchell 

1992; Brown 1999).  Since domestic abuse is remarkably widespread in Melanesia (Dinnen and Ley 

2000), this paper will sometimes use regional ethnographies to illuminate the Fijian context. Moreover, 

insofar as domestic violence (DV) or intimate partner violence (IPV) is most often perpetrated by males 

against their female partner (Levinson 1989, 81), this paper will draw on the contemporary theories 

engaging with the social construction of gender difference and identity. Finally, I will use regional and 

local reports on VAW published by local and international organizations.  

As a result of the concerted efforts of Fijian women and international activists, VAW has been 

acknowledged as a public issue over the last few decades (Keeling and Mason 2008, 2) and the Fijian 

government defines it as a human-rights violation. Domestic violence encompasses physical violence, 

sexual violence and emotional violence (WHO 2005) which result in harm or suffering to women. 

Victims of domestic violence can be afflicted with physical problems (injuries, chronic pain syndromes, 

disabilities), sexual and reproductive health issues (sexually transmitted diseases including HIV/AIDS, 

gynecological disorders and pregnancy complications) and psychological troubles (trauma, depression, 

alcohol and drug consumption, personal isolation and suicidal behaviors) (UNFPA 2008, 11; WHO 

2012). Therefore, VAW is both a public-health and development issue (Ellsberg and Heise 2005; Terry 

and Hoare 2007, xvi) which places a sustained strain on the criminal justice, health, employment and 

social welfare systems (True 2012, 13) and which costs the government $300 million per annum, i.e. 

7% of the gross national product (Fiji Law Reform Commission 2005). 

Scientific studies of VAW – biology, psychology, and epidemiology – and international indicators 

and databases usually aim at evaluating the prevalence of violence and its consequences (True 2012, 

6). However, in their attempts to conduct comparative studies, they often fail to identify and explore 

the underlying factors of violence (WHO 2012, 3; Filemoni-Tofaeno 2006, 60) and to consider local 

differences (Yoshioaka 2008). Anthropology can offer invaluable insights into the study of domestic 

violence which in itself is both a ‘subjective and culturally shaped process’ (Merry 2009, 183). However, 

the topic has often been avoided by anthropologists (Harvey 1994) despite its remarkable potential to 

inform the work of social workers, government and international organizations in designing 

interventions adapted to local contexts (Surtees 2006, 56).  
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To explore indigenous Fijian women’s strategies and responses to domestic abuse in Fiji and 

thus illuminate the complex dynamics between structure and agency, this paper will use the 

framework of practice theory. Each chapter shall analyze in sequence the social and cultural 

influencing factors which contribute to domestic violence and attempt to understand how women 

relate to these factors when devising their strategies.  

The aim of the first chapter is to critically assess the literature on domestic violence, present the 

methodology and cast an argument within the theoretical framework of practice theory. The second 

chapter will adopt a structural violence perspective to evaluate how kinship patterns, economic 

arrangements and political institutions constrain women’s choices in a practical way. The third chapter 

will study how indigenous Fijian culture mediates the meanings, practice and experience of domestic 

violence and its influence and effect on the range of possible strategies that women can pursue. Finally, 

the fourth chapter will explore the ambivalent role of Christian ideology in the fabric of domestic 

violence despite its empowering and liberating power for women.  
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1. Literature review 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the ethical, theoretical and practical disincentives of 

writing on the topic of domestic abuse, review the literature surrounding the matter on a global, 

regional and local scale, and finally present this paper’s methodology and theoretical framework.  

1.1. An embarrassing topic raising practical, ethical and theoretical issues   

If anthropologists have long studied violence and conflict (Gluckman 1956, Malinowski 1959), 

they have devoted scant attention to the topic of domestic violence for several reasons. Violence has 

been described by anthropologists as an intentional act of physical hurt (Straus et al. 1982, 20) which 

is deemed legitimate by the performer and (at least) some witnesses (Riches 1986, 8). It is thus an 

emotionally-charged concept which is difficult to describe, explain or justify without exercising moral 

judgment. 

Firstly, such questions raise an ethical dilemma since domestic violence is perceived as ‘a dark 

side’ of the culture under study (Counts 1992, xi). Consequently anthropologists have been keen to 

withhold judgment and write about the informants’ own understandings of violence without 

interrogating them in a cross-cultural perspective. Others have been tempted to dissociate violence 

from the indigenous culture and attribute it to negative Western influences (Harvey 1994, 68). Both 

approaches present flaws and can only provide incomplete and partial accounts.  

A second theoretical issue which impinges on the issue of VAW is that it is a ‘closed’ and ‘private’ 

topic (McClusky 2001) which is not easily accessible to any participant observer for firsthand study 

(Hautzinger 2003). Moreover, it entails a certain familiarity with the informants1 which affects the 

findings of the research. The fact there are only very few male ethnographers researching this topic 

renders our understanding of violence partial and limited since we may not have access to the views 

and representations of the perpetrators (Brown 2003).  

Finally, anthropologists may encounter practical problems before, during, and after fieldwork. 

They have trouble attracting and securing funding for their research (McClusky 2001), they risk being 

rejected, threatened or assaulted by their hosts2, or even denied the right to return to the field (Counts 

1992, xii).  

                                                           

1 By comparing her Fijian experience with her husband’s, Karen Brison (2007) points out that her gender gave 

her access to women’s worlds in a way that would not have been accessible to him.  
2 In one of her colorful ethnographic narratives, McClusky (2001) explains how she put herself at risk by helping 
one of her friends and informants to escape her husband’s violence.  
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The question of violence is at the heart of much current debate in biology, psychology, 

psychoanalysis, and epidemiology. In comparison with these approaches which briefly mention 

‘gender and social norms’ as causing domestic violence, anthropology – due to its unique method of 

long-term fieldwork and participant observation – can offer illuminating and original insight into the 

topic by examining ‘[t]he social and cultural dimensions of violence … [which] give violence its power 

and meaning’ (Bourgois and Scheper-Hughes 2004, 1). Indeed, the socio-structural context (Levinson 

1989, 52; Merry 2006, 22; Szalay 1996, 42) influences both the practice (Riches 1986, 15) and the 

experience of violence (Day 1994). It determines the type of abuse women are likely to experience, 

the meanings they attribute to violence and the way they respond to it (Yoshiaka 2008, 81). 

1.2. Global, regional and local anthropological studies on domestic violence 

Levinson's ground-breaking paper on family violence as a ‘multidimensional phenomenon’ 

(1989, 33) was the first attempt to categorize the different types of violence within the family, identify 

its structural causes and resituate it within the broader cultural pattern of violence. Counts (1990) – in 

her special issue on domestic violence in Oceania – built on his work and impelled anthropologists to 

overcome their ethnocentric biases so as to focus on the cultural meanings and perceptions of 

domestic violence.  

Following the 1990 publication, she collaborated with Brown and Campbell on two books (1992, 

1999) which shed light on ‘cultural perspectives’ of wife-beating by drawing on first-hand worldwide 

ethnographies. In this comprehensive account, the authors assessed the methodological shortcomings 

and misuse of evidence informing earlier studies of VAW, refuted certain biological claims and linked 

domestic violence to structural patterns of economic and political inequalities between men and 

women. These salient ethnographies, while examining domestic violence in a comparative perspective, 

provided the ground for reflection on the social context and cultural determinants of violence and 

established the topic as a legitimate domain of research  (Wies and Haldane 2011).  

These publications gave rise to a series of monographs and inspiring works on VAW that 

approached domestic violence from different perspectives. Numerous studies have attempted to 

explain gender-based violence as produced by the macro-structures, e.g. the legal (Merry 2009), 

political and institutional structures of power (Farmer 2003; Goldstein 2003; Hautzinger 2007). A 

number of authors have also examined the causes of domestic violence as stemming from differences 

and inequalities between gender positions or with reference to traditional models of masculinity and 

femininity (Stølen 1991; Harvey 1994). Finally, more recent attention has focused on anthropologically 

informed ethnographies of and designed for frontline workers (Shrader 2000; Wies and Haldane 2011).  
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Researchers such as Lateef (1992) or Counts (1992) have identified a number of women’s 

strategies to deal with abuse such as using witchcraft or sorcery, taking a lover or second husband, and 

committing suicide, but also more common strategies which will be studied in this paper, such as: 

‘fighting back‘, leaving the abuser – either temporarily or permanently – publicly exposing the dispute, 

and resorting to justice. However, they do not explain in further detail what informs these strategies. 

McClusky's full-length ethnography (2001), on the contrary, delves deeper into these cultural 

determinants (religion, education, family support, Mayan gender norms and identities) but tends to 

exaggerate women’s ‘rebellion’ as the author calls it (see Ortner 1995 for the tendency to romanticize 

resistance in ethnographic accounts).  

1.3. Methodology  

Anthropological studies on Fiji have very briefly touched upon family violence in Fiji (Sahlins 

1962, 116; Belshaw 1964, 12; Arno 1976, 61) but there has been little research focusing specifically on 

marital violence (Aucoin 1990). Therefore I will draw on some Melanesian ethnographies (Knauft 1997; 

Counts 1990, 1992; Dinnen and Ley 2000; Filemoni-Tofaeno 2006) and on general Fijian ethnographies, 

exploring topics which help illuminate the cultural context such as kinship (Nayacakalou 1955, 1957; 

Turner 1991), tradition (Sahlins 1962; Toren 1988), hierarchy (Toren 1990, 1999), personhood (Becker 

1995), modernity (Brison 2007), love (Toren 1994), and religion (Tomlinson 2009).  

Given the scarce amount of literature produced on domestic violence in Fiji, I have decided to 

analyze international organizations’ reports, regional studies and national statistics in the light of 

anthropological theories.  . This paper will frequently refer to the thorough study (2013) led by the Fiji 

Women’s Crisis Center (FWCC)1 which aims at assessing the prevalence, incidence and attitudes to IPV 

in Fiji. This is the only comprehensive, nation-wide study of VAW conducted to date, with over 3538 

households sampled. The survey replicates the methodological approach (Garcia-Moreno et al. 2006) 

developed by the WHO (2005) which consists of standardized population-based household surveys 

across rural and urban settings and deploys a standard development approach to VAW.   

1.4. Theoretical positioning  

Practice theory, which sees actors as simultaneously manipulating and constrained by their 

culture (Ortner 1990, 63), provides an interesting analytic framework for our analysis. This paper’s 

                                                           

1 This Fijian NGO was established in 1974 and is known for its expertise and experience on the topic both in Fiji 

and throughout the Pacific.  
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purpose is to elucidate how women respond to domestic violence by exploring the use of their 

resources (economic, social, cultural and symbolic capital) and the ways in which they express their 

agency within a cultural and religious structure which also constrains them through certain ideologies, 

institutions and social practices (Ortner 1995, 2006). Subjectivity underlies agency and can be defined 

as ‘a specifically cultural and historical consciousness’ (Ortner 2006, 110).  Owing to the lack of first-

hand ethnographies on the topic, this paper’s emphasis will be on the cultural construction rather than 

the psychological formation of subjectivity; i.e. on the modes of agency as structurally-driven (Ortner 

1995, 186) and on social practice, rather than discourse.  

The paper will also refer to contemporary theories of gender to assess the construction of 

specific gender ‘differences’ and inequalities (Collier and Yanagisako 1987). Finally, Moore’s theory of 

investment in gender positions, inspired by the work of the psychologist Hollway (1984), will be applied 

to evaluate why women may enact certain gender positions which are socially valorized such as the 

‘good wife’ or the dutiful mother, even though this means staying with violent partners. Indeed these 

investments provide them material and economic benefits (chapter 2) but also social, symbolic and 

emotional ones (chapter 3 and 4).   
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2. A structural approach to domestic violence 

This chapter, inspired by a structural-violence approach, is aimed at situating domestic violence 

within local and global economic and political structures which create or perpetuate gender 

inequalities and ‘determine who will be at risk for assaults’(Farmer 2003, 17). The first part presents 

the Fijian patriarchal model of kinship and its socio-economic implications for women through an 

examination of their relative position in the household, local and global economy. The second part 

moves on to describe how international and national processes contribute to extend the scope of 

VAW, and the last part illuminates women’s strategies in light of these findings.  

2.1. A patriarchal model of kinship characterized by exogamous marriage, patrilocal 

residence and patrilineal descent  

In Fiji the family, community and village all revolve around kinship  (Belshaw 1964, 26) and it is 

assumed that ‘marriage generates kinship’ (Toren 1994, 35).  Besides, insofar as ‘[g]ender violence is 

embedded in enduring patterns of kinship and marriage’ (Merry 2009, 2), carrying out a structural 

analysis of the kinship system and of its socio-economic implications is crucial to understanding 

women’s responses to domestic abuse. 

This Fijian lineage group (mataqali1) is exogamous (Nayacakalou 1955, 47) and women marry 

out so as to extend obligations, affinal links and social networks (Belshaw 1964, 30). The pattern of 

cross-cousin marriage is common in Fiji even though scholars disagree on its prevalence and 

preference. Even if it is quantitatively ‘rather exceptional than regular’ in Fiji (Capell and Lester 1945, 

171), its ideal is still pervasive in people’s representations of marital relationships: ‘[e]ven if no kinship 

relation can be discovered between them, the parties to any marriage are presumed cross-cousins’ 

(Toren 1990, 53). We will thus use the term of ‘cross-cousins’ as encompassing marriageable partners 

even if the spouses are not formally related. 

Cross-cousins’ relationship are characterized by equality and balanced reciprocity (Toren 1994, 

24). It is only through marriage that women’s status changes. The joking relationship between cross-

cousins becomes one of avoidance between spouses (Toren 1990, 50) and the marital bond – which  

allows legitimate sexual encounters between the former ‘lovers’ (Toren 1994, 25) – introduces 

hierarchy, inequality and potentially violence. This shows that there are multiple gender ideologies 

and statuses through time and across space (Meigs 1990) and that gender differences do not always 

                                                           

1 The mataqali is a ‘sub-clan’ (Nayacakalou 1975, 165) which comprises the extended family.  
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mean gender inequalities (Collier and Yanagisako 1987). In Fiji, relations between men and women 

vary according to the status, rank, age and kinship relationship of the parties. This paper focuses on 

unequal gender relationships in the husband-wife dyad but does not generalize these to other non-

marital relationships.  

 In most cases, iTaukei women leave their natal homes to reside in their husband’s mataqali 

after marriage (Sahlins 1962, 102). Because of recent socio-economic trends (e.g. increasing 

urbanization), there has been a steady growth of nuclear households and a decline in the traditional 

model of the extended family in Fiji (Sahlins 1962, 87) which reflects general trends in Melanesia 

(Knauft 1997, 238). If this domestic shift permits greater autonomy and independence for its members, 

it also results in a further isolation for women who are partially cut off from their familial network.   

With regards to assets and land, the national legislation stipulates that women and men have 

equal rights to inheritance. However, descent is patrilineal by tradition (Nayacakalou 1955, 47) and 

customary law favors men over women who have ‘no formal land rights’ (Toren 1990, 170). Only 5% 

of women own land by themselves and 7% own their own house (FWCC 2013, 106) but this asset is 

unlikely to be the marital home which usually belongs to the husband (Toren 1990). In case of 

separation, the young children generally reside with their mother. However, they end up moving back 

to the father’s house later to ‘[take] up membership and land rights with his clan’ (Aucoin 1990, 25).  

 

 

 

A Fijian house (Viti Levu, Fiji) 
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2.2. The relative place of women in the household and market economy 

In his functionalist analysis of Fijian society, Sahlins depicts the household as the main 

productive unit (1962, 88). Indeed, spouses are entangled in a ‘basic work partnership’ (Belshaw 1964, 

10) with a gender-typed division of labor. While men are expected to do the intensive agricultural and 

construction work (Belshaw 1964, 10) which requires strength (Aucoin 1990), women are in charge of 

domestic work, childcare and daily cooking as well as manufactural activities such as sewing and mat-

making (Becker 1995, 12). This traditional division of labor is still prevalent today, especially in rural 

areas where households rely on a subsistence-based economy (Zann and Zann 2008, 38). Overall it has 

been estimated that in 2004, women spent 15 hours more on household chores than men, whether 

working or not, and those who were not part of the labor force undertook 99 % of full-time household 

duties (UNESCAP 2007, 25).  

The division of roles in the domestic sphere prevents women from taking on additional paid 

work which could provide them with an income and economic independence (True 2012, 31). Even 

though they do 52% of total work in the economy, they only receive 27% of the total income (Narsey 

2007, 140). Even though women may have benefited from recent economic opportunities linked to 

globalization, they still face a higher risk of poverty (Slatter 1996, 62), are more likely to work in the 

informal sector, earn lower wages and are twice as likely to be unemployed in comparison to their 

male counterparts (Narsey 2007).  

 

 

Women selling food items in the market with their children (Suva, Fiji) 
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State-level violence can also greatly affect the prevalence of VAW (Goldstein 2003). The four 

political coups stemming from ethnic tensions which arose in 1987, 2000 and 2006 have exposed 

women to an increased risk of domestic violence. Women’s lives have been directly impacted by the 

economic crises which followed the military coups. For instance after the 2000 coup, 72% of women 

in paid employment either lost their jobs or saw their working hours and/or pay reduced during that 

period. Moreover, in the context of heightened political violence, issues of national security took 

priority over women’s rights (UNFPA 2008, 7) and the breakdown of the police and justice systems led 

to an increase in sexual abuse and domestic violence (Ishtar 1994; FWCC 2001).  

2.3.  How local and transnational dynamics threaten gender identities and 

exacerbate violence 

Both local and transnational dynamics have further contributed to the increase in VAW in Fiji. 

The gradual integration of the globalized competitive economy has had the effect of seriously 

impoverishing households. The reduction (or loss) in male economic resources1 has challenged norms 

of masculinity and exacerbated domestic violence (True 2012, 42). Indeed in Melanesia, social status 

and masculine worth is closely linked to economic success (Knauft 1997). Hence, women earning 

money and contributing more to the household than their husbands face a higher risk of violence 

(Mason 2000, 124; FWCC 2013, 10). 

Violence is performative since it is a ‘way of doing gender’ (Merry 2009, 11). Henrietta Moore 

(1994, 66) relates interpersonal violence to the ‘thwarting’ of investment in gendered subject 

positions. When individuals are prevented from enacting or maintaining gender positions linked to a 

social status – such as ‘breadwinner’ – by ‘social and material constraints’ (Moore 1994, 65), they 

experience a ‘crisis of representation’ (68) which they solve through interpersonal violence. This is a 

way for them to regain a form of power and control by asserting their masculinity through physical 

strength, which is highly valued in Fijian society (Aucoin 1990, 27).  

2.4. The impact of social, economic and political power structures on women’s 

resources and strategies  

A number of structural factors – whether local or international – can result in reducing women’s 

economic autonomy and constrain the strategies available to them.  

                                                           

1 Rural unemployment has been multiplied threefold between 1996 and 2007. 
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In Fiji, 3 in 5 women never left home. Even though economic insecurity is almost never identified 

as a reason for staying or returning, it highly likely acts as a deterrent effect. Indeed there is strong 

evidence that women living in poverty or with no control of cash are unable to undertake the journey 

owing to the high cost of transport (Zann and Zann 2008, 40). Moreover, 48% of women state that 

they never left home because they did not want to leave the children and could not support them 

(FWCC 2013, 107) since they lacked ‘economic capital’ (Bourdieu 1989). 

Out of the 2 in 5 women remaining, the majority did so because they could not endure the 

violence anymore or were severely injured (FWCC 2013) and were able to leave because of their social 

capital (Bourdieu 1989). The vast majority of them (90%) returned to their natal house and sought 

economic support from relatives, while a minority stayed with the partner’s relatives (5%) or elsewhere 

(5%) (FWCC 2013, 117). When women are able to leave, they become dependent on their families due 

to the lack of emergency accommodation and social housing1, and the difficulty of accessing welfare 

payments, state resources and family assistance schemes (UNFPA 2008, 33). Women’s relatives usually 

provide for them and their children for a few weeks - 40 days on average. However, unwilling or unable 

to maintain this support in the long run (Monsell-Davis 2000, 211) families often coax back women to 

their marital homes. Women can also report violence to the police, but if their husband is prosecuted 

and imprisoned, they are likely to experience a loss of income which they cannot afford.  

 

Structural inequalities linked to cultural-social patterns and political and economic processes 

render it difficult for women to leave their marital house. Depending on their resources (Bourdieu 

1977) – social, economic and symbolic capital – and the degree to which they are able to ‘recognize 

the alternative subject positions available to them’ (Moore 1994, 60) women can devise different 

strategies. However, when asked, they identify other motives for returning home or never leaving at 

all, such as love for the husband, concern for the children, and the sanctity of marriage. Thus the next 

part of this paper shall be dedicated to analyze how these social constructions are linked to cultural 

and religious ideologies. The Fijian cultural model will be studied first and then the Christian ideology, 

since they can highly influence and inform women’s decisions to remain in violent relationships while 

offering possibilities for empowerment, change and resistance.  

  

                                                           

1 According to Slatter, 80% of families needing urgent housing in Fiji are headed by women (1996, 62). 
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3. The Fijian cultural model  

In this chapter it will be shown how women’s decisions to leave their partners are portrayed as 

immoral and destructive of traditional practices bound up with discourses on kinship, hierarchy and 

authority. Indeed, the FWCC (2013, 81) reports that: 

[t]here was a prevalent view that if women assert their rights, this would be at the expense of their 

household responsibilities and social and cultural obligations, and thus would be harmful to the whole 

community.  

Following Moore (1994, 52) who claims that ‘any social theory must account both for the reproduction 

of dominant categories and discourses and for instances of non-reproduction, resistance and change’, 

this paper shall try to evaluate the extent to which these cultural narratives might prevent women 

from enacting gender positions perceived as ‘individualist’ and thus socially reprehended.  

3.1. The construction of a model centered on kinship and characterized by tradition 

and hierarchy  

 

A woman with her new-born child (Taveuni Island, Fiji) 

Adult villagers told Toren that they considered women as ‘paths of kinship’ (1999, 268). As wives 

and mothers, women play a crucial role with regard to the social reproduction of the mataqwali and 

the management of the social network. As explained above, Fijian society is organized around kinship 

(Nayacakalou 1957, 1) which is  ‘the unifying and inexhaustible medium of all its relations with others’ 

(1999, 273).  In Fijian, tradition translates into ‘acting in the manner of the land’ (cakacaka vakavanua) 
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and refers to ‘a way of living and behaving that is culturally appropriate’ (Toren 1988, 696). Since 

kinship is strongly associated with tradition (Toren 1990, 129) – and maintaining kinship ties is akin to 

upholding tradition – leaving one’s partner is interpreted as a direct threat to Fijian culture and identity 

which is based on a ‘closely knit familial and communal matrix’ (Filemoni-Tofaeno 2006, 47). The 

disintegration of the domestic unit is detrimental to the alliance between kin groups (mataqali), 

impacts the village community, and even the Fijian nation to a certain extent1.  

By involving individuals outside the domestic unit, marital disputes affect interclan relations as well as 

interpersonal ones, and therefore may carry political consequences for group as well as social relations. 

(Aucoin 1990, 24).  

It shatters social unity which is considered ‘a sign of good morality and practical strength’ 

(Tomlinson 2009, 65) and the ‘ethos of relatedness’ (Becker 1995, 16) which values ‘self-sacrifice, 

generosity, and self-effacement in deference to [family and] community needs’ (Becker 1995, 17; 

Filemoni-Tofaeno 2006).  

The [FWCC] study [on community perceptions] found that there was a backlash against women who did 

assert their rights; the prevailing attitude was that such women were ‘socially deviant, arrogant, power 

greedy and a source of gossip within the community’ (FWCC 2006: 7-8).  

Insofar as ‘kinship posits hierarchy as the proper social order’ (Toren 1988, 699), severing kinship ties 

and the marital relationship which stands as the pivot for Fijian hierarchy’ (Toren 1990) is also 

perceived as an eroding of Fijian hierarchy based on an ideology of headship – where the husband is 

the head of his house by analogy with the chief, head of the village (Becker 1995, 15) and the Christ, 

head of the Church (Filemoni-Tofaeno 2006, 59). Therefore, by submitting to their partners, women 

also submit to God (Quiroz-Uria 2013, 175; Mahmood 2012, 2). 

By leaving their marital homes and/or asking for divorce, women reveal the ‘sense of decline 

and loss’ (Tomlinson 2009, 65) of the Fijian culture and reactivate the nationalistic anxiety – rendered 

acute by the ethnic tensions which led to the political coups – that traditional indigenous practices are 

slowly eroding in the face of capitalism and individualism (Nayacakalou 1957, 55). This act shakes 

altogether the ‘sense of duty to one’s family, children, mataqwali, village, church, or traditions’ (Becker 

1995, 18) that is so highly praised by Fijians. 

                                                           

1 In Fijian, the term “‘kin’ (weka) may be extended to include all Fijians”(Toren 1988, 700).  
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The image that many indigenous Fijians have of present-day society … is one in which properly unified 

relationships are breaking down, or are already broken, and as a result people’s mana [power] is 

diminished or lost. (Tomlinson 2009, 65).  

Women are often portrayed as being responsible for family breakdowns which weaken the Fijian 

cultural model. But this claim, which is underpinned by a unified cultural narrative (Clifford 1988), 

needs to be re-evaluated anthropologically in light of historical, sociological and economic changes.  

 

A culturalist model which foregrounds Melanesian identity and mode of personhood in a 

relational context (Becker 1995, 4) has been fiercely criticized by anthropologists for several reasons. 

Firstly, it overlooks historical and social transformations. Since the end of the 19th Century, the 

encounters with the West – through colonization, Christianization and international trade (LiPuma 

2001, 5) – have considerably undermined traditional patterns of gender, sexuality and kinship (Knauft 

1997, 233; Monsell-Davis 2000). They brought about new cultural models (Brison 2007) treasuring 

‘initiative and individual responsibility’ in contrast with ‘respect, service and obedience’ (Monsell-Davis 

2000, 219).  Secondly, the ahistorical model of the Melanesian person as dividual and ‘partible’ 

(Strathern 1988) does not seem appear to capably handle social change, owing to its rigidity and 

homogeneity. It thus precludes the possibility of human agency in transforming the system from 

within.  

 

Poststructuralist thought reveals the existence of contradicting ideologies and value systems 

and creates space for potentially competing gender and subject positions. In Fijian culture, the 

dominant discourse, as we saw above, values women as ‘paths of kinship’ and appears to supersede 

all other available subject positions. Consequently, iTaukei women are likely to ‘invest’ in these subject 

positions (Moore 1994, 65) related to discourses which underscore their familial and communal duties, 

even though this means staying in a violent relationship. It is in this perspective that the conception of 

the ‘courageous’ woman – mentioned in the introductory vignette – takes on its full significance. 

Indeed, “[i]deas of … harmony, and what it means to be a ‘good’ wife also contribute to a woman’s 

decision to stay with an abusive husband” (McClusky 2001, 257).  

On the contrary, the very act of challenging the dominant discourses and practices – e.g. by 

leaving their partner and/or children, raising the children on their own or choosing another partner – 

often happens ‘at the expense of such things as social power, social approval and even material 

benefits’ (Moore 1994, 65). In the following section, the discussion will point to the ways in which 

women try to oppose marital violence while navigating and sometimes reconciling conflicting 

ideologies.  
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3.2. ‘I could not endure it anymore’: negotiating tradition and navigating conflicting 

discourses to escape violence 

Women who have been victims of domestic violence or rape may turn to a reconciliatory custom 

called i soro1 or i bulubulu. The offender and/or his family publicly apologize to the senior male member 

of the woman’s family (Singh et al 2013, 10) and asks for forgiveness by presenting wealth items 

(Counts et al. 1990, 240). Arno (1976) suggests that it is a way to reconcile structural contradictions 

emerging within the system and reaffirm ‘the structure of the Fijian social organization’(Koch et al. 

1977, 281). Indeed, it is still considered as ‘the basis of village life’ (Assistant Minister for Women 

quoted by Merry 2004, 6). Traditionally, it was used to prevent killings between kin groups and prevent 

vengeance between clans. It can be argued that Fijian women now use it as a ‘localizing strategy[y]’ 

(Brison 2007, 12) and a means to ‘re-imagine tradition’ (Brison 2007, 11) which is enshrined in a 

culturally acceptable narrative. Indeed, by resorting to i soro, women act in accordance with ‘cultural 

schemas’ (Ortner 1990, 60) since they implicitly surrender to the authority of their male kin who decide 

on the outcome (Merry 2004, 4) and are seen as respecting hierarchy and seeking out harmony and 

peace.  

This instrument of conflict management can temporarily protect women from abusive 

husbands, whilst restoring their honor and reinstating a sense of dignity and self-worth. However this 

is not always the case as this practice is followed loosely in urban areas where ‘ceremonies [are] not 

taken seriously and offenders [are] barely reprimanded’ (Merry 2004, 8). Moreover, it ultimately 

constrains women since the offended party is put under ‘considerable pressure for acceptance’ (Arno 

1976, 49). By refusing and rejecting the rule of reciprocity, the victim would ‘expose [herself] as a 

person who does not respect traditional customs … which are considered essential to peace’ (50). They 

would be seen as participating to the erosion of the local culture2 which values reconciliation over  

justice (McClusky 2001, 130)3.  

 

In some rare cases, especially in urban areas, iTaukei women have redesigned the custom so as 

to be able to decide themselves whether they forgive or not (Merry 2004, 8). By doing so, they reinvent 

tradition and reconfigure the function of the ritual without altering its structure (Bloch 1986). This 

could be interpreted as ‘[re-traditionalization] of personal and communal identity’ (Brison 2007, 7) 

                                                           

1 Soro suggests ‘surrender’ (Koch et al. 1977, 279).  
2 “The Fijian people won’t let this [custom] go. If they don’t have it, society will fall apart.” (Assistant Minister for 
Women quoted by Merry 2004, 6) 
3 When there is an official demand for divorce – filling in a form for the dissolution of marriage – the parties are 

asked if they have ‘attempted reconciliation’ (Family Court Law 2003) or not.  
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where women assert their individual rights without necessarily contravening the Fijian cultural system. 

This example is a good illustration of Moore’s theory of the multiple nature of subjectivity (1994) which 

is premised on the assumption that dividual and individual aspects of personhood operate together. 

LiPuma contends that this individual component has become increasingly visible and determinant in 

the crafting of modern Melanesian selves (LiPuma 1998, 57).  

 

In parallel or instead of this reconciliation ritual, women can also lodge an official complaint, 

although this action is disapproved of by the families and community (Percival et al. 2010, 33). Over 

their lifetime, 13% of iTaukei women asked for help from the police1, 2% from the court and 2% sought 

legal advice. In the past, offenders were unlikely to be harshly punished if they performed i soro 

because it was used as an evidence for prosecutors to discharge offenders or reduce their sentences 

(Merry 2004, 5). This is less likely to happen since the adoption of the ‘no drop policy’2 (1995), the 

Domestic Violence Decree and the Crimes Decree (2009) which improved the legal framework for 

prosecuting cases of sexual and domestic violence.  

 

According to Laidlaw (2013, 13), ‘there is never a simple equivalence between social 

requirement and moral obligation’. Thus, when confronted with violence, women can decide to leave 

and thus to challenge, question or reinvent ideas of morality, kinship and tradition. However it is 

important to recall that 3 in 5 women never left home and most of the women who did leave later 

returned.  

The reasons that women gave for returning home, or for never leaving home in the first place, were quite 

similar. Love and forgiveness [for the husband] and concern for her children were reasons given by about 

half of the women. (FWCC 2013, 118) 

In the next section, this paper will delve into the meanings of love and forgiveness which inform 

women’s decisions to stay or return to a violent partner.   

                                                           

 

2 This measure forces the Fiji Police Force to prohibit the reconciliation of cases of rape and domestic violence 

which have to be investigated and proceed to court. 
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3.3.  ‘I beat her because I love her too much: violence as an expression of love, 

discipline and hierarchy 

A major drawback of the ecological model1 commonly used by epidemiologists is that it mainly 

identifies ‘objective’ factors contributing to the risk of experiencing domestic violence (see figure 

below). These studies often rationalize women’s decisions to stay in a violent relationship as a ‘product 

of rational decision making’ (Erickson 2006, 118). They highlight their social and cultural obligations 

but do not account for ‘emotional obligations’ (Hochschild 2003, 69).  However, to produce a 

comprehensive account of IPV, this paper argues that social scientists need to delve further into the 

‘irrational sentiments of kinship’ (Fox 1984, 15).  

 

 

An ecological framework for explaining VAW (Ellsberg and Heise 2005, 26) 

18% of iTaukei women have been attacked or hit by their partner while pregnant. This finding 

exposes the gap between the ideal of the Fijian family and its reality. It also demonstrates that we 

cannot only look at kinship as a set of abstract moral rules if we want to grasp the complexity involved 

in relationships but we also need to consider it as ‘a web maintained by unrelieved tensions, an 

architecture of conflicting desires’ (Trawick 1990, 152). By drawing on the anthropology of experience 

                                                           

1 It aims at understanding the interplay of personal, situational, and sociocultural factors which cause abuse 

(Heise et al. 1999) 
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(Turner and Bruner 1986), this paper shall analyze conjugal relationships as a site of ambivalent 

feelings which are mediated by the Fijian construction(s) of love. The following paragraphs attempt to 

elicit the construction of violence as an expression of love which might explain why women interpret 

domestic abuse as ‘normal’, ‘not serious’ (FWCC 2013) or even legitimate.  

There has been relatively little ethnographically-informed research on love and attachment. In 

her study based on psychoanalysis theory, the anthropologist Margaret Trawick (1990) scratches off 

the different layers of love (anpu) in a Tamil family by presenting its various meanings, properties and 

usages. She explains that love is an ambivalent and ambiguous feeling which is also fraught with 

‘harshness’, ‘cruelty’ (20) and ‘servitude’ (111). In Fijian culture, violence as an expression of love is 

related to female sexuality, hierarchy and discipline, and Christianity.  

Toren differentiates between two types of Fijian loves, the ‘passionate and sexual love’ 

(veidomoni) which characterizes the first years of marriage and the ‘familial love’ (veilomani) which 

follows it (Toren 1994, 20). According to her, violence is necessarily linked to ‘passionate love’: if a 

woman has lost her teeth due to repeated physical assaults, people may comment that her husband 

‘loves her too much’” (FWCC 2013, 80-81). Violence stems from the men’s sexual jealousy (1994, 34) 

which is indeed the main cause of wife-beating in Fiji. Even though female infidelity is extremely rare, 

not to say nonexistent, it potentially carries enormous threats to masculine gendered positions but 

also male dominance and authority, revealing women’s ‘strong symbolic power’(Stølen 1991, 196).  

Toren’s essentially functionalist account of marital violence is limited. First, she contends that 

hierarchy is ‘axiomatic’ in marriage (Toren 1990, 50) without explaining in greater detail how and why 

it is enacted by violent practices. Second, her assumption that women gain more freedom and that 

violence ceases over time – because of the waning of sexual love – only applies to sexual violence1 but 

does not hold true for physical violence, which only slightly decreases over the years2. It is also worth 

noting, in this regard, that older women are substantially more likely to have experienced ‘severe’ 

violence over their lifetime (being hit, kicked, dragged, beaten up, choked, burnt or attacked with a 

weapon) by comparison with ‘moderate’ violence (being slapped, pushed or shoved). Finally, she 

neglects the possibility that these two forms of love may be both coexisting and co-constitutive and 

fails to acknowledge that violence is not necessarily linked to sexuality – or sexual love – but has to be 

understood with regard to hierarchy – which is somewhat surprising given that it is her research area. 

                                                           

1 1 in 4 women under 34 were subjected to sexual violence in the 12 months before the survey compared to 9% 
for women over 35 (FWCC 2013, 47).  
2 2 in 5 women aged 18-24 were recently abused, compared to 1 in 5 for women aged 40-44 (Ibid). 



 
 

 23 

In Fiji, violence is a legitimate process of discipline (Aucoin 1990, 31), which starts with 

childhood: ‘questioning and inquisitiveness may be actively discouraged, while obedience, respect and 

silence are encouraged’ (Monsell-Davis 2000, 213). Children are physically disciplined if they fail to 

perform domestic chores or gender positions (Aucoin 1990, 30-31). This socialization process anchors 

violence in the family context and normalizes it (Carucci 1992, 112). When they get married, girls who 

were under the authority of their fathers and brothers, (Nayacakalou 1957, 46; Turner 1991, 189) fall 

under that of their husband who may also turn to violence to discipline them into their new roles 

(McClusky 2001).  

Marital violence in Fiji, just like in other Melanesian societies (Mason 2000, 119), is seen as a 

husband’s prerogative or right (Sahlins 1962, 112), and both physical and emotional violence (through 

controlling behaviors1) can be read as ‘an expression of love and concern’ (FWCC 2013, 81). 

Participants at an FWCC workshop described a common statement made by men in community 

education workshop: “I waited until I was not angry, and beat her with ‘love’, to teach her” (FWCC 

2013, 117). After jealousy, women pinpoint disobedience as the second primary factor in provoking 

violent physical assaults (FWCC 2013, 79) and as the major justification for domestic violence2. 

 

The common idea that violence is ‘normal’ or ‘not serious’ might explain why 47% of the women 

who ever experienced physical or sexual violence never told anyone, and did not want nor seek help3 

(FWCC 2013, 113). However there are divergent representations of domestic violence with regard to 

its normality, acceptance and legitimacy. Among women who left and returned, less than 3% 

considered violence as being ‘normal’ (FWCC 2013, 225–226). These figures show that, contrary to 

what Riches argued (1991, 295) the ‘situational level of experience’ cannot be separated from ‘the 

representational level of knowledge’ (Harvey 1994, 68). Moreover, the fact that abused women remain 

silent about domestic violence does not mean that they find it ‘acceptable’ (Aucoin 1990, 35; Stølen 

1991, 87). Indeed, Toren (1994, 30) reports that even though women expected men to be violent, ‘[a]ll 

the women, young and old with whom [she] discussed male violence declared it abhorrent and 

unnecessary’.  

                                                           

1 For instance: ‘the partner insists on knowing where she is at all times’, ‘get angry if she speaks with another 

man’, ‘often suspicious that she is unfaithful’, ‘keeps her from seeing friends’.  
2 1 woman in 4 thought it was ‘a good reason’ for a man to hit his wife and half of the women interviewed thought 

that it was important for a man ‘to show his wife that he is the boss’ (FWCC 2013, 80).  
3 76% of women never sought help from any agency.  
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3.4. ‘I stayed because I loved him’: staying in violent relationships, a strategy 

informed by love, fear and shame 

 

 

Remaining silent is not a ‘passive’ coping strategy but part of a ‘discursive’ strategy used by 

women because they fear and want to prevent further violence. By coping with the violence, women 

represent themselves as showing resilience and ‘courage’. Moreover, silence might be a way to 

alleviate tensions by surrendering to their husband, hence implicitly granting them authority and 

acknowledging their higher rank in the domestic hierarchy.  

 ‘It is hard to exaggerate the important part silence plays in Fijian discourse. Silence speaks of rank and 

hierarchy, and marks the boundaries … between individuals no less than the spoken word’ (Griffin quoted 

by Monsell-Davis 2000).  

By lapsing into silence, wives give their husbands a feeling of domination and control which maintains 

‘the fantasy of power’ (Moore 1994, 69) and often prevents further violence from arising (FWCC 2006, 

62). This might also account for the fact that, when hit, kicked or aggressed, the vast majority of women 

did not fight back to defend themselves (73%) or did it only once or twice (16%) (FWCC 2013, 119).   

There are also other disincentives causing women not to seek help or leave related to shame 

and embarrassment. Indeed, women are paradoxically more likely to be blamed for the violence they 

suffer than men. Shame is linked to the construction of violence as a disciplinary tool and a punishment 
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for misbehaving and entails a loss of ‘symbolic capital’ (Bourdieu 1989). Women are reprimanded for 

two sets of reasons which are linked to the interdependent and differential nature of gender positions: 

firstly because they fail to enact gender norms governing female sexuality or family life such as 

neglecting [their] marital, familial and domestic duties’ (Counts 1990, 235), and secondly because they 

prevent men from enacting their own gendered subject positions by being ‘argumentative’ (Aucoin 

1990, 34), provocative (FWCC 2013, 120) or by ‘[challenging] male roles or leadership’ (FWCC 2006: 7, 

46, 58). Shame is provoked by the ‘talk about misconduct’ (Arno 1976, 60) commonly known as 

‘gossiping’ which is not only very effective in ‘[inducing] a change in behavior’(Arno 1976, 60) but also 

in regulating conduct. 

Because Fijian culture is shaped by a relational model of personhood, shame is not only 

individual but also collective. It has the potential to affect all the members of the patrilineage (Ibid) 

and has the potential to shame or ‘bring a bad name to the [whole] family’ (FWCC 2013, 117). Moore 

(1994, 66) adds that ‘the loss of reputation [can] mean a loss of livelihood, and the lack of good social 

standing can render individuals incapable of pursuing various strategies or courses of action’. This can 

also explain why women who leave the marital homes temporarily do not always disclose the real 

reason for doing so to their relatives.  

This chapter has revealed how the Fijian cultural context mediates the practice, interpretation 

and experience of violence, thereby informing and influencing women’s responses. Even though 

women created room for contestation, overall, the Fijian model seems to limit their strategies.  Insofar 

as disclosing intimate partner violence is fraught with shame and reprobation, and contesting the issue 

is associated with immorality, individualism and social stigma, women often decide to remain silent, 

do not seek help and/or return to violent partners.  In the next part, the paper will situate their 

strategies within the wider context of religion.  
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4. The Christian ideology  

Anthropological research on domestic violence has provided ample support for the assertion 

that religious ideologies play a role in shaping gender norms and relations which contribute to 

domestic violence (McClusky 2001b; Wardlow 2006). The FWCC findings indicate that women 

belonging to Christian religions (see table below for the different denominations) have significantly 

higher rates of emotional, physical and sexual violence compared with Indo-Fijian women who are 

mainly Muslim and Hindu (FWCC 2013, 41). In this chapter, the argument is presented that despite its 

empowering and liberating potential, Christian ideology can in part partake in the fabric of violence by 

molding gender relations and kinship dynamics (Quiroz-Uria 2013) through the theologies of marriage, 

sacrifice and forgiveness.  

4.1. The importance of Christianity in Fijian life, tradition and model of morality 

Since 1835, iTaukei Fijians have replaced their indigenous religion with the Christian faith, upon 

conversion by Methodist missionaries (Sahlins 1985, 37). According to Tomlinson (2009, 6), ‘more than 

99% of indigenous Fijians are Christian’.  

 

 

Source: Fiji Islands Bureau of Statistics, 2007. 

Christianity has been re-appropriated by Fijian people who interpret it as an integral part of their 

culture (Toren 1988, 697) since it has been accepted, legitimized and guarded by Fijian chiefs 

(Tomlinson 2009). It plays a major role in the political and social organization, with Christian hierarchy 
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superseding chiefly hierarchy. According to Toren (1990, 127), ‘[t]he church and customary behavior 

support each other’. This is all the more true in rural areas where Christianity permeates everyday life 

(Toren 2004, 222) work, worship and ritual performances. Finally, the Church ideology profoundly 

shapes morality and ‘what people define as acceptable behavior’ (Filemoni-Tofaeno 2006, 72).  

4.2. The empowering and liberating potential of the Christian ideology  

Colonization and the subsequent Christianization of Fiji terminated some harmful traditional 

practices such as ‘female infanticide, the strangling of chiefs’ widows [and] the giving of women as 

tribute’ (Toren 1988, 708). Women also gained additional freedom when the church banished 

arranged marriages and the use of elopement (Merry 2004, 6). The ideology of Christian love in 

marriage is now being used by women in order to justify – and sometimes impose – their choice of 

spouse (Hirsch and Wardlow 2006). This instrumental selection (Mitchell 1992, 91) can be seen as a 

strategy to prevent spousal abuse since they already know their future husbands. Besides, by 

employing this discourse of romantic love which encompasses both sexual and compassionate love 

(Toren 1990), young women enact a subject position which involves implicit claims on, along with 

expectations of gender relationships (Moore 1994, 56). For instance, by leveraging the model of 

companionate marriage they hope to establish relationships with their spouses which are more loving 

(Quiroz-Uria 2013, 174), intimate (Judith Stacey 1990) and ‘less hierarchical’ (Wardlow 2006, 75).  

Using the script of romantic love embedded in a Christian framework can be also be 

comprehended as a strategy to gain autonomy and reconcile individualistic desires and communal 

aspirations, modernity and tradition, self and society (Brison 2007, 11). Once married, young women 

often get involved in Christian churches or convert in order to ‘achieve a greater sense of themselves 

as autonomous individuals’ (Brison 2007, 58) and, sometimes, find solutions to deal with their 

husband’s violence. However this investment in Christian ideology and practices can also constrain 

them once married if they happen to experience intimate partner violence.  

4.3. Faith, love, forgiveness and sacrifice: when the Christian ideology partakes in the 

fabric of domestic violence    

In this paragraph, this paper will analyze how the theologies of love and marriage, sacrifice and 

forgiveness – which are conveyed by biblical interpretations and readings, cultural traditions and the 

patriarchal structure of clergy power (Filemoni-Tofaeno 2006, x), impel women to remain in violent 

relationships.  



 
 

 28 

The Christian ideology posits the complementarity of spouses considered as ‘one flesh’ once 

married (Matthew 19:4-7 quoted by Wardlow 2006, 63). By placing a high value on marital bonds over 

kinship ones (Wardlow 2006, 63), by upholding a sacred model of companionship, and by promoting a 

nuclear family model, the Church contributes to the isolation of women who are more dependent on 

their husbands (Hirsch et al. 2002, 1230). In Oceania, the patriarchal construction of marriage portrays 

the wife as a ‘helper to the husband’ and puts a ‘theological emphasis … on the hierarchical division of 

roles’ where the woman is reduced to her procreating and nurturing functions (Filemoni-Tofaeno 2006, 

87). Consequently, when women have fulfilled their role by having children, the moral impetus to stay 

married is reinforced (Smith 2006, 144). Women who become mothers can adjust their discursive 

strategies and justifications for putting up with abusive husbands by expressing love and concern for 

their children instead of, or in parallel with, love for their husbands.  

As mentioned above, Christian love is also associated with sacrifice (Daly 1986, 90). Abused 

women may identify with the Christ and interpret their experience of abuse with reference to biblical 

passages, such as the Genesis, the New Testament1 and the sayings of Jesus about divorce which ‘urge 

meekness, self-abnegation, suffering and sacrifice as marks of Christian life’ (Procter-Smith 1995, 431). 

The aesthetics of sacrifice women endorse is often supported by the male clergy who counsel them 

(Filemoni-Tofaeno 2006, 89). In some cases, women blame themselves for the violence they 

experience by interpreting as a divine punishment for sinning. They may also experience a cognitive 

conflict since the feeling of guilt and anger they experience is dissonant with the feelings of love and 

compassion conveyed by the Christian teachings (Crisp 2007, 307).  

Just like the Maya studied by McClusky, Fijian women ‘equate forgiveness and goodness’ (2001, 

168) and they see it as their duty to put up with abusive husbands. Their faith leads them to believe 

that they should forgive their husbands for being violent and gives them hope that they will change or 

that violence will cease over time2. However, women are not passive victims of violence, indeed they 

may cast their responses or coping strategies in active terms: they view it as their ‘job’ (McClusky 2001, 

258) or their ‘burdensome responsibility’ (Brison 2007, 60) to help their partner change behavior so as 

to become more respectful, loving and caring. By doing so, they display a superior moral strength 

‘while working within an ideology of being a subservient wife’ (Brison 2007, 74).  

                                                           

1 New Testament Text (II): Eph. 5: 21-24: “As the church is subject to Christ, so let wives also be subject in 

everything to their husbands.” (quoted in Filemoni-Tofaeno 2006, 99). 
2 ‘About 1 in 10 women said they went back home or never left because they believed that the husband would 

change’ (FWCC 2013, 119).  
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4.4. Overcoming a binary model of subordination versus subversion, domination 

versus resistance, power versus freedom 

This example shows that we need not see agency in ‘a binary model of subordination and 

subversion’ (Mahmood 2012, 14) where women either reproduce the structure that constrains them 

or act against it in a dialectical relationship (Laidlaw 2013). In this paragraph, I have attempted to 

demonstrate how the discourse of the Church contributes to the shaping of women’s subjectivities, 

i.e. the cultural conditions which produce certain dispositions such as ‘the desire for submission to 

recognized authority’ (Mahmood 2012, 17) be it their husbands or the Church. However, it is important 

to state that morality is ’not only a mechanism of social control’ (Laidlaw 2013, 8) enacted by social 

rules and regulations but also a site of freedom and choice (Robbins 2007, 294) where women can 

exert their agency.  

Liberal thought usually conceives of agency as ‘the capacity to realize one’s own interests against 

the weight of custom, tradition, transcendental will, or other obstacles’ (Mahmood 2012, 7). However 

this is a very ethnocentric conception which takes individual freedom and material self-interest as an 

ideal of action and fails to recognize that women’s interests are intrinsically linked to those of others, 

such as their families – whom they do not want to shame – their children – whom they want to raise 

and support, and even their husbands – whom they might want to help as shown above. Hence, agency 

might also be expressed by complying with the structure. By putting up with violent husbands through 

love, forgiveness and morality, women enact gender position associated with considerable symbolic 

power. They can thus be perceived as vulnerable and frightened victims but also as courageous, strong 

and resilient women and both assertions are not contradictory.   

 

This chapter described the multifaceted ways in which women relate to Christianity in their 

responses to domestic violence. They can use the Christian discourse as a resource to prevent domestic 

violence but also as a site of resistance, hope and moral strength. However, it seems that the Church 

ideology – through discourse and social practice –mostly impels them to remain in violent relationships 

by turning their suffering into sacrificial love, by encouraging them to forgive their violent partners, 

and by stigmatizing divorce. Nonetheless, the last section focusing on faith as a process of subject 

formation showed that we need to overcome the binary between religion as a mere tool of domination 

or as a site of resistance.  
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Conclusion 

This dissertation has argued that women’s responses to domestic abuse are complex and that 

their strategies can only be properly understood in the light of economic, cultural and religious factors.  

The first chapter explored the reasons for an earlier anthropological disinterest in the topic but 

also its unique potential in investigating the social and cultural context within which violence is 

expressed, interpreted and experienced. Finally, it revealed the usefulness of the practice theory 

approach in understanding the dialectical relationship between structural forces and human agency 

which frames women’s responses to domestic violence.  

The second chapter demonstrated the implications of a patriarchal model of kinship that limits 

women’s access to economic capital with regard to employment, inheritance and land-owning, and 

social capital since post-marital residence drives them away from their natal families who are the most 

likely to help and support them in case of abuse. Drawing on Moore’s theory (1994), it also underlined 

how the intertwining of social, economic and political factors – both on a local and on an international 

scale – put women at higher risk of violence by reinforcing threats to male gender identities which are 

solved by interpersonal violence.  

The third chapter unraveled the idealized construct of a ‘traditional’ Fijian model based on 

kinship, characterized by an ethos of relatedness and suffused with hierarchical relationships. To avoid 

social stigmatization linked to the shattering of this model, women have to juggle between conflicting 

discourses so as to escape marital violence in a culturally acceptable way. The chapter also delved into 

the meaning of violence as an expression of love depicted as ‘normal’ or sometimes ‘justified’ and 

elicited the use of violence as a disciplinary tool linked to the performativity of gender identities and 

associated with misbehavior, shame and blame. These representations mediate women’s experiences 

and explicate why they often remain silent, never leave or return to violent partners.  

Finally, the fourth chapter revealed how the Church ideology might, in some regards, partake in 

the fabric of violence by shaping morality and thus women’s behaviors and subjectivities. Its doctrine 

requests wives to love their husbands, forgive them if they commit violence, sacrifice themselves for 

the sake of their families in deference to God. However it also underlined the possibilities offered by 

the discourse of companionate love that women re-appropriate to make claims on their relationships, 

and the relief, strength and hope that they derive from their involvement in religious practices.  

As this paper endeavored to show, abused women are not passive victims; they are agents who 

devise strategies which are culturally and socially bounded, depending on the resources and subject 

positions available to them.   
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Owing to the recent increase in cases of domestic violence reported to authorities and agencies 

in Fiji, there is some evidence of an ongoing ‘interpretive shift’ (Anderson-Fye 2010, 340) in women’s 

representations of violence. In a context of structural changes such as increased economic and 

educational opportunities, local and international organizations are opening up possibilities for 

resistance and change. They seek to expand the range of strategies available to women by contesting 

views which condone marital violence, by pointing to alternative subject positions for women and by 

providing them with resources – through legal, economic and psychological support – to actually enact 

them. Further anthropological research is needed to understand how this shift in representations, 

experience and practices can occur, be reinforced, and sustained.  
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