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Following the 2000 coup d’état in Fiji, more théuirty parliament members were taken
hostage for nearly two months. At the end of thetdge crisis, AdiLitia Cakobau
called for a meeting of all the chiefs of Fiji, tBese ni TuragaAdi Litia Cakobau was
the deputy chairperson for the Great Council ofe@h{GCC) at that timeAt the end
of the hostage crisis, the chiefs met in Suva enlth of July. A special guest chaired
the Bose ni TuragaAdi Samanunu Cakobau, who is Adi Litia’s eldesstes. Being
High Commissioner for Fiji in Malaysia, Adi Samamuname especially from Kuala
Lumpur to attend the meeting. At the end of the tingepeople from Naitasiri—a
province involved with supporting the coup and whalso traditionally engaged in
warfare for the Cakobau—presented her with a cengnud apology, anatanigasau
on behalf of all the people behind George Speigid, visible leader of the coup.
Offering her atabua—that is, the tooth of a whale—they asked all theefs in Fiji to
forgive the violence, troubles and the civil cocifiengendered by the coup. The
following day the remaining hostages were released.

Tabua to bereserved for men

First, 1 should note here that Fijian tradition ludes a range of ceremonies of

reconciliation { soro) with rituals performed according to the type offense



committed.Matanigasawvas in earlier times the ritual employed to semkjiveness in
cases of negligence in carrying out official dutbich today involves the presentation
of a tabua (Capell 1991:202). According to current usage, thatanigasauis a
ceremony, which aims to restore peace and harnwthetheart of thganua(land and
its inhabitants, understood here as the most egtefamily group). Other ceremonies
of pardon also exist, such as tlu buly in cases of injury, particularly in cases of
rape or domestic violence.

Often held to be of sacred origin, ttaduahas a strong symbolic significance in
Fiji. Considered to be “the highest form of Fijiaalth offered to the most powerful
being” (Ravuvu 2000:1)abuais mostly exchanged between men. Sahlins (1962:137
earlier divided domestic wealth into two categqgri@ale goods and female goods, with
tabua belonging to the first category. This gender didion was confirmed from
various interviews | conducted in 2000 and 200zIdse Fijian female friend working
for the United Nations Development Programme (UNRR) me:

It's usually the men who are doing the presentatito hold thetabua.It's hardly a

woman. But in such cases where there is a proviorctkina, where the woman is a

chief, she will have a sort of spokesman, and spatkkesman will act on her behalf.

Like she’ll receive it and she’ll give it to theadesman, and the spokesman will do the

presentation. He will speak on her behalf. (Intewiwith Mere, secretary, UNDP,
Suva, 15 August 2002)

According to my male and female interlocutors, igint be exchanged between women
if no men take part in the assembly. But such exasasgem to be the privilege of
chiefly women, as one of my colleagues at the timstiof Pacific Studies (IPS) in Suva
told me:

I guess only women from chiefly rank can receitataua Otherwise, if a woman has

to be involved in any presentation, she will asknan—a relative—to do the

presentation for her. ... because within the tradé&loway women are not involved
with those ceremonies. (Interview with Georgi andiMPS, Suva, 30 July 2002)

From these perspectives, how should we understaedtabua that was
presented to Adi Samanunu, one of the highest lghredmen in Fiji, by a group of
men—as a sign of apology for the troubles causemhgluhe coup? | suggest that part
of the answer to this question lies in the rolehef Cakobau sisters during the coup and

their distinctive positioR.



In order to analyze the complexities of genderassa Fiji, | propose to borrow
an analytical tool from Leckie, who derives theiootof “série” or “seriality” from
Sartre (Leckie 2002). Following Leckie’s idea ofetitees of adherence to a series,”
such as gender, ethnicity and class, Fijian womealavidentify themselves with the
common category of “woman,” but they would alsoidkefthemselves according to a
diverse series, such as ethnic, traditional ogialis identities (ibid.). Here, | suggest
that the identification of “tradition” appears te particularly relevant to gender in Fiji.
More specifically, | hope to show how, sometimds &eriality of rank hierarchy or
ethnicity can be a crucial dividing line betweenmen in Fiji.

The privileges of high ranked women

The Cakobau sisters descended from Ratu Seru Qakalagh chief from Bau, who
was called Tui Viti, the “King of Fiji.” He livedrbm 1815 to 1883 and ceded Fiji to
Great Britain in 1874. As such, the two sisterscdad from one of the highest chiefly
titles in Fiji, the Tui Kubaa title that is at present vacant. They both béreim a
prestige and social standing that ordinary womenatgossess. The privileges of high
ranked women are historically linked to th@nua(land) in Fiji. According to Tuivaga
(1988:4), only high ranked women were treated whfidly from other women in the
Fijian society. Bolabola (1986:13) suggests thathia past, chiefly women benefited
from more rights and access to the land than comremawwmen. For instance, unlike
other women, they were allowed to cross tractssaicfed” land undetabu, without
being questioned or stopped. These kinds of pges#ebelonging to high-ranking
women are recognized across the Pacific (cf. Lirm&R90).

When rank takes over gender

In my thesis | demonstrate how patrilineality aadk hierarchy was reinforced during
the British colonization in Fiji (see also Leckié@), especially through the ownership
of land and through titles, given by birth. Bolad¢ll986:4) pointed out that customs
and traditions, in general, have been broadly reddfby men in Fiji. For the lawyer

Jalal (1997), women’s lack of power in pre-colonimhe has been perpetuated in
“modern” society, through legitimation of customday. In the everyday practices of
Hawali'i, Linnekin (1990:230) suggested that socidferentiation between chiefs and



commoners was more relevant than gender. Ancienk fa Hawai'i was more
important than gender (1990:231). That was alsostite case for Fiji.

Taking into consideration the status of the womeually, entails considering a
comparison to men’s status (Linnekin 1990:231). sTho talking about the Cakobau
sisters in Fiji, we must understand their rolejtpally and ritually, vis-a-vis the role of
their brothers, or half-brothers, and other chi&fss entails a consideration of relations
of conflict, inside and outside kinship relationsnd the personal ambitions of
individuals, with their ability to activate anciemétworks or create new ones. Being the
eldest of the Mataiwelagi lineage—one of the twwedges in Bau—Adi Samanunu
Cakobau is potentially the heiress of Tui Kuba, kinghest title in Bau and in the
confederacy omatanituof Kubuna. Here, ancestry takes precedence ovetosgefine
the succession.

During the coup, as supporter of the S\Sogosoqo ni Vakavatuwa Tauke)
party, the Cakobau sisters publicly legitimated @edpeight. | understand their socio-
cultural status to be a mix of cultural inheritangelitical affiliation and personal
involvement. This mix is central to their role iantemporary politics, an arena heavily
dominated by men (Jalal 1997; Bolabola 1986:4—).put it briefly, among the 19
ministers elected in August 2001, all indigenougahs or native from Rotuma, only
two women hold seats in Parliament of Fi\mongst the seven ministerial assistants,
only two are women.

The lawyer Jalal (1997:85) showed that Fijian wona@tess politics more
easily than Indo-Fijians, because they can actikatehip and exchange networks and
their ties with chiefly power. Regarding the Gré&aduncil of Chiefs, for another
example, amongst 43 representatives from the lvimmes, 3 of them were women in
2001, all with chiefly titles. That was not automally the case of the male
representatives, who did not all possess a chiaflg. Of course, the under-
representation of women in politics is not spedifid=iji.° Yet, Prime Minister Laisenia
Qarase’s policy, after his election in 2001, illases one of the possible uses of the idea
of “indigeneity,” through legitimating a governmesdminated both by men and Fijians
said to be “indigenous.” Ethnicity and gender camaié similar processes of
discrimination (Galissot 2000), especially wherames to the issue of political power
or social position.



Resorting to tradition to be distinguishable from the
glaobal

When | met AdiLitia Cakobau before the coup d’état in her offafethe Bose Levu
Vakaturaga(Great Council of Chiefs) in Suva, she assuredwitle great conviction,
that women in the village, in general, have magéts than we thought:

It is wrong to believe that women cannot expréssiselves in the village. It does exist—
meetings and specific occasions where they caneesgptheir wishes and express their
rights. Maybe too often those women do not use gniggghose opportunities because they
are afraid but those opportunities do exist ananltalling it. (Interview with Adi Litia
Cakobau, vice-president of the Great Council ofe®hiSuva, 21 March 2000)

Whereas AdLitia Cakobau stresses that “the Human Rights asestern ideology ...
that does not accord with our (Fijian) traditiomaghts” (Daily Post08/09/03), other
women in Fiji—who fight for promoting women'’s rightand sexual inequalities—told
me that traditional rights are nowadays abusedonyesindividuals, especially in rape
cases. The Fiji Women Crisis Centre in Suva (FWQ@@),nstance, deals with some
situations where rapists try to avoid any legalipiment by using the traditional form
of asking for forgiveness, throudiulu bulu.For Edwina Kotoisuva from the FWCC
that is clearly a manipulation of culture:

... historically it was never used in that way. ..wé will look at what traditionally

was done, it was never used to free the offenddrisfcrime ... this is just an abuse of

culture. ... Yes, yes, definitely, abuse of culturd is used to free the perpetrator of

his crime and to try make it like a sort of thepplthe case in the legal proceeding and

everything else, you know, this is definitively abuse of culture. (Interview with
Edwina Kotoisuva, FWCC, Suva, 12 August 2002)

A priori, the respective positions of somebody like Adia Cakobau and the female
activists of the Fiji Women’s Rights Centre seerpasate and opposed. On the one
side, we would find the indigenous traditionaliatsd, on the other side, the feminist
modernists who would be more or less “westernizétEvVertheless, both these visions
mutually construct each other. Both visions arercannected and imbricated. They
highlight the multiple and divergent female modgesi, at the heart of a globalized and
globalizing world (Hilsdon et al. 2000:24). In rétm to the production of locality
(Appadurai 1996:178-199), Human Rights, for instgarmannot be simply perceived to
be a set of western, liberal, universal and modeimports. Recent campaigns were
produced and reinvented locally in dialogue witlorag history of ideas about human
rights, such as equality, justice and democracis@dn et al. 2000:24). In other words,



reducing the claims of the South Pacific feminists a one-way process of
“westernization” would under-estimate local spetiies and indigenous idioms.
Simultaneously, to identify the claims of indigesomomen of the South Pacific to a
process of general “opposition” to democracy wdwgdalso simplistic. From my view,
the nationalist ideas of a person like Adi LitiakGhau can be seen from a perspective,
which does not automatically conflict with the Wast conception of democracy. As
she told me,

most decisions are taken in the village. We, i@ @&reat Council of Chiefs, are not
doing anything but facilitating the process. Allraliscussions are taken by consensus,
that is our traditional way to proceed. What yoill damocracy is not something new
for us. That is our way of life in the village. Amtling to our customs, we follow the
consensual way. When there is no consensus, theepueet the debate. Nobody will
ever stand up to talk. Everybody sits and talkating to our custorh.(Interview
with Adi Litia Cakobau, vice-president of the Gr&xuncil of Chiefs, Suva, 21 March
2000)

Jolly (2000) has suggested that some feministisarPacific have embraced the position
of the “mother,” to better distinguish themselves what is perceived to be an “anti-
family” tendency within western feminist or antitonialist movement. Kilani (1994)
had also observed a similar process apropos theingeaf the veil, in France, with
some young lIslamic women wearing the veil not bseathey are positioning
themselves as extremist followers but because wWeayt to differentiate themselves,
culturally and intellectually at least, from a @ént western religious melting-pot. From
this perspective, “traditional” values or “custoryiarights appear to be specific tools in
contemporary space, for claiming identities.

Conclusions

In Sahlins’ sense, as potential successor for tbhe Kluba’s title, Adi Samanunu
embodies a historic cultural category. Her partitigm in theBose ni Turagaas a
special guest, contributed to the happening oktlent and notably to the release of the
hostages. As a woman, Adi Samanunu personifies @orginary “traditional”
authority, with the potential to strengthen herifedl and symbolic power through her
high chiefly rank and through her political and faah networks. While embodying a
potent and elevated Fijiamana(divine power, efficacyAdi Samanunu also embodies



different identities, derived not just from tradital rank but also from ethnicity and
gender—and this aids her role in politics.

Thus, local strategies allow a distinction of thgaR self from the global mass
associated with the Western world, especially Eeirapd the United States but also
Australia and New Zealand. Yet such strategiesstitee similarities or the differences
within the groupsand between some generic notions, such as traditiersus
democracy. | suggest in conclusion that we shoolasicler local female identities in
politics as sets of strategies being constructedetioneswith and sometimegagainst
the global flux. That is a process that createsrdiry compositions of identity within the

locality itself.

Notes
! Chiefly title for women.

%2 To put it briefly, the GCC was a colonial creatiorabout 1875. It is today commonly acknowledged,
by Fijian leaders and villagers alike, to be “thesmimportant traditional body” whose role “is to
protect Fijian customs and to defeftiem fron} any bastardization of the culture” (interview with
Ratu Epeli Ganilau, chairman of the GCC, 8 AuguiZ). TheBose ni Turagar Council of Chiefs is
different, as it is not institutionalized. But i gather the chiefs of Fiji for extraordinary etgermhe
last time that such a Council met was following 1887 coups.

% Another important one lies in the kinship relaships closely tied with the political involvemertt o
individuals.

* Ro Temumu Kepa, Minister for Education, and Asen@aucau, Minister for Women, Social Welfare
and Poverty Alleviation.

® Marieta Rigamoto, Assistant Minister, Prime Mieiss Office, and Losena T. Salabula, Assistant
Minister for Women, Social Welfare and Poverty Al&gion.

® | am talking about a country said to be one of i@st democratic across the world, i.e. my own
country, Switzerland, where women were given tgatrto vote in 1971 (Appenzell’'s canton in 1990!).

"Here | do not take for granted the idea of “cossisfi—that has to be questioned, of course. Raithier,
guotation shows how in politics individuals can dsetorical tools to legitimate different values.
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