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Advocacy or activism: Gender politics in Fiji 
NICOLE GEORGE1 

INTRODUCTION 

Amongst the scholarly community and development practitioners interested 
in the promotion of global equality, enthusiastic attention has recently been 
devoted to the political activity of non-governmental organisations (NGOs). 
Until recently these groups were routinely characterised as the ' third force' 
in politics; autonomous and innovative agents for refonn or social change.2 

Lately, greater auention has been given to the idea that NGOs and civil 
society groups resJX)nd to, and perhaps even reflect, the broader political 
culture in which they operate in order to maintain their political sway, a 
factor which may influence the design of their campaign strategies.3 While 

Doctoral Candid&le , D!,partment of lntemari()llal Relations, Research School of Pacific and Asian 
Swdies, 1lie Australian National University. 

See David C. Konen, Gdting lo fht: 21Jt certtury: Voluntary action and the global agenda (W<'.St 
Hartford: Kumlrian P=, 1992); Ronnie Lipschutz, 'Resln.icturing world politics: The emergence 
of global civil society' , Mille111tiwn: Journal of f111ema1Wna.l Studies 2 1(3) 1992, pp. 389-420; 
Margaret E. Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, A.ctivU'rs beyond /,order1: A.dwxacy ne/WQrb- i11 
imtrnationalpolitics (I thaca: Cornell Uni versity Press, 1998); Thomas Risse, Stephen C. Ropp and 
Kath,yn Sikkink, eds, The poWt'r of huma11 rights: lntematiOIIQI norms and domesric dumgcs 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); Richard Falk, 'Global civil society: Perspectives, 
initiatives, movements', O:,;fard Development Studies 26( 1) 1999, pp. 99-lll ; Ma,y Kaldor, 
'Transnational civil &0eicty', in Tim Dunne and Nidlolas J. Wheeler, eds, Human righrs in global 
politics (Cambridge: Camblidgc University Press, 1999), pp. 195-213: San_ieev Khagram, James V. 
Rillir and Kathryn Sikkink, 'From Santiago to Seattle; Transnational advocacy groups 
restructuring world politics', in Sanj,eev Khagram, Jame$ V. Rikker and Kathryn Sikkink, eds, 
Restructuring world polirics: TmruN1tiotwl wcia/ movemcm.1, IICIWQrh and rumns (Minr.eapolis: 
University ofMinllCSO!a Press, 2002), pp. 3-23; Helmut Anheier, Marlies Glasius and Mary Kaldor, 
' Introducing global civi l society', in Helmut Anheier, Marl ies Glasius and Mary Kaldor, eds, Global 
civil wcicry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 3-22; Ann M. Acoin i, ed., The third force 
~ rise of tranmati0111JI civil wcicry (Washington, OC: Carnegie Endowment for Inte rnational 
PeacePress.2COO). 

3 Examples of literature which takes a more critical line of in vestigation into the capaci ty of civil 
society and NGOs include Geofffey Hawthorn, ' llle promise of civil society in the south', in 
Sudipta Kaviraj and Sunil Khilnani, eds, Civil sockty: Him,ry arul f)<J,<.<ibil iriu (Cambridge: 
Cambridge Uni versity Press, 200 1), pp. 269-3 17; Jude Howe ll and Jenny Pcarct:, Civil wciay and 
dcvelopmenl: A. cririwl aplorarion (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 2001); A li son Van Rooy, Civil society 
and tMaid indMStry: The politics and promise (London: Earth.scan, 1998) 
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these themes have certainly been evident in li terature examining the politics 
of gender and civil society,4 there remains plenty of work to be done in this 
sphere.5 

As a further contribution to this debate this paper considers the extent to 
which the broader political culture, local and international, conditions the 
environment in which women's non-government and civil society organisa­

tions operate and impact upon the design of their campaign strategies. 
Through an examination of the work of women's NGOs operating in Fiji in 
the 1970s and today I challenge the idealised view of NGOs as bodies 

which undercut the authority of the state via their participation in 
' transnational networks' which promote a new type of 'globalisation from 
below'. I aim to present a more nuanced picmre of this terrain which 
highlighlS the extent to which the political autonomy of women's NGOs in 

the developing world has depended upon the dynamics of a broader 
political environment which places both opportunities and constraints in 
their path. 

4 For literature celebrating the capacity of women"s civil society org1111isations at the local and 

intematiOllal le vel.see JuttoJoachim, 'Shaping thehumanrightsagen<la:Thecascofviolcnce 

against women'. in FJisa!M,th Priigl and Mary K. MeyCT, eds. Wndtr politicJ i11 global gow,ma11u 

(Lanham, Md: Rowman and Little field, 1999). pp. 142---60; Jutta Joachim, 'Framing issua and 

seizing opportunities: The UN, NGOs and women"s rights", foumutioNJI S1udit1 Quanuly 47(2) 

2003, pp. 247-74; Temma Kapl1111. Crozy for- /Unwcrucy: W11mt11 ill grassrO<JtS m,,w,mt llfJ (New 

York: Routledge , 1997); Ar.onnc S. Fraser, ~ UN dtcadt for wom,,11; Do,.:wrumtJ and dialogut 

(Boulder. Westvie w Press, 1987); Hillli f'ietilll and Jeanne Vitlers, Making WOmt'II IIUllttr: Tht 

rolt of the U11ittd Narioru (Z.ed Books: l.oooon, 1996); Lois A West, 'llie Unitt:d Nations women's 

C011feren.ces and feminist politics'. ill Prilgl and Meyer, eds, Gt.ukr pvlifia ill gWOOI go...,manu, 

pp. 177- 93. For a more critical and localised examinatioo of this terrain sec Sonia Alvarez, 

'Advocating feminism: The Latin Ameri<:MI feminist NGO '"Boom .. ', /111,:mafiOltal Ftmi11ist 

Journal of Poliria 1(2) 1999, pp. 181-209; Sabine Lang 'Th,e NGOiration of fe minism•, in Joan 
So:,tt. Cora Kaplan W1d Debra Keates. eds, TransitilHU, t/1\aro,tmtlllS, tra,u/m/on.s: Ftmi~i.sm.s iii 
i11tt mmional politics (London and Ne w YOO: : Routled~, 1997), pp. !01- 20; Barbara Einhorn ;rnd 

Oiarlotte Se...,r, 'Gender and civil society in Central 800 Eastern Europe', /111e ma1iooo./ Joumol of 

Ftmi11ist Pulitics 5(2) 2003, pp. 163-90; Jude Howell, 'Women's organisatioos and civil society in 

Oiin1: Making I difference ·, foummiuool Journal of Ftmi11ist Politics 5(2) 2003. pp. 191-2 15; 

Nadjes S. Al-Ali , "Gender and civil society in the Middle-East", lllltmatW/la/ Jm,ma/ of Ftmi/lW 

P<,litia 5(2) 2003, pp. 216--32; Marcela Rfos Tobar. '0,ilean femi nism(S) in the 1990s: Paradoxes 

ofanunfinishedtra11$ition',/111ema1iuoo/Journolujfrmi11U1Palitics5(2)2003,pp.256-80. 

Jude Howell and Dianne Mulligan. "EdilOrial', lmemurio1UJI Juunwl of Ft mi11is1 Po/iria 5(2) 2003. 

pp. 157-62. 
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This paper begins therefore with a discussion of advocacy and activism 
and suggests that while scholars of global or transnational civil society 
networks6 tend to use these terms synonymously when they describe the 
political negotiations ofNGOs, there are, in practical application, important 
levels of difference between advocacy and activism which are not reflected 
well in the theoretical literature on this topic. In the first section of this paper 
I will contrast advocacy- a formalised style of ix>litical negotiation where 
the critical voice is potentially muted in order to achieve conservatively 
envisaged goals, and activism-a more confro ntational, autonomous and 
informal brand of NGO activity. While there is a broad level of consensus 
amongst development thinkers, practitioners and policy makers as to the 
positive benefits to be accrued from incorporating civil society groups into 
the development process, I contend that in practice a general preference is 
shown for cooperation with groups who engage in advocacy rather than the 
potentially confrontational or more radicalised paths of activism. I conclude 
this section therefore by arguing that in the current political climate 
advocacy has achieved a high level of purchase amongst governments and 
donor agencies in comparison with acti vism a potentially more con­
frontational style of political activity which has suffered reduced legitimacy 
in the current political climate. 

As a means by which to illustrate these ideas in greater detail the second 
section of this paper draws upon findings from field research conducted 
with women's NGOs in Fiji in 2002. I examine the strategies utilised by 
high profile women's organisations in relation to women and development 
and the issue of poverty alleviation, comparing recent campaign strategies 
with those of women's organisations who were outspoken on these issues in 
the 1960s and 1970s. An historical perspective of this terrain allows us to 
appreciate the defiantly critical and 'internationalist' activist agenda of 
women's groups operating in the earlier period in comparison with the more 
mcxlerately toned and locally-focused advocacy strategies of women's 
organisations operating in the current context. 

Foradiscussiooofthetransnatiooa!advocacyversus globalcivi l societydebate, $et: Anheier, 
Glasius andKaldor,' lntn:lducing globalcivi! society' . 
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The finaJ section of this paper argues that in order to understand the 
different campaigning strategies across different periods of history, it is 
important to give some thought to the ways in which NGOs respond to the 
shifting nature of local and international political culture. I will therefore 
demonstrate how the local and international political environment in which 
women's groups operate today is a place of complex and multi-level 
demands which often has the effect of constraining organisations'activities 
and reigning in their critical voice. By contrast I will argue that in the 
immediate post-colonial period of the 1960s and 1970s the prevailing 
political culture occurring both locally and internationally was more tolerant 
of, or sympathetic to, activist strategies, and that women's groups were in 
fact al liberty to articulate a more radicalised vision of gender justice than in 
the current context. This discussion aims lo emphasise the point that 
analysis of NGO strategies on various issues demands not only an 
examination of campaigns and the way they are framed,7 but also a 
consideration of the ways in which NGOs are able to negotiate space within 
the local and international political culture. The shifting political terrain 
within which NGOs function demands our attention, for it has the capacity 
to enable or constrain NGO activity and thus shape NGO campaign 
strategies on questions of gender justice in decisive ways. 

ADVOCACY OR ACTIVISJ\1 

Moving between my field research findings and the theoretical literature on 
the subject of civil society, I have begun to consider the extent to which a 
distinction can be drawn between advocacy and activism. ls it possible to 
generate new insights by differentiating between these tenns rather than 
using them interchangeably as researchers working on global civil society 
or transnational non-government networks are prone to do? This tendency is 
widespread, evident at first glance for example, in the title of Margaret Keck 
and Kathryn Sikkink's widely cited work on transnational civil society­
Activists beyond borders: Advocacy networks in intenw.tional politics.8 

lltc framing of NGO campaigns in ways Iha! resonate with the sUlle has been l ccn(Jal concem in 
the work of Ked iU>d Sikl<ink. Acrivi.llS bqo11d burdu s. See their work on W<J<fl<'n's NGOs iU>d the 
su=ssfol framing of violence against women as a human rights i.ssue , for example. pp.165--98 
Similar arguments are also advanced on this issue by Joachim, 'Sh:1ping the human rights agenda", 
iU>d Joachim, 'Framing issues and s.eizing opportunities" 

Keck and Sikkinl<, ActiYisr, lxvond bu,--du,. 
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Does the synonyITM)lls use of these terms, however, caITM)lltlage the extent to 
which activism and advocacy represent different forms of political activity 
or different styles of political negotiation? During the course of my own 
in vestigations into the history of women's organising over the last 30 years, 
and the ways in which issue-areas have been pursued by NGOs, both at the 
domestic level in F1ji , and internationally, I have become increasingly 
persuaded by the idea that in practical application the terms activism and 
advocacy represent different types of political activity undertaken by civil 
society groups, and that this level of distinction is not well reflecte.d in the 
theoretical literature on this topic. 

Keck and Sikkink's definition of transnational advocacy networks is just 
one example of how scholarship on this subject has tended to blur these 
terms. The authors first make mention of the work of activists as those who 
'identify a problem, specify a cause, and propose a solution, all with an eye 
toward producing procedural, substantive and nonnative change in their 
area of concern'. As the discussion moves on, the function of the advocate 
is described as one who will ' plead the causes of others, defend a cause or 
proposition'.9 Extending thi s idea further, Keck and Sikkink discuss the 
work of advocacy networks which, they argue, are 'organised to promote 
causes, principle.d ideas and norms' involving 'individuals advocating 
policy changes that cannot be easily linked to a "rationalist" understanding 
of theirinterests• .10 

While Keck and Sikkink's emphasis upon change as the primary motiv­
ator for both the advocate and the activist is unproblematic, their definition 
also seems to hint at the differences that might ex ist between advocacy and 
acti vism without making this idea explicit. I would argue that Keck and 
Sikkink's reference to 'policy change' as they discuss advocacy is not 
insignificant and tends to support my own view of advocacy as a measured 
and formalised style of political negotiation between NGOs and govern­
ments or institutions where the critical voice is potentially muted. Activism 
on the other hand can, in my opin ion, be viewe.d as a more immediate form 

9 lbid.,p. 8 

IO lbid.,pp. 8--9 
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of political protest where the focus is on critical politicaJ activity and its 
JX)tential to become highly confromationaJ. 

If we refer to the Concise Oxford Dictionary the definition of advocacy 
appears to be much the same as lhat employed by Keck and Sikkink; 
advocacy is described as the function of an advocate, one who pleads for 
another, one who speaks in favour of a proposal; defends, recommends or 
supports a JX)licy. We can think of advocates as professional pleaders then, 
working within formal politicaJ circles, and indeed the tenn is commonly 
used to refer lO the role of lhe professional pleader in courts of law. On the 
other hand, activism, again according to the Oxford Dictionnry, refers to a 
JX) licy of 'vigorous action in JX)litics', the exertion of political 'energy or 
influence'. Mary Kaldor, in her description of the activist version of civil 
society, places emphasis upon active citizenship and 'self-organisation that 
takes place outside formal political circles'. 11 Therefore while the term 
advocacy can be understood to refer to a formalised process of political 
representation of causes or principles undertaken by civil society groups, the 
term activism perhaps describes a more autonomous realm of critical 
JX)litical activity that takes place outside the recognised circles of JX)litical 
negotiation. Here the focus might be upon public activities such as mass­
protest, street demonstrations, strike action or public meetings rather than 
the more formalised processes of lobbying and negotiation that often take 
place between lhe advocate and the political elite. 

While these distinctions may seem self-evident to some, or a rather 
elaborate exercise in hair-splitting to others, the delineation of these terms 
does have a practical application. It is not by accident lhat the tenn advo­
cacy has achieved its current level of purchase amongst intergovernmental 
organisations, donor agencies, and even NGOs themselves as compared to 
the term activism. In current development thinking lhe discourse of 'good 
governance' is ubiquitous and places strong emphasis upon the necessity of 
civil society participation alongside that of the state in development policy 

11 Mary Kaldor, GJ(}OO./ civil wciery: An <>nsw.er w wur (Cambridge: Polity, 2003), p. 8. Kaldor's 

definitionofactivistcivilsocietyhasbeenhelpful as l havesough11odarifyhowthese temismight 

bediffercn1iated,althoughinlatcrparagraphsKaldortooshowsatclldcncytoblurthclinesbctw«n 

advoucy and activism when she d iscu5oscs the work ofad\lOCACy networks sl!Ch as Greenpeace. See 
Kakb-, Globol dvil wd~ty. p. 9 
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making. 12 The assumption here is that civil society is an 'agency of refonn', 
an ' important democratic check' on the state that will force greater account­
ability within the institutions of governance. 13 At the same time, donor 
agencies appear to be enamoured with the concept of social capital and 
enthusiastically promote the expansion of civil society in developing 
regions as a 'counterveiling force to the expanding of markets and the 
declining authority of the state'. 14 However, as the fo llowing paragraphs 
will indicate the relationship between civility and advocacy is deftl y forged 
with the focus primarily upon organisations whose challenges to the pre­
vailing status quo take place in measured tones and through the fonnalised 
channels of political negotiation avoiding the more confrontational and 
radicalised protest strategies that might be adopted by groups who engage in 
political activism. 

The extent to which bilateral donor agencies such as the Australian 
Agency for International Development (AusAID), the US Agency for 
International Development (USAID) or the UK Department for Inter­
national Development (UKDFID) have embraced the notion of NGO 
advocacy is clearly evident in their web pages devoted to civil society 
issues. 1be same can be said for multilateral institutions such as the World 
Bank and the various agencies of the United Nations.is While the tern, 
advocacy has a respectable presence on all lhese sites, the tenn activism is 
rarely to be found. We can sunnise therefore that governments and donor 
agencies fo rmulating development policy in line with good governance 
precepts show a strong tendency to engage more comfortably with the 
reasoned and measured tones of NGO advocacy rather than the critical, 

12 Anheier,Glasiusand Kaldor,' lntroducingglobal civi l society',p.15. 

13 Howell and Peara:,Civilsociny/J/tddewlopm,,nr,pp.39-41. 

14 Maurizio Carbone, '1be role of non-state actors in development policy; Perceptions and changing 
practices', TheCourierA.CP- EU 199(luly-August)2003, pp. 14--15,at p. 15. 

15 ThepolicyofrrultilateralandbilaleralaidagencieslmincR:asingly~~i~of 
cooperationandnegotiationwilhcivilsociely~psaspartnminrq.:,tiatiooandde~aspartof 
~effoo toforgegoodgovernin:e in~Third Wor1d Forcxamplcsoflhis,see web&iitsandrec:mt web 
publiralion<s de'<Qlt:d 10 civil socicry is.slies of ~ Unill!d Nalions Ocvelopn-cnt Program 
<WWW.laldp.orgk:sro,, Wond Bank <WWW.wcrl:IJank.org/civilr.oc:iely>, UKDFID -cwww.dfid.gov.uk/­
abouldfid/DADwcri:/civilsociel:y.asp>, USAJD <WWW.~govllocatioo.Yeurc,ie_~gl'i­
advocacydll07 1201.00D, andAusAID-cwww.ausaid.gov.au/hyaWgoYer.cfnD.. 
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unruly and potentially confrontational paths of NGO activism. On this basis 
then, is it reasonable to suggest that advocacy, a measured and formalised 
style of political dialogue, has become the respectable alternative to 
activism, which has perhaps suffered reduced legitimacy as a path of 
political negotiation or protest in the current political environment? 

During the course of my own research I have found sufficient evidence 
to support this idea. Moreover I would suggest that it is the increased 
emphasis upon NGO accountability which has often encouraged civil 
society groups lo adopt a moderate tone in their political negotiations for 
fear that a more critical activist agenda might jeopardise relationships with 
local and internationally based benefactors. Maurizio Carbone argues that in 
the current context, civil society organisations have been forced to mediate a 
difficult line between upwards and downwards accountability, with upwards 
accountability referring to the responsibilities NGOs have towards trustees, 
donors and governments, and downwards accountability rcfening to NGO 
relationships with their constituency within the community. Carbone 
contends that the need to be accountable to donors and patrons often 
necessitates a more bureaucratic organisational structure for NGOs. This, he 
argues, may in tum stifle the spontaneity and innovation that are often 
assumed to be the hallmark qualities of the non~govcmmcnl development 
and aid sector and that which sets it apart from both the bureaucratised state 
and the commercially driven market. 16 

Of course the ramifications of this scenario demand that we think about 
the ways in which the NGO-benefactor relationship impacts upon NGO 
autonomy. In the current climate, NGOs who arc able to generate a 
professional and non-confrontational profile both locally and internationally 
stand to win expanded political influence and financial support. This in tum 
may explain the increasing tendency for organisations to define themselves 
as advocates who professionally 'plead the cause of others' rather than 
activists prepared to undertake a 'watch-dog role' or to lead a more public 
campaign of protest and criticism. As advocates, NGOs will front political 
causes or represent the unjustly treated, pursuing strategies that fit the pre­
vailing political culture and its fonnalised channels of political negotiation. 

16 Cubonc. 'Theroleofnon~tate actors in development policy•, p. 15 
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As advocates, however, they are unlikely to follow the potentially more 
radicalised or confrontational path of political activism Involvement in this 
type of activity may brand the organisation as extreme, damaging their 
professional profile and jeopardising the ir ability to attract important 
financial backing. 11 

My research into the history of women's organising over the last 30 years 
demonstrates how these ideas play out at both the local and international 
level. My findings support the thesis that increased pressure for NGOs to be 
accountable in both an upwards and downwards direction has in some 
instances meant that high-profile organisations have become self-censoring, 
shying away from pursuing a path of critical activism for fear that this may 
compromise their relationships with donor organisations and the SL'lle. This 
situation contrasts dramatically with the immediate post-colonial pericxi in 
Fiji's history when, in the 1960s and 1970s, women's NGOs were often 
involved in campaigns of public activism which demonstrated a high degree 
of radicalism and a seeming disregard for the fact that such an agenda might 
bring them into confrontation with state authorities or international funding 
partners. 

The next sections of this paper focus uixm campaign strategies to 
improve the status of women employed by high profile, internationally 
funded NGOs in Fiji with a particular focus upon the way economic issues 
have been raised by these groups. I will examine recent campaigns led by 
the Fiji Women's Rights Movement (FWRM) and the Fiji Women's Crisis 
Center (FWCC), and contrast these strategies with an earlier period in Fiji's 
history when the Fiji Young Women's Christian Association (YWCA) was a 
prominent organisation for women. I argue that the direction of campaigns 
undertaken by the two groups in the current context can be viewed as a 
relatively conservative style of political negotiation that, while it avoids 

17 ThisscenariowasdiscussedinarecmtsludyproducedbytlleAustralialnstitule, whichsunieyed 
local NGOs operating in Australia. and which found that organisations were increasingly under th<, 

impression that they wcn: being 'froun oot' of government policy consultation and fun'ul that tile 
aniculation of criticism would resu lt in loss of access to funding opportunities or go=ment 
cootract5. See Sarah. Maddison, Richan! DcMiss and Oivc Hamilton , 'Silencing dissent: Noo­
goVffllment organiwiom and Australian democracy', Discussion Paper No. 65 (CanOCrn.: Australia 
lnstitute, June2lXl4). 
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radicalism, also fai ls lo confront the urgent and often dire economic 
circumstances faced by many of Fiji's women. 

On the other hand cxaminalion of the activities of the Fiji YWCA, which 
was perhaps at the zenith of its political activities in the 1960s and 1970s, 
demonstrates a vastly different scenario. I argue that during this period the 
Fiji 'Y' engaged in a more fearless style of political negotiation that 
demonstrated a conviction that the prevailing political culture would be 
tolerant of the critical voice. The YWCA's protest activities on issues such 
as the future design of Independent Fiji's constitution, appropriate models of 
development, or working conditions for local women , sat finnly within the 
aclivist tradition and brokered new territory for women's NGOs at this time 
for they went far beyond the conventional framing of 'women's issues'. 
This type of subject matter certainly had a radical edge that caused disquiet 
amongst Fiji's more conservative social groups. Nevertheless the organi­
sation did not suffer the types of sanctioning from local authorities or 
international funding partners that NGOs appear to fear in the current 
period. On the one hand this may indicate that the demands upon NGOs for 
upwards accountability were less stringent during this period than is 
common in the current setting. At the same time this tendency may also be 
explained by the fact that at both the local level and internationally, the 
prevailing political culture of this post-colonial period provided the political 
space for civil society groups within newly independent nations to shake off 
the legacy of colonialism and exercise an independent political clout. 
Political space for the articulation of similar agendas in the current political 
environment is, by contrast, severely constrained and radicalism of the type 
indicated above is generally viewed in a more suspicious light. As such, the 
high-profile women's NGOs operating in Fiji currently have generally 
chosen to tread a conservative political path rather than lose what political 
influence they may be able to exert at both the local and international level 
should they earn for themselves a more radical profile. 

WOMEN 'S NGOS OPERATING IN FUI TODAY 
The Fiji Women's Rights Movement and the Fiji Women's Crisis Center are 
two highly vocal, secular organisations which regularly campaign on 
women's rights issues at the local level as well as being well connected to 
the international women's movement. The next paragraphs will illustrate the 
ways in which economic themes have featured in the advocacy strategies 
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employed by these two groups. I exami~'s campaign for 
refonn of the coumry's family law~nd e argument that a more efficient 
maintenance system will alleviate e financial burden of single parent 
families. I also discuss a rec campaign led by the FWCC, which 
approached the issue of gende violence from a development perspective, 
arguing that violence against omen was a social phenomenon that 
negatively impacted upon Fiji's econ ~wth. 
Fiji Women's Rights Movement 
The FWRM was established in 1986 as an independent txxly able to 
'engage JX)litically with the state' on behalf qf Fiji's women. The central 
preoccupation of the organisation hps . .beewfo put 'women's rights on the 
national agenda' .18 To this end the FWRM has been principally involved in 
research and advocacy activities and has led imJX)rtant campaigns for 
legislative refonn in areas such as sexual offences law and industrial 
relations law. 19 This organisation receives core funding from international 
NGOs20 and international development agencies,21 as well as receiving ad 
hoe funding from similar sources on a project to project basis. 

Since 1991 the FWRM has led a campaign for gender-based dis­
crimination to be removed from the area of Fiji's Family Law. This has been 
a protracted venture which has attracted substantial amounlS of funding 
from international sources. A first stage mass media campaign designed to 
demonstrate shortcomings in the existing Family Law regime and win 
supIXJrt for law refonn was funded by the United Nations Economic and 
Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP). Then, in 1997, 
UKDFID donated a further FJ$40,(XX) to fund a two ye.ar round of public 
consultations to infonn a redrafting process.22 

18 Unpublished 1ranscrip1 o finterview with lmran.tJalal, fem'Link NGO, Suva,Oaober2002 
19 ~rsonal communication with Gina Houng Lu, former Coordinator, FWRM. 4 April 2002 
20 Oxfam currently funds the position ofFWRM Coordinator 
21 Stat1, based donor agencies which fund FWRM include UKDF1D and Canada Fund. Muhilateral 

agencies that donat1, funds to FWRM include the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific. and the Asian Development Bank (ADB). 
22 ~rsonal communication with Asen.tea Colowai. Human Rights and Advocacy Lobbying Officer, 

FWRM,ll0ctober2002. 
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By May 2()(X), the FWRM's efforts appeared to be paying substantial 
dividends. A redrafted Family Law Bill had twice been tabled in Fiji's 
parliament. A coincidence in bad timing thwarted any further forward 
movement on this issue however. On the eve of the third and final reading 
which would have seen the Bill passed into law, Fiji suffered a civilian-led 
coup which saw the incumbent Labour government dismissed from power. 
A two-month political deadlock ensued in which the country's President, 
Fiji's Great Council of Chiefs and the head of the armed forces attempted to 
broker a solution. The conservative regime which was eventually appointed 
in a caretaker role stalled further discussion on the Family Law Bill. A 
democratically elected government did take office 12 months later, however 
the proposed program of Family Law refonn had taken on a different hue in 
a more conservative political environment. Powerful leaders within the 
indigenous Taukei movement and the conservative Methodist Church were, 
in the post-coup context, far more likely to cast liberal agendas of reform as 
potentially threatening to indigenous paramountcy or in contravention of 
Christian principles.23 

The FWRM has consistently campaigned against this view and argued 
that the Family Law Bill must be re-tabled in parliament. Their central 
defence of the Bill attemplS to circumvent criticisms leveled at it by more 
parochial groups by arguing that it aims to relieve the predicament of the 
disadvantaged by recognising the 'rights of poor women'.24 The Bill's 
provisions are regularly defended on the basis that they will have a 'major 
and positive impact on alleviating poverty in the poorest sectors of the 
community' .25 The central idea here is that the Bill's maintenance regime 

23 Fiji' • powerful andconscrvativc MethodistO,urch h._.., fora.unplc, voicedcom:,,m that the Bill's 
focusonirretrievable breakdowninmarriageM a basisfordivora,,ralherthanlhepre-existingfau!t• 
!wed regime. will make di vorce easier to ohtain and eocourage wi~r family breakdown. Vocal 
opposition has also come from Fiji's provincial councils who Fear eh.at the Bill"s provisions for 
illegitimate children will allow them to take o~r traditional land titles. Conservative indigenous 
womcn"s organisations such as lhe Soqosogo Vakamarama are opposed to the Bill's recognition of 
the rights ofputati~ fathers !llld their ability to apply for custody of children l nd maintenance 
payments. F'eiwnal communication with Asem1,ca Colowai. 

2-4 Unpublishedtran.scriptofinterviewwithlmranaJala! 

25 lmr11na Jalal, R"JX!" un rill: prt!utllation uftht!first PIC co,mtry rq.,urt 10 UN CEDAW (Go"<"mmmt 
of Fiji b.): At ,1,,, 26" CEDAW commi11« mutillg. New Yuri; (UK-DFID (Pacific) lkgional Rights 
ResourceTeam.2002),p.12 
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aims to better provide for Fiji 's single parent families, many of whom are 
headed by women who attempt to provide for, and educate their children, on 
a single wage. Fiji's current system gives little support to women to pursue 
maintenance payments, with only 15 per cent of 'poor women' successfully 
accessing regular income of this type.26 Unlike the existing regime, the new 
Family Law Bill does not require women to appear before the courts but 
instead to put their case before a Maintenance Officer empowered by the 
courts to collect payment from fathers. The FWRM argues that the Bill also 
ensures that the unemployed or those living in rural areas do not escape 
their maintenance obligations by instituting a system of payment in kind 
rather than the cash-only payments that are a feature of the current system.27 

The escalation of poverty has become something of a hidden problem in 
many Pacific Island countties.28 However, with the local realities of eco­
nomic deprivation, particularly in urban areas, becoming increasingly 
evident in Fiji,29 we might expect that FWRM spokeswomen would gamer 

26 Pernon.al communication with Asenaca Colowai. 

27 lbid 

28 ln r=ttimesestiIT!lltionsofpovertykvel! inFiji havcbccomchig.hlypoli!icised.Al996report 
undertaken jointly by the UN DP ar>d the Fijian government estimated that ooe in eve!)" four 
hooseho!dsin Fiji liV6:l inpoverty withthe potcntialfor'many mon:'tos lidcinto'povcrtyor 
destitution because their incomes are almost as small as in poor households'. Sec United Nations 
Devclopment Progr,un arid the Govem n1t1\I of Fiji, Fiji pe!Vert:; report: A summary (Suva: 
UNDPI\.JNOl'S Equitable and Sustainable HulTWI Development Programme. 1997), p. 2. In 2003 
the Fijian Council of Social Ser.ices (FCOSS) disputed govern ment esti matiDll5 that poverty le vels 
ranat around30perccntbyarguing thattheproportionofFiji·scitizens li vinginpovcrtywasnlOfe 
likely to be roog.hly 55 per cent. f,COSS claimed that the go~emment's conservative estimate failed 
lo taki, accou nt of the impact nfadverse climatic corxlitiDll5, the May 2000 coup ar>d the upil)" of 
land leases which forced many families to abandon their farms and move to urban lll'U'l. See 
Australian Broadcasting Commission , •F,ji"s governme nt criticised over ris ing poverty' , Go A,ia 
Pacific Breaking News Pacific, 20 August 2003, <www.goasiapacific.com>. Despite the fact that 
manyofFiji'scitizensarefacingdcciininglhingstandanls,Fijiisregu!arlydescribedas 'ooeof the 
mos t devcloped of the Pacific Island economies'. Senate Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade 
Refe rences Committee, ,t Pa~iftc engaged, Aurrra/ia's ~lalio,u with Papua New Guinta and the 
i.<land ,rare, of rhe :rowth-=:<r Pacific (Canberra: Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade References 
Committee, Augus.t 2003), p. 24 1. 

29 See Australian Broadcasting Commission, 'Fiji•s squatter populati on ris ing', Go A,ia l'acijic 
Breaking News Pacific. 10 August 2002, <www.goasiapacific.com>. for a discussion of the rapid 
increase in the popu!ation of Suvi 's squatter settlements. Fiji"s Director of Housing estimated that 
ruug.hlyS6.400 peQpleorsix per i=t ofthe counrry'spopu!ation li vcdinthescare.is 
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broad-level support for the law-refonn campaign they have led. This 
support has not been forthcoming however and, as the struggle has pro­
gressed, even some of the more liberal NGOs working in the welfare area 
have withdrawn their backing for the legislation.30 A further round of 
government-funded public consultations on the Family Law Bill launched 
in 2002 revealed a broad level of deep-seated community mistrust about the 
Bill's provisions.31 In the current IX)litical climate the likelihood of the Bill 
becoming law appears extremely ·remote. 

Despite the provocative nature of this debate in Fiji, efforts to advance 
the status of '{X)()r women' through law reform can be viewed as a fairly 
conservative approach to the issue of women's e.conomic disadvantage. 
While this strategy may face local resistance it does not overtly challenge 
the prevailing slatus quo in a way lhat is highly confrontational. Indeed 
strategies built u!X)n the conviction that substantive links can be made 
between human rights ideals, legal frameworks and IX)VCrty alleviation sit 
very comfortably with lhe current international focus on human rights based 
approaches in development policy making. Since 1975 and the beginning of 
the United Nations Decade For Women, the idea that the law can be used as 
a 'political tool' that will enhance local women's participation in Third 
World development has gained in ascendancy. As Margaret Schuler, an 
eminent promoter of legal literacy as a tool for women's empowerment has 
noted, the rationale underpinning this push was that 

law, law-making and law enforcement ne.eded to be 'democratised' in the 
sense of taking them out of the reified realm of the untouchable and 
inaccessible and putting them into the political realm 10 be shaped and re­
o~red through organised political endeavour.32 

30 The Fijian Couocil of Social Sl,rvices in ..,Jved in the original consultation and drafting process has 
witMrawn its support of the Bill on the grounds that later drafts llave borrowed IOO heavily from 
overseas family law models, particularly those in operation in Australia and New 2£aland. which ii 
feelsisini.ppropriatefor che localcon tutinFijiandfails co reflectlocallyheldvalues.Pcrsona! 
oornmunication with Hassan Kahn. Coordinator, FCOSS, 12 NoV<:mber 2002. 

ll See 'Women make money from maimenance._ Fiji Times, 24 Octobcr2002; 'Complaints on Family 
Law Bill shock state", Fiji Tinu-s, 2 November 2002; and 'Bi!! r>eeds consu ltation', Fiji Times, 
7 November 2002, for press reports and discussion of Family Ltw Bill public hearings,. 

32 Margare1SchulerandSakunu,la Kadirgarnar-Ra.jasingham,eds,Ugal/ireracy;A 1wlfer...,,,,e11's 
empowermenl {New York: UNIFEM, 1992), p. 33. 
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As such legal strategies have become an integral feature of the 'political 1 ' 

agenda' utilised by groups in the developing world to enhance the status of/ '. 
women, drawing their legitimacy from the fact that they have been endorsed 
at the level of international policy making. Schuler argues that these 
strategies commonly tackle issues such as the 'law's substance (the content 
of the law), structure (the courts enforcement and the administrative 
agencies of the state) or culture (the shared social attitudes and behaviours 
sustaining the law).' 33 

While this philosophy is clearly in evidence in the FWRM's Family Law 
Bill campaign, it has also been taken up in the broader Pacific context by 
the Regional Rights Resource Team (RRRT), a Fiji-based NGO funded by 
UNDP and UKDFID, which attempts to promote legal literacy across the 
Pacific Islands region. In a recent publication, the RRRT defended its 
approach to poverty alleviation in the following tenns: 

... you need to think about what causes poverty in the first place. First you 
need to understand that poverty is not just financial. A person can also be poor 
in terms of how much or little access he or she has to resources, like education 
and infonnation due to a lack or opportunity. Therefore having human rights 
provides a basis through which people gain access to the resources they have 
been denied as a result or social, political and legal inequalities. Until every 
person has access to human rights, the cycle of poverty will not be brokcn.34 

The above-·dted passage argues that the predicament of those who live in 
poverty can be alleviated if their rights are made re.de.em able. The consistent 
levels of funding for campaigns led by the FWRM and RRRT which advo­
cate legal strategies as an effective means by which to reduce economic 
disadvantage, indicate that such undertakings fit neatly with the aspirations 
and philosophical approaches to development of international agencies who 
are committed to supporting local programs for women in developing 
regions. Within the broader political culture, legalistic strategies towards 
poverty alleviation have come to be seen as a sophisticated and progressive 
alternative to income generating schemes, programs to improve local infra­
structure, or protest activities designed to pressure governments to increase 

33 Jbid .• pp.33-4. 

34 Regiooal Righ.ts Resource Team, Rig/rt Hia !(January-March.) 2002, p. 9. 
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welfare assistance, all of which mighl improve women's economic slalus in 
a more immediate sense, bul in the current climale often lend to be viewed 
as unsophisticated or non-progressive solutions to disadvantage. 35 

At the same time, the many difficulties that may prevent economically 
disadvantaged women from accessing the law often appear to be ignored by 
those who promote legalistic strategies for ix,verty alleviation. In Fiji, as in 
many developing economies, there is a strong gender bias at work in the 
employment market which encourages the exploitation of the already-poor. 
For many local women, employment is only available in what local 
academic Claire Slatter refers to as occupational ghettos: domestic work, 
cleaning, waitressing, teaching, nursing and gannent construction.36 The 
chances of advancement for women in these professions is often negligible 
and their full-time earning capacity is such that invariably only a minimum 
subsistence-level is guaranteed. In my own discussions with researchers 
examining the predicament of female gannent workers in Fiji, for 
example,37 it was brought to my attention that women earning only FJ$45-
$50 per week and genera1ly living in Suva's increasingly crowded squatter 
settlements, were in such a precarious financial situation that should their 
long working hours allow it, they were unwilling to risk even the bus-fare 
into central Suva to discuss their situation with legal representatives or state 
welfare authorities.38 

JS Stt RichardCrooi:, 'Editorial introduction", /ntwialiona/Dt:,.,e/opmenlSludit 1Bullt:1in 32(1)200l. 
pp. 1--6, for a discussion of the ways in which bilateral and mu ltilateral development agencies have 
twinned the good goveman,cc agenda with programsof'roleoflaw' and 'law n!form' as a mearu; by 
whichton!juve~te ' state-n! lationswithsociety' ander>COUrage "m.ari:et-ledgrowth'indeveloping 
countries. 

J6 Per1';0lal cQmmunication with Clai.., Slatttt, University of the South Pacific, 6 November 2002. 
37 I am gntefu! to Otristie H.mington and Oain! Slatler for sh.iring their insights with me on the 

workingand li vingronditiOlll5ofSuva's ganncntwoders.Forfurtherdi$CU$$ionofthisissue,see 
Ouistie Harring\Oll, 'Fiji's women garment workers: Negotiating C011$lnin15 in employment and 
beyond', l,;ibt,,ur and MaNJgemtml;,, ~Iopmu,.1 Jo,unal 1(5) 2000, pp. 2- 22; and 'Atu 
Emberson-Bain, 'Women, poverty and post..:oop pre$511"''• in David Robie, ed., Tw. Gala/a: Social clran.ge ;,, rM Pacijic (Annand.ale, NSW: Pluto Press, 1'»2), pp. 145--62. 

JS At the same ti me the confident promotion of legalistic measure.1 as1 means by which 'poor women' 
can redeem their rights, generally 1lso overlooks !he extent to which poveny can also be socially 
disempowering and debilitating to the individual's self-esteem. As Naila Kabeer has noted in !he 
Malaysian context, women in these situations may h1Ye limited experience in 'fending for 
themselves in a public .space' or dealing with public officials. Stt Naila Kabeer, Rn-er~~d rea/1ie.,: 
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While the FWRM and the RRRTclaim to speak for Fiji 's 'poor women' 

as their constituency,39 these groups often tend to overlook the fact that 

poverty-levels may function as an obstacle which denies the poor access to 

the much-touted laws designed to improve economic status. The interest 

here appears to lie chiefly in the task of crafting solutions to instances of 

poverty rather than investigating the factors that might conlribule to local 

instances of poverty. As later sections of this paper will argue this type of 

debate ventures into tenitory which may invite radical critique of govern­

ment policy on welfare or foreign investment, or the economic policy 

prescriptions of international development partners and aid agencies; 

tenitory which the FWRM and the RRRT have both generally seemed keen 

10 avoid given that such strategies may in fact bring them into conflict with 

organisations who have provided them with important financial backing. 

Fiji Women's Crisis Center 

The work of the Fiji Women's Crisis Center, a group working towards the 

elimination of violence against women in Fiji and across the Pacific region, 

has also faced resistance from local quarters for what is perceived as its 

'anti-men, or anti-family' stance.40 Religious leaders and members of Fiji's 

political elite have been known to be critical of the FWCC for the 

provocative manner in which condemnation of gender-based crime is 

expressed. A recent example of this occurred in December 2002 when 

Prime Minister Laisenia Qarase admonished the Center for its tendency to 

Gender hierordzie1 in dew:lopmenl rho11ghr (London: Verso, 1999). p. 246. TIie oplimistic 

promotioo of legal literacy as I tool of empowermmt for women may seem lcs5 hopeful if we 

consider. as Gita Sen has, Che interrelated nanin: of social dynamics and lhc e,;1en1 10 which class. 

gcodcr 1.00 cultural values can become "enmeshed' imo an intricate and mu!ti-levelled syscem of 

'subordi11ation' . See Git.a Sen, "Subordillatioo and sex ual OOllll'l".ll: A comparative viewoftlieOOlllrOl 

of women', in Nalilli Visvaruchan, Lyrui Duggar,, Laurie Nisonoff and Nan Wiegersma, eds, The 

women, gmdu, and developmenr reader (Loodon: Zed Books. 2002), pp. 142-9. at p. 148. This 

scmario, I would argue, can seven:ly curtail the autonomy of poor women and seriously impede 

theiral,i!itytoa.cccsslhclaw. 

3~ Unpublished transaipl ofintuview with lmrwia Jalal 

1 40 Jacqueline Leckie, 'Tllecomplexitiesofwome11"s ageocy in Fiji". in BrendaS. A. Yeoh. Peggy Teo •1 
and Shirle,Q Huang, eds. Gende~ poliria in rlie Asia--f'acific re~i<m (Lor,~ and_ New York: 

Ro,nledge, 2002), pp. 156-79. Titis poinl was reinforced 10 me dunng an 1111emew wnh Shamuna 

Ali, Coordinator, FWCC. 25 March 2002. 
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use the press as a vehicle of protest and suggested that the tactic of 'quiet 
diplomacy' might serve the organisations pul"{X)ses more effectively.41 

Despite facing local instances of resistance from time to time, the FWCC 
has maintained its operations since 1983. In this time it has gained a high 
profile as an organisation committed to advancing women's rights and 
auracted significant local government and overseas agency support to fund 
its core operating costs and more specific projects.42 The Center provides 
counselling and support services for victims of domestic violence and 
sexual abuse, and designs public campaigns to promote awareness of this 
issue. The FWCC works at the community level and often in coalition with 
other women's NGOs such as the Catholic Women's League, the SoqoSCXJ.O 
Vakamarama or Fijian- Indian organisations such as Sri Sewa Sabha and the 
Fiji Moslem Women's League, running education workshops for women on 
the issue of domestic violence. This organisation also works with Fiji's 
police and armed forces to promote awareness of and a more appropriate 
response to gender-motivated crimes.43 

Every year the FWCC takes part in a global NGO campaign to combat 
gender violence by staging ' 16 Days of Activism' which are designed to 
raise public awareness of this issue. The Center holds workshops and public 
seminars around the country on violence against women and allows the 
public to tour its offices in Suva. The campaign benefits from the support of 
local political identities and sporting personalities and also attracts a great 

41 LaiseniaQarese,citedinFijiTim~s.22Now.mber2002. 

42 'The F',VCC receives substantial financial backing from the Fiji gov,:mment. It also beiH:fits from the 
suppon of illlemational donor agencies. In \99'J, for example, the organisation receiffil FJ$2.2 
million from AusAJD to fund its programs for fiw. years, and in 2002 the Australian go~mment"s 
Foreign Affaiis. Defence and Trade References Committee rq:,on recommended mat AusAlD 
continue to support the 1-"WCC's worl< and cnc:ourage the establishment of similar organisations in 
other Pacific Island CQtmaies, m Senate Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Referen= 
Committee, A Pa,ijic mgagffl.. 

43 Cases of violence •glinst women are rq:,oned in the press oo ill1 1lmost daily basis in Fiji and the 
Crisis Center is often called upon for commenl. 1lie FWCC commonly uses a rights lnmewor\:: to 
discuss these issues and, like many women's organisations around the world, refen to violence in 
the home and the crimes of rape and sexual abuse as violations of women's human rights. 'The 
Ceruer's spokespeople often rder to factors such as gender inequality, 'societal behaviour towards 
women•, and Fiji' s 'culture of violence' as the causes for violence. At the same time the F',VCC"s 
public: advoc:acy also places a heavy emphasis upon legal strategies to combat this phenomenon 
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deal of media attention. In 2002, the Center opened its annual campaign 
with a series of presentations which were designed to demonstrate the economic cost of violence against women. References to 'development' 
have been a common feature of the Center's advocacy in recent years, 
however in lhis campaign the fWCC looked 10 economic JX>licy makers lo 
bring the issue to prominence in lhe public domain. 1be opening address 
was given by the Governor of Fiji's Reserve Bank, Savenaca Narube, who 
argued that violence against women should be understood as a development 
issue with a negative impact on Fiji's GDP. Narube estimated that days lost 
in employment, welfare, law enforcement and health care for vic1ims of 
violence cost the Fijian economy roughly FJ$300 million per annum or seven per cent of the country's GDP.44 Deliberation UJX>n this theme was to 
continue in the months that followed and in February 2003 a regional 
conference on violence against women organised by the Pacific office of lhe 
United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) also echoed 
calls for violence against women to be viewed as an economic issue that 
retarded development processes in Pacific Island nations.45 

The framing of women's physical se.curi1y as a development issue has 
been a prominent theme in academic research in the past decade evident for example in the work of Roxanna Carrillo.46 Carrillo has examined the 
impact of development initiatives designed to integrate women inlo the 
economy and ex(X)sed the potential for women to become the targets of violence as a result of such programs. She has found that whi le women's 
earning capacity generally increases as a result of joining income generating 
schemes, husbands may resJX>nd to the increasing financial independence of their wives with violence due to the fact that they feel as if they are ' losing 
control of the household' .47 She has also found that in indus1rialising 
economies which often rely on women to fill demand for low-wage 
employment, female workers who are exJX>sed to sexual harassment from 

44 Daily Post, 26 November 2002 
45 ABC ludio Auscnlia, Pocific &ot, 25 Febroary 2003 
46 Rox:anna Carrillo. BuJttrtd drronu: Vio/enct og(Jinsf ,..,,,,,..,. os"" obJf(Jd,: '" dt:vt'kf"tlt'nl (New York: UNlFEM, 19'J2). 

41 lbid.,p.13. 
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their superiors often feel unwilling to complain for fear that they risk losing 
theirjobs.48 

A notable proponent of this type of work in Pacific contexts has been 
Christine Bradley who has examined the impact of development on the 
physical security of women in Papua New Guinea. Like Carrillo, Bradley 
also argues that development programs aiming to increase the financial 
well-being of local populations often increase the likelihood that women 
will be exposed to physical violence. Bradley contends that 'rapid social 
change•49 can follow in the wake of development leading to a situation 
whereby existing social norms are challenged, feelings of insecurity 
increase and social tensions rise. These factors often contribute to an 
increase in violent behaviour in domestic situations as men attempt to 
reassert control within lheir family. Bradley has found that on the one hand 
the financial burdens that come with unemployment will lead to stress 
within families and increased levels of domestic violence. Conversely she 
has found that a rapid rise in living standards as a result of development can 
also lead to an increase in levels of domestic violence if newly acquired 
income is spent on alcohol. so 

The themes evident in both Canillo and Bradley's research support the 
idea that while the financial pressures of economic underdevelopment can 
increase the potential for women to be exposed to violence, the develop­
ment process itself can also make women more vulnerable to physical and 
sexual abuse. The recent campaign led by the FWCC however did not rely 
on eilher of these logics when it chose to frame violence against women as a 
development issue. The FWCC did not examine the impact upon women of 
current models of development favoured by the government or international 
aid providers. Neither did the Ccnter's campaign question the approp­
riateness of these internationally endorsed models of development for local 
Pacific Island contexts. Instead the Fijian economy was placed at the cenlre 
of the argument rather than a consideration of the ways in which economic 

4S lbid.,p. 12. 

49 Christine Bradley. 'Why male violence against women is a development issu..: Retlections from 
Papua NewGuine.a' , in MirandaDavics,cd., Womm ondviolena , 2ndedn (London and New YOl"k : 
Zed Boob, 1997),pp. 10---28, atp. lO 

50 lbid. , pp. 16---24 



Advocacy oracrivism: Gen<kr politics in Fiji 21 

variables might increase the likelihood that Fiji's women are exposed to 
violence in their daily lives. 

This advocacy strategy seems at cxlds with a substantial amount of 
locally generated research which has documented both the gendered nature 
of poverty in Fiji and the extent to which women's precarious financial 
condition has been compounded by local government economic policy and 
the conditionalities imposed on the government by international aid­
providers. 51 Fiji's highly charged political environment has aJso come under 
scrutiny with authors such as Slatter, and Kushma Ram alleging that since 
1987 and the first military coup which toppled the country's elected 
government from power, successive regimes have embraced the ethos of 
economic austerity as an attempt to restore the confidence of offshore 
investors and international lending and aid institutions. They argue that the 
consequences of economic reform for local populations have been largely 
negative with the public and welfare sector radically depleted, deregulated 
prices leading to spiraling inflation on basic goods, and government-led 
programs of ' labour refonn' stripping 'workers and unions of hard-won 
rights' .52 At the same time these governments have relied on the coercive 
power of the state's discipline forces to quell potential opposition to these 
policies from local quarters. 53 

While consideration of these themes has for the most part taken place 
within academic circles only, the facl that the economic status of women 
has declined in recent times has also begun to receive some l~vcl of 
attention from Fij i's daily newspapers.54 Local women's NGOs on the other 

Sl Oaire Slatter. ·Banking on the growth model'/The World Bank ar>d market policies in the Pacific', 
in 'An, Embe,i;on-Bain, ed., S,mainabk d~lopmmt or maUg/Ulnf growth? Pusptctiva of Pacific 
1,/aNf wom,:n (Suva: Manma Publications. 1995), pp. 17-38; Kushma Ram. 'Militarism and market 

mania in Fiji', in Emberson-Bain. ed .. Sustoinabk dewt/opm,mt ormolignonr growth', PJI- 237- 50; 
Emberson-Bain, 'Womr,n. poveny and post-«>Up pressun,'; Emberson-Bain, ed .• Susrainabl,: 
d= Wpm,:ntormoligna,ugrowth? 

52 Slauer. 'Banking on thegrowlh modelT, p. 21 

53 Ram,'Militarismalld 1narl<etmaniainFiji';S!auer. 'Bankingonthegrowlhmodel?' 

S4 Sec 'Champion of the poor'. Fiji Tim,,,, 25 February 2002; 'Money woes hamper care for children·. 

Fiji Timu, 1 I March 2002; 'Omrch leaders ignore poor'. Fiji Tima, 21 March 2002: 1lle (rue 
surviVOD', Fiji s~n, 13 April 2002; 'A beggars lament'. Fiji Ti=s, 9 November 2002; llJld 'Once 
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hand have generally appeared reluctant to take the government to task on 
the issue of welfare provision, protection of worker's rights or the impact of 
international aid packages that come with conditions attached. When the 
subject of women and poverty alleviation or development is brought into 
the public domain by these groups the subject matter is, as the above 
paragraphs indicate, negotiated in a relatively indirect manner. 

This situation contrasts markedly with the platfonn embraced by radical 
women's organisations o~rating in Fiji in the early 1970s. The next section 
of this pa~r examines the campaign strategies of the Fiji Young Women's 
Christian Association, an organisation which despite its somewhat con­
servative beginnings in the early 1960s was to evolve into a vocal and 
highly radical body committed to the advancement of local women. 

YWCA 

;i~o:;~~f 1:~~!1;:~~:~;!nts;;i~:1!:~e:~1~p~1 :~i;ti!: '~ 
across the Pacific Islands region. This trend in development policy making 
was often characterised by a narrow and stereotypical conception of gender 
roles. Development initiatives for women at this time generally began from 
the premise that the role of women did not extend beyond the family unit 
and that the interests of women and men were largely distinct. Women's 
participation in voluntary organisations at this time was encouraged at the 
local level by development professionaJs as a key means by which women 
could gain access to training primarily in 'home economics' areas and as 
such become integrated, as far as such limited initiatives allowed, into the 
develop~t process.55 

married oow homeless', Fiji SU/I, 14 April 2002 for aniclcs discussing the impactofpovcny at the 
locallevcl. 

55 Evidence of how this de~loprnent philosophy was awlied to the Pacific can be found in the 
quanerly South Pacif,c 811/lnin, published by tile South Pacific Commission. wh.ich in the early 
1960:s featured various reports on the formation of voluntary associ ations designed to provide 
'c:ommuni1y education for women'. See in particular Marjorie Stewart, 'Tr;1ining women for 
leader1hip in Fiji". Sowlr Pacific &lktin July 1960, pp. 42-5; Marjorie Stewart. 'Fiji women 
enthusiastic about club work.', So111h Pacific 8111/nir1 October 1960, pp. 54--5, 70; Marjorie Stewart, 
'Women in home 111d community•, South Pacific Bulletin October 1962, pp. 42-4. A repon released 
by the UN in 1972 highligtus the conti1111ing importallCC of community approaches to development. 
The repon cmph:uis,,d the bt:ncfilS of this ap~ as a means by which 'the cfforu o f people 
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Under the stewardship of expatriate women's development specialists 
working for the colonial adminislration in Fiji, the early operations of the 
YWCA adhered in many ways to the prevailing development philosophy of 
the period. The principal focus of the organisation was to provide pro­
grammes devoted to 'spiritual, physical, cultural and social development' by 
providing opportunities for socialisation and wholesome instruction for 
young women in the areas of arts and crafts, sport and games or sewing and 
cooking. At the same time the organisation's leaders also felt a responsi­
bility to represent the interests of women in the wider community and 
showed itself ready to 'take action within the community' where it was felt 
to be most neede.d.56 However, in only a few years these two functions of 
the YWCA were extended in a dramatic fashion. 57 

Under the leadership of a new generation of university educated indige­
nous leaders, the organisation began to broaden its reach and engage at a 
more concrete level with the specific challenges facing women in Fiji in the 
immediate post-independence environment rather than simply attempting to 
apply the principles of corrmmnity development at the local level. In 
addition to the more conventional focus of its programs, the YWCA also 
became involve.d in the provision of technical education and vocational 
training of young women as a rreans by which to improve their economic 
status. This extension of activities was accompanied by an increase in 
the political activities of the organisation. With the formation of a Public 
Affairs Commiltee in 1968, the YWCA's pledge to 'take action within the 

lhe~lvei;aR:unitedwithlhoseofgovwunental a.uthorities ... toimprove ecooomic,socialand 
cultural conditions of communities . . . and to contribute fully to national progress'. United Nations 
Commission on the Status of Women. ParticipatiOII of wonwn in commw,ity developm,mt. 
l?JCN.61514/Rcv.l (New Yoric: U11itcd Nations, 1972), p. 5. For a later critique of these types of 
initi•tivt:S which were viewed 1$ approaching development from • standpoin\ that ignored local 
cultural specificitie!l, see Perv,lopc Schoeffel, '"The rice pudding i yndrome: Women's advancemem 
and home economics tn.ining ln the South Pacific' , lkvelopmem in the Pacific: Wlrar womim say, 
Development Dossier 1g{Caribcfn: Auscralian Council for Overseas Aid. 1986). pp.36-44. 

56 Stewart, 'Women in home and community". p. 44. 

51 I am grateful to Amelia RokO(uivuna for allowing me access to YWCA records for this p!,riod which 
trace the evolution of the ocganisaiton, the exparision of the services that the YWCA offered to a 
wide range of community groups, arid the politica.l activitic<; of the YWCA Public Affairs 
Committee. "The paragraphs which trace the activities of the YWCA during this p!,riod are based 
upontheorganisation'srecordbooksandannualreports. 
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community' was evident not only in the provision of services to that 
community but also in its efforts to enter into political debate and to 
promote alternative and critical points of view on social issues that, as the 
following paragraphs will demonstrate, were often contentious. lt was in 
this last area that the organisation was to earn for itself a highly radical 
profile in Fiji. 

This radicalism does not appear to have alanned the organisation's 
benefactors however. The YWCA continued to be successful in attracting 
the financial support for its operations from local and international sources 
and in 1969, at the end of a two-year fundraising campaign, managed to 
raise over FJ$400,000 to fund the construction of a purpose-built head­
quarters in central Suva. Perusal of the YWCA records for this period show 
that the organisation received funding from local government ministries, 
partner-branches of the YWCA around the world, international development 
agencies and church-based organisations such as the Australian Council of 
Churches and the USA based Methodist Board of Missions. 58 The 
availability of new and larger premises which opened its doors in 1973 
allowed the YWCA to expand its operations further and offer even more 
courses and activities for its local members and for Suva's young population 
generally. At the same time examination of the political endeavours of 
YWCA members at this time reveal that the organisation continued to 
pursue a highly critical activist agenda with little regard that such actions 
might offend the sensibilities of local or international benefactors. 

As early as 1965, YWCA members had earned a radical profile for the 
organisation through their involvement in pre-independence discussions on 
the future shape of Fiji's constitution and their calls for the abolition of the 
colonially instituted voting system that differentiated electoral represent­
ation on the basis of race. In a country where the politicisation of racial 
difference was a deliberate by product of colonial rule, 59 the fact that young 
Fijian women chose to speak on this issue was both courageous and highly 
significant. By their actions these women challenged orthodox thinking in 
relation to Fijian paramountcy and the right to equal representation of both 

58 'Donations to YWCA building appeal', FijiTunt:i. 29 Dea,mt,er 1969. 

59 John D. Kelly and Manha Kaplan, R,rpusenud cr:,111/tUUUriiri: Fiji wrJ. world decoloniwrion 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001). 
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the Indian and Chinese citizens of Fiji, and also the appropriateness of 
young Fijian women to become involved in debale on such questions. The 
lone of press reports of the proceedings and the wave of protest lelters 
appearing in the newspapers in weeks subsequent to this episode are 
revealing of both the radical nalure of the arguments voiced by the YWCA 
members and the level of controversy they generated in lhe wider 
community.60 

Dependency-oriented critiques of the international political and eco­
nomic environment and the enduring legacy of colonialism for the newly 
independent nations of the developing world were a common feature of 
YWCA debate at this time. In 1973 the activities of high profile YWCA 
members Amelia Rokotuivuna and Claire Slatter again put the organisation 
in the public spotlight. This time they were named in the country's parlia­
ment as contribulors to a left-wing publication entitled Fiji: A developing 
Australian colony,61 a work funded by the Victorian Trades Hall Council 
which critically considered the direction of development in post-colonial 
Fiji and the assumption that trickle down benefits for the people of Fiji 
would follow-on from local business ventures funded by Australian capital. 
This work was certainly controversial and its radical views were widely 
condemned by Fiji's poli1ical elite who were perhaps fearful of the backlash 
such a critique might generate in Australia.62 In some respects, however, 
this text can also be considered as a product of the prevailing political 
culture of the period, for the emerging neo-Marxist school of critical 
historiography at the newly founded, Suva-based University of the South 
Pacific almost certainly casts a shadow across many of the contributions to 
this volume. 

At the local level this publication certainly ruffled the feathers of Fiji 's 
elected representatives. On the other hand it drew some level of legitimacy 
from the fact that the themes it presented also found correspondence with 

60 For r,ew,spapcr rcporu of tl,esc events see 'Big range ofwomen•s views pr=tl!d to Mrs White•, 
FijiT,,_, , 29Apri11965; 'Letterstolheeditor', FijiTmu:s,4May 1965. 

6] Amelia Rokotuivu~ et al., Fiji: A dn,.,,k,ping Ausrra/i,m o,l,my (Nonh Fi tzroy, VIC: lmo,mational 
De~elopment Action, 1973). 

62 Persooal C(lmmunication with Oairc Slattet, 6 Now.miler 2002. 
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broader political debates taking place at the international level regarding 
the place of post-colonial developing nations within global economic 
structures. At this time voices from the developing world were eager to 
demonstrate the shortcomings of conventional development policy, the 
imbalanced nature of the global economy and the confused administration 
of international aid.63 These issues had been taken up by the 077 states at 
the United Nations during the 1960s and fonned the basis of this group's 
demands for a new international economic order (NIEO). The United 
Nations General Assembly forma lly recognised these demands in 1974 
when it adopted a Plan of Action for the establishment of a NIE0.64 

In 1975, Rokotuivuna and Slatter again tackled the issue of local 
development initiatives through their involvement in a publication entitled 
The Pacific way: Social issues in national developmenr.65 In this work 
Rokotuivuna argues for the formulation of development plans which are 
built around 'quality of life' or 'style of life issues' rather than formal 
development 'growlh' targets.66 Calling for a more participative approach to 
development planning she reminded her audience lhat policy makers have a 
'special responsibility towards seeing that equitable distribution becomes a 
reality ... what will you say when the majority ask, "What have you done 
for us?"'67 Clearly Rokotuivuna felt that development policy makers have 
an obligation to approach development in a way that went beyond a 
concentration upon targeted outcomes and instead examined the impact of 
policies across all sectors of society. However, examination of the political 
activities of Rokotuivuna and other members of the YWCA Public Affairs 

63 For a discussion of the international political acli~ity of Third World nations during this period see 
Jagdish Bhagw,ti. ' Introduction". in Jagdish Bhagwati, ed., Tht nt"W inUmafioru:il uorwmic ordu: 
Tht nonh soush dtoolt (Cambridge. Mass.: MfT Press. l9n). pp. 1-20; Jeffry A. Han, TM new 
imtrnmiono.l ~ order: Conflict and ~ra1i011 in North-Sowth tc<lrwmic rtlo/io,u, /974-
77 (New York: St Manin's Press. 1983); J. Ann Tickner, 'Local self.reliaocc versus power politics: 
C.onflicting priorilie5 ofnation.tl development' .Alrt matiws 11(4) 1986. pp. 46 1--83. 

64 Thomas G. Wei$$, David P. Fonythc illld Roger A. Co.lte, TM United Nations aJJd changillg world 
politics {Boulder. West.view Press, 2001), 

65 Slatter was one of the cditon. of this monograph while Rokotuivuna contributed a paper. 

66 Amelia Rokotuivuna, 'Are planners humanr. in Sione Tupouniu, Claire Slatter and Ron Crocombe, 
eds, TM Pacific way: SocioJ i.WU!I in nafiOtlOI dev,,lopmt11f (Suva: Sooth Pacific Social Sciences 
Association, 1975),pp. 7.JJ,atp. 7. 

67 lbid.,p.9. 
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Committee reveals that this type of thinking was not just an academic 
exercise in 'what ought to be'. The following discussion of YWCA efforts 
to improve the working conditions of household workers demonstrates just 
one of the ways in which this organisation sought to bring the idea of 
'e.quitable distribution' to life. 

The predicament of young women employed as live-in domestic helpers 
had occupied the minds of the YWCA leaders from the early years of the 
organisation's operations. In the early 1960s the 'Y' had begun running 
'Housegirls Clubs' which ran one afternoon a week and provided the young 
women concerned with an opportunity for socialisation. To encourage 
attendance the YWCA director at this time, Ruth Lcchte, had also written to 
the employers of household workers urging them to grant their employees 
enough ti me off so that they could attend these groups regularly. 

Through the clubs, YWCA staff were able to build a strong rapport with 
many of the young women employed around Suva in this capacity. At the 
same time, however, YWCA staff also became aware of the extent to which 
this type of employment situation encouraged the potenlial exploitation of 
household workers who, as part of an unregulated industry, had very few 
means for redress at their disposal should they object to employer demands, 
employment conditions or rates of pay. 

In 1970, as part of its vocational program, the YWCA began running 
household workers training courses in an effort to give the industry a more 
professional face. 1be course trained girls to operate electrical household 
appliances, and showed them methods for laundry work, washing up and 
efficient housework techniques. At the end of the course, graduates were 
presented with certificates and letters of participation. The aim, of the 
course were to encourage the young women attending to approach their 
work in a professional way. At the same time the course was also designed 
to give the participant confidence when approaching prospective employers 
so that they could 'ask about any aspects of the job that were new or not 
understood'. 68 

68 'New loo!< in an old job: Hou~girls go modem' , Fiji Times, 17 December 1970 
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In 1974, the Public Affairs Committee was asked to give support to the 
formation of a household workers union. A group of 20 to 25 young women 
who worked in the Tamavua area of Suva had formed a local association but 
felt that they would like to take the next step of fonning this body into a 
union that may be able to campaign for improved working conditions. The 
Public Affairs Committee approached the Ministry of Labour for advice on 
this issue and a meeting was convened at the Labour Ministry Offices on 
9 October 1975 to discuss household workers' employment conditions and 
wages. YWCA records of the meeting indicate that the government did not 
fully support the idea of union fonnation. There was a recognition, however, 
of the need to improve the working conditions of the young women in 
question to ensure that adequate wages and working conditions were being 
provided. The govemment representative proposed a number of alternatives 
to union formation which ranged from the creation of a national household 
workers association to the establishment of a household workers agency 
which might screen prospective employers.69 

The range of initiatives designed by the YWCA to improve the lot of the 
household workers was clearly significant and contrnsts in imfX)rtant ways 
with the level of attention women's NGOs in the current setting pay to the 
predicament of Fiji's women employed in low-wage and unregulated 
industries such as gannent construction. On the one hand the YWCA 
entered into formal negotiations with the government on beha1f of the 
women so lhat they might have access to a recognised avenue for repre­
sentation. On the other hand the YWCA also demonstrated its 'active 
concern' for the household workers through the organisation of more 
infonnal activities which sought to provide training and support for the 
women concerned. While there was an increased consciousness amongst 
the young women themselves that their conditions could be improved if 
they were in a position to exercise their political voice through organised 
labour initiatives, so too was lhere a recognition within government circles 
·that the conditions of the workers in this area needed some level of 
regulation. The YWCA played an important intermediary role in these 
processes. 

69 The YWCA Public Affairs Commit~ Recool Boob provide records of these discussions 
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At the same time it can also be argued that the government's recognition 
of the validity of the YWCA-led initiatives for the household workers is 
indicative at a broader level of a more sympathetic attitude lowards the 
conditions of low-wage workers at this time. Comparing this episode with 
the current scenario where academics and labour representatives have 
almost universally condemned the similarly precarious working conditions 
of women employed in Fiji's gannent industry, we find stark contrasts in the 
extent to which government has demonstrated any level of understanding 
for worker's concerns. Indeed in the more contemporary setting it appears 
that successive governments in Fiji have been more likely to side with 
industry owners rather than industry workers, and have gone out of their 
way to offer concessions to local garment manufac turers in the form of tax 
incentives and the establishment of exclusive economic zones (EEZs) 
which have been designed to foster local and international interest in 
supporting this industry as a potential source of export revenue for the 
country. On the other hand the conditions of the women workers in this 
industry, while attracting the critical attention of local and overseas 
academics70 and the press,71 has largely been ignored by government. With 
the gannent industry largely unregulated (in much the same way that the 
household workers industry was), low rates of pay and 'sweated labour' 
conditions the norm, gannent workers have few avenues of recourse should 
they wish to negotiate for improved working conditions.72 Therefore the 
fact that the YWCA took up the concerns of household workers in the 
earlier periOO can also be explained by the fact that at this time, discussions 

7o Ram. 'Militarism and martet mania in Fiji'; Hanington, 'Fiji's women garment workers'; 
Emberson-Bain. 'Women. povcny and post.«>Up pn:ssurc·; O.airc Slauer, 'Economic rc,;:ovcry oo 
the bids of women work.en: Women and Ill free en!Clpriscs in Fiji', RM~: Di\lf!r1iry in 
~lopmw\2(19) 1991,pp. 13-28. 

71 'Boss under scrutiny'. FijiTimtJ. 26 Man:h 2002: 'Rag traders stitch the rip', Fiji Timts, V October 
2002; 'Finn cheillled us, worken claim', Fiji Timti, 2 November 2002; ' Finn rips off garment 
workers".FijiTun,,1,6Now:mber2002. 

72 Emberson•B.ain lu$ d!:rnonsuated th.at despite the fa.et that I garment workers union does exist, Fiji 
Trades Union Council (FllJC) negotialims oo their behalf have done link 10 alleviate the 'sweated 
laboor'rondilimsth.atprevailinthe industl)l. ln 1991 she foundth.atooly50percemof fKtories 
were prepaud 10 pay the approved minimum wage and that the Fiji government's Labour 
Department $bowed ' indifference. eVl':11 re luctance' to enforce the order. See Emberson-Bain, 
'Women,povertyandpost-cooppressu rc'. 
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of organised labour initiatives or industry regulation were more acceptable 
within the prevailing political culture than they appear to be today. 

By contrast NGO advocacy on the issue of garment worker's employ­
ment conditions in the last ten years has been limited and in no way reflects 
either the scale of the industry or the extent to which exploitative conditions 
for gannent workers have been documented. In comparison with the earlier 
period, when the interests of women workers were accorded a high priority 
by the YWCA and at least some degree of recognition by the government, a 
similar focus upon issues that are similarly urgent today is hard to find both 
in NGO advocacy and government business. 

POLITICAL CULTURE 

On the basis of the points raised above, it might be easy to make snap 
judgements about current women's NGOs being out of step with the lived 
experience of poverty or the precarious living conditions faced by many of 
Fiji's women. On the other hand I would contend that it is more valid to 
consider the ways in which the prevailing political culture can shape the 
campaign strategies of groups lobbying for change. We need to consider 
therefore the extent to which NGOs are bound by the conditions of the 
prevailing political culture in which they operate and whether or not this 
culture provides the political space fo r organisations to pursue a more 
ovenly activist agenda that might take the government to task on policy 
decisions that have directly impacted upon women's well-being. 

While the YWCA certainly embraced a radical platform of activism at 
times and did not shy away from engaging in critical debate on issues to do 
with constitutional design, government policy on development or the 
protection of low-income earners, it should also be remembered that this 
type of debate was taking place at a time when the local political eli te 
showed some eagerness to embrace the new possibilities that recently-won 
independence from colonial rule might offer. This tendency is particularly 
evident in the conduct of Fiji's foreign policy at this time and the newly 
emerging nation's detennination to make its presence felt in international 
affairs on the issue of nuclear testing in the Pacific region.73 The vigour with 

73 For a discussion of these points see Yoko S. ()ga.511iwa, Microslalu mui nuclror im1t s: Rt giu11al 
CUOfH!l'Uliolr in tht Pacific (Suva: lnsli cutc of Pacific Scudics., University ofclle Sooth Pacific, 1991). 
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which the anti-nuclear stance was taken up by Fiji's statesmen within the 
Commonwealth and the United Nations demonstrates how this issue struck 
an emotional chord at the time of Fiji's decolonisation. Acting upon 
concerns that had been firs t raised in the public domain by the NGO 
community,74 Fijian leaders at this time clearly articulated the idea that the 
time had come for Pacific Islanders' self-determination as they challenged 
the destructive policies of those colonial powers that maintained a presence 
in the region. When Fiji 's statesmen raised this issue on the international 
stage they claimed therefore to speak both for the citizens of Fiji, and for the 
citizens of Pacific Island nations that had yet to win their independence.JS 

Fiji's political elite was eager to forge an autonomous path on this issue 
and their opposition to nuclear testing touched on broader arguments relat­
ing to the colonial powers' loss of legitimacy in the Pacific and the need for 
a redistribution of political power in the region. Similar arguments calling 
for a restructuring of the international political and e.conomic environment 
and an end to Third World dependency were evident amongst the rhetoric 
employed by Third World statesmen and women at this time.76 

The fact that the YWCA's activism often demonstrated a similar type of 
'redistributi ve' ethos to that which featured in the international political 

74 TI1e YWCA played an imponant role in this debate with many of its me mbers also contributing tl'leir 
time and expertise to the Against Testing on Muroroa Atoll (ATOM) committee which was to 
becomcanimportantn:gionalorganisationinvolvcdinanti•nuclearprotestanddemandsfo,­
derolonisation 

75 TI1e importance of timing whcll w,: consider the le"1'Cflltun: of, and government n:ccptivcness 10, 
the anti-nude. protests activilie$ of the 19705 l.>r,com,,$ particularly salient if w,: compan: this era 
with a laterperiodin themid-1980swhentheanti-nuclearposiliondisappearedfromFiji'sforeign 
policy platform despite the fact that the same governing party and indeed the same Prime Minister 
sti ll retained pow.:r. While Fiji had chosen to Mn US noclear powered ships from using Fiji's port 
faci lities in 1982, this decisioo was ultimately n:versed only 12 month.< later. Ratu Manij~ificd this 
tum around by making rcfen:ncc 10 Fiji's obligations acconling 10 irHmwional law as wdl as Fiji 's 
strai:fgicintercsts,ar.dcitcdpoli ticalandec.onomicconsideralionsandqueslionsofnationaldefencc 
and securityasreasonsforthis a!!ereddirectioninthccounll)l' sforeignpolicy.&.c()g;lshiwa. 
Microstate1and11uc/rurissuu. p.SO. 

76 Arguments about the imbalanced natun: of global political and economic SlruCWn:s had been taken 
up by many newly independent nations within intematiooal fora al thi s time and in panicular 
prompted the formation of the G77 grouping o f nations within the United Nations as a counterpoint 
to the power wielded al the international level by the ind umiahsed states who made up the G7 
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negotiations between the developing regions and the more affluent indust­
rialised states, and which pinpointed local and international factors as the 
cause for local instances of disadvantage, should therefore be understood as 
consonant. at some level, with the prevailing political culture of the period. 
At the same time, a sensibility to the types of challenges being faced by 
newly independent developing states was also evident amongst foreign 
donor agencies and international institutions who appeared willing to at 
least give cursory attention to the demands for a more e.quitable distribution 
of economic resources and political power that came from the radical 
caucuses of the Third World. 

In the contemporary setting, however, the space for organisations to 
engage in critiques of current orthodoxies of economic policy making and 
the impact they have at the local level is in fact far more limited. For many 
organisations in Fiji, this space is only thinly defined and the boundaries of 
NGO advocacy for women have been finnly set. Within the Joca] playing 
field NGOs can engage in political discussions of human rights or develop­
ment that is non-controversial and does not overtly challenge government 
policy. As we have seen, women's NGOs are therefore at liberty to 
articulate agendas of law reform or to speculate in non-confrontational ways 
upon the trajectory of national economic development. On the other hand 
NGOs do not appear to be at liberty to focus in a more concentrated way 
upon economic policy decisions and aid conditionalities that impact 
negatively on women, or the working conditions for women in low-paying 
employment. 

Campaigns which articulate 'women's issues' within a broader human 
rights framework-the notion of 'women's rights as human rights'- have 
become a predominant and internationally endorsed advocacy strategy 
amongst worren's NGOs in the last decade. But the current purchase of this 
advocacy catch-cry appears to have prompted NGOs to tum away from 
examining the ways in which the prevailing orthodoxies governing 
economic policy making for developing states can function in ways that 

, compound the economic disadvantage of women. While the rights agenda 
has come to be viewed as progressive advocacy strategy, broader critique of 
prevailing political and economic structures has come to be viewed as 
outdated, unfashionable or too radicalised, and as such, is unlikely to 
capture the imagination of international institutions or overseas donors. 
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Despite the muted tones of criticism evident within FWCC and FWRM 
campaigns, there have been recent occasions when both organisations have 
been subject to verbal censure by Fiji's government. Indeed within the local 
political cu!Lure these organisations are often held to articulate a 'radical' 
agenda which, as I have outlined, has often faced opposition from more 
parochial elements within Fiji's society. This would seem to indicate that 
current perceptions about what might be classified as radicaJ politicaJ 
activity have shifted significantly in the three decades since Fiji negotiated 
its independence. The political space available to organisations to articulate 
a critical agenda in the fashion of the YWCA 30 years previously is severely 
constrained. Therefore rather than engage in a highly confrontational cam­
paign on broad economic issues and threaten what political leverage they 
have managed to maintain in a more conservative political environment, 
both the FWCC and the FWRM have appeared to tread a political path that 
is roughly consonant with the prevailing political culture. As such debates 
which focus on the economic cost of violence against women, particularly 
when voiced by senior state bureaucrats concerned with economic policy 
matters hint, albeit in a roundabout way, that it would be in the incumbent 
government's own interest to confront this phenomenon in a more 
systematic way. Likewise, campaigns to improve the economic security of 
Fiji's women through law refonn have certainly faced resistance from local 
sources but appear unlikely to invite a harshly critical response from 
government and have, from time to time, won the support of local 
legislators. In each case the organisations involved have judged it more 
expedient to enter into negotiation with the political elite rather · than 

vigorous and critical confrontation. Indeed in a 2002 report discussing the 
experience of Fiji-based women's NGOs appearing before the United 
Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Fonns of Discrimination 

Against Women Cot1Ulllttee, a prominent member of Fiji's NGO com­
munity argued that as a result of 'tempered' criticism of the Fiji government 
on the international stage, the Family Law Bill had been re-introduced into 
parliamcnl On the basis of this experience the author argued that NGOs 
should be conscious of the fact that a cautious route in negotiations with 
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governments can pay dividends and that 'there is nothing to be gained from 
"bashing" the government in an aggressive manner' .77 

For the FWCC the costs of a confrontational path would be tangible in an 
immediate sense. While the government has been an im!X)rtant source of 
funds for the organisation in recent years, it is not difficult to imagine that it 
might choose to withdraw this financial sup!X)rt should it feel that the 
FWCC is intent on sabotaging its broader interests. At the same time of 
course governments have means other than economic available to them 
should they wish to frustrate the political activities of NGOs. This was 
demonstrated to me personally in Suva in November 2002 when, in the 
wake of the government's budget announcement, a public meeting was held 
by the Fiji Trade Unions Council (FllJC) to protest against a planned 
25 per cent increase in government value added tax. While a significant part 
of Suva's NGO community had privately voiced to me their grave concerns 
at the impact of this policy for an already disadvantaged urban underclass, 
only one leader of a women's organisation was willing to take part in the 
public meeting. This situation becomes more understandable if we consider 
that Fiji's government has implemented strict laws in relation to public 
protest marches which, in the wake of the 2()(.X) coup, are now only 
pennilled after the successful application for a pennit. This meeting was not 
sanctioned by the government, and while it was held on FfUC premises, 
the state presence was highly visible with police vehicles making regular 
patrols of the premises every ten minutes. The low turnout to the meeting 
overall indicated that for the vast majority of NGOs working in Suva, 
association with this event was clearly judged to be a poli tical risk. The fact 
that their involvement might be recorded and later jeopardise working 
relationships with state authorities or perhaps invite a more serious fonn of 
government sanctioning seems to have been, for many organisations, an 
effective persuasion against participation. 

This is not the only example which demonstrates the constrained space 
for public programs of protest and critique with in Fiji's current political 
environment. 1be de-registering of Fiji's Citizens Constitutional Forum 
(CCF) as a charitable organisation in 2001.......c...a body that has been fiercely 

77 Jalal. R~port on rM pra ~masion ofrh~fim PIC country •~port to UN CEDAW. p. 8. 
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critical of Fiji's current government which, it argues, has repeatedly ignored 
the provisions of the country's constitution- has served as a potent 
reminder to all NGOs that the role of government watchdog is a potentially 
risky undertaking. 

While the heavy-handed response to the activities of the CCF and the 
FTIJC protests are clear examples of the ways in which local authorities can 
use regulatory mechanisms to place restrictions upon NGOs, more informal 
government str.i.tegies which seek simply to discredit NGOs can also fetter 
protest. In April 2002, for ex.ample, Fiji's Infonnation Minister Joesfa 
Vosanibola questioned the 'mandate of the CCF' and whose interests the 
organisation claimed to represent. He argued that the CCF was 'dependent 
on foreign donor assistance' and as such there was a risk that the organi­
sation derived 'its mandate to speak on national issues in Fiji from . 
foreign donors'.78 The fact that the foreign funding relationships that sustain 
NGOs such as the FWRM and FWCC are well publicised, to some extent 
also makes them easy targets for critics detennined to promote the idea that 
NGO activity is skewed in directions favoured by overseas interests.79 

All of the points raised above clearly indicate that the political culture 
prevailing at the local level provides only limited space for women's NGOs 
to engage in vigorous critique of government economic policy. Examination 
of the ways in which economic themes feature in the campaign strategies of 
women's NGOs in Fiji should therefore also consider the fact that in the 
post-coup scenario, women's NGOs in Fiji have chosen to suspend their 
critical voice in a bid to avoid confrontation with state authori ties that in the 
longer-tenn might be detrimental to their !X)litica\ standing. 

In a similar vein, however, it should also be recognised that there are 
influences operating at the international level which also constrain the 
political space of locally based NGOs and hamper their ability to engage in 
autonomous fonns of critique. For example, international funding agencies 
such as AusAIO or the World Bank may find that support for organisations 
whose piercing critiques of globalised capital or the local implications of 

78 'Stabs questions a:F, Fiji Tinu,s, 4 April 2002 

79 For .1. particularlycynical uarni11ationofchisissuesee"ThegrowchandforeigninfluericesofFiji's 
noisy but una.ccountable NGOs', Yellow Bucket Colurm, 23 March 2003, ,:;www.Fijivillage.com.>. 
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structural adjustment run counter to their own development philosophies 
and goals. 

While there has been a significant shift towards the incorporation of 
NGOs into the business of aid delivery in the Pacific, the stand-out priority 
for international development agencies continues to be 'modernisation' and 
sustaining the 'economic growth model' .80 For the FWCC in particular the 
adoption of a highly critical activist agenda which exposed lhe negative 
social impacts of Fiji 's push to be part of the global economy would most 
certainly bring it into conflict at some level wilh its most important 
international benefactor, AusAID. This agency's development policy 
platform advocates the importance of the competitive market place and a 
dynamic private sector as a means by which to secure 'sustained 
development' defined as 'job and income creation', and the 'efficient use of 
resources'. s1 

AusAID is not alone here of course. In the post-Washington consensus 
era the 'free market mantra'82 has become a non-negotiable pillar of the 
international political culture endorsed by development policy makers 
within lhe powerful Bretton Woods institutions, state-based development 
agencies and more generally by the international community of statesmen 
and women. In the 1995 Beijing Platfonnfor Action/or the Advancement of 
Women, a document unanimously endorsed by all present at the United 
Nations intergovernmental World Conference for Women, structural adjust­
ment programs are referred to as 'beneficial in the long term' and world 
trade liberalisation is also uncritically accepted as a vehicle by which to 
raise global living standards.83 This endorsement of current practice in 
development economics stands in stark contrast to the positions adopted on 
similar questions by the developing world's representatives at the first 
United Nations World Conferences for Women held in 1975 and 1980. Here 

80 Pumject Singh, 'The Pacific aid regime: Continuity and change', in Embuson-Bain, ed., 
Su.sraimu,/edewdopm,mtormaligna111 growth?. pp. 51-<i2, atp. 57. 

81 Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID), Good govema,rc,,: G~idU,g principks 
forimp/eme111a1/0<1 (Canberra: AusAID. 2000), p. 5. 

82 Joseph E. Stiglitz. Gwbaliwti<m and itsdi.swntents (London: Penguin, 2002), p. 16 

83 Chilla Bulbeck, Re-,,rim1in,: w,:stem feminisms: Womm's diversiry in a p,:m-col,,nia/ world 
(C•mbridge: Cambridge Uni ver.ity Press, 1998). p. 172. 
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we find statesmen and women from the Third World, and an important 
proportion of the NGO community from these regions as well, arguing that 
the continued economic dependency of developing nations compounded 
disadvantage at the local level. They therefore were more likely to 
emphasise the need for a redistributive ethos to guide global economic 
policy making. Compare the acceptance of structural adjustment cite.d 
above with the position taken by Third World nations at the Mexico City 
conference who, in a document co-sponsored by 74 developing nations 
which became known as the Mexico Declaration, argued that: 

1lle issue of inequality . . is closely linked with the problem of under­
development, which exists as a result not only of unsuitable internal 
structures, but also of a profoundly unjust world economic system.84 

There were significant tensions within the international women 's 
movement over the appropriateness of these broader concerns being raised 
at the United Nations World Conferences where the focus was purportedly 
supposed to be concentrated exclusively upon women.85 At the same time 
however the fact that Third World statesmen and women were willing lo 
raise these types of concerns on the international stage opened the way for 
non-governmental bodies 10 follow suit. The ground had in some ways been 
prepared for women's NGOs both at the local and international level to 
engage in a type of radical activism that called for a more equitable 
refonnulation of global political and economic structures. At the local level 

84 Unitod Nations International Women•$ Year Secretariat. Mu ting in Mtxiai: World Gmfuence vf 
lht Jn1t motiof101 Wumm's Ytor, 1975 (Ne w Yori:: Center for Economic !llld Social 
Information/OP!, 1975),p.55. 

115 Westcmdek:gatcs to these oo,nfercllCC$often bemoaned the fact that such deliberations s imply 
auemptod to hijai:I:: debate away from m.xe serious discussion of fe minist agendas and the q uestion 
or women's rights. Representatives from lhe developing world countered tllese criticisms by argui ng 
that the predicament of local women cou ld not be isolated from the broader challenges faced by 
diudvanuged populations of lhe Third Wocid as a whole. For a m.xe detailed accoonl of tile 
tensions that were played out d uring the Mexico City World Confercn.cc for Women in 1975. see 
Tinlter andJaquette, 'UN decade for women'; Eli sabeth Reid, 'Betwttn lhe official lines', Ms., 4(5) 
1975, pp. 88-91. 9S-l01; Vina Muumdal', 'llle non-ali gned movement and the international 
women's decade", Otvtk,pnwu: Suds of ChOTlgt 4, 1984. p. 112; Fraser, Tht UN decadt for 
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movement in Fiji see Van.essa Griffen, ed., Women, tkw:lvpm,:m and t mpowtrmtnt: A Pacific 
ftmillisr ptrsp«tive: Rtp<>rt of o Pacific w,,men's ""'rkslwp, NablJ11tini, Fiji, 21-26 March 1987 
{Kuala Lumpur: Asian and Pacific Development Center, 1989) 
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these groups sought to expose the structural causes of women's dis­
advantage, social, economic and political. And at the level of international 
policy making, these groups, in coalition with other NGOs from around the 
developing world, argued for an expanded conceptualisation of the 
obstacles preventing women's advancement by demanding that feminist 
debate demonstrate a greater awareness of the specific difficulties faced by 
populations in the non-Western world. The activism of the Fiji YWCA 
during this period can therefore be understood in these tenns. This organis­
ation's political engagement went far beyond the conventional framing of 
'women's issues' through its focus also upon broader questions relating to 
Fiji's international political and economic standing. By contrast women's 
organisations today operate in a far more constrained political environment 
which does not provide the necessary political space for the articulation of 
similar agendas. 

CONCLUSION 

Drawing comparisons between the activism of the women's organisations 
working in the 1960s and 1970s and the advocacy undertaken by organis­
ations in the current selling demands that we take account of the extent to 
which the prevailing political culture conditions the environmenl in which 
groups operate and hence, shapes their campaign strategies. In the wake of 
independence, Fiji's local political elite appeared eager to embrace the new 
possibilities that decolonisation might offer and did not close themselves off 
from often very radical areas of debate. At the same time the international 
political environment during this period also appears to have been swayed 
by the radical arguments voiced by a strong coalition of newly independent 
nations on the international stage who had begun to demand that the 
international arena of policy making demonstrate a 'redistributive' ethos 
that took greater account of economic and power imbalances in inter­
national relations. In this environment the way was perhaps more clear for 
groups such as the Fiji YWCA to challenge policy prescriptions endorsed at 
the international level by the industrialised economic powers and the highly 
influential Bretton Woods institutions. 

Women's NGOs operating in Fiji today, on the other hand, do not have 
anything like the same opportunities to articulate similarly activist agendas. 
At the local level the political eli te appears to be mistrustful and suspicious 
of NGOs and is more than willing to sanction those groups whose radical 
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challenges to the status quo are felt to go beyond what is deemed to be 
acceptable. There is an international dimension lo this issue, too, however, 
for the high profile women's organisations operating in Fiji have negOliated 
imponant funding relationships with bilateral and multilateral donor 
agencies. The impact of this international benevolence is not always benign, 
as this type of financial support makes ii difficult for recipient organisations 
to take a critical position in relation to the broader interests or development 
philosophies and goals of fore ign donors. 

The restrained agenda embraced by women's NGOs in Fiji in the current 
context contrasts dramatically with the types of activities undertaken by 
women's groups viewed as radical in earlier times. This tendency can be 
explained by the fact that within the broader political culture today, there is 
less tolerance than there once was for lhe tone and substance of the 
YWCA's type of activity and the potential for confrontation that comes with 
this style of acti vism. The good governance agenda which has shaped the 
direction of development p:>licy making for the last decade emphasises lhe 
importance of strengthening civil society as a fundamental democratic 
check upon lhe state. This has meant widely expanded opportunities for 
local NGOs. But, as this paper illustrates, there have been important 
constraints also put in the way of these groups. Today it is NGO advocacy 
which is part of the lexicon of good governance, not NGO activism. This, I 
contend, reduces the scope of NGO activity and limits their critical 
potential. 
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Abstract 

This paper asks whether new insights can be gained by 
differentiating bt:tween advocacy and activism when examining the 
work of civil society organisations in rdation to gender equality. The 
scholarly community and practitioners in the field of development 
have shown increasing inter~t in thr political activiti~ of non­
governmental organisations and civil society mon.· broadly. Until 
fairly recently, these groups havr bt:en characterised as innovativt: 
and autonomous agents of rdorm. While this view has tended to 
provide a relatively homogenised view of civil society, it has also 
ignored the extent to which individual organisations within the 
'third sector' negotiate space within a broader political culture that 
can at the one time place both opportunities and constraints in their 
path. This pal)Cr is part of a new wave of more critical literature 
which aims to provide a detailed portrait of this terrain's complexity. 

Focusing upon the ways in which women's organisations in Fiji 
approach issues of gender equality, I contrast strategies employed in 
the 1960s and 1970s with those adopted in more recent times and 
consider the extent to which the prevailing political culture has 

afforded these groul)S the space to exercise a critical political voice. 
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