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SHAYNE KEARNEY

The Power of the Pen: Solomon Islands
Women Uniting to Overcome Adversity
through Writing

Indigenous writers of the Solomon Islands, as with the majority of indigenous
Oceanic countries and states, exhibit common themes throughout their literary
works relating to colonisation, decolonisation and independent rule, the retelling
and recording of traditional myths and legends, and issues relating to trans-
cultural confusion. In reading the works of indigenous Solomon Island women,
similar themes are evident, however, there is aiso a striking digression from
those themes. For the purposes of this study, the writing can be divided into two
distinct periods —— writers born in the pre- and post-independent eras.! In both
of these categories, it is evident that the women offer an insight into their world
often from within a very personal and emotional space. Their poetry and prose
reflect their fears and concerns for the future for themselves, their families and
their society. Although the pre-independence era is the primary focus of this
paper, this is not to suggest that the post-independent period is less valuable or
interesting. Both groups of women have a lot to offer Pacific literature as their
works capture their thoughts and feelings of their society in its various
transformations. Tongan writer, Konai Helu Thaman, states that:

While much has been written about the impact of colonialism on Pacific economies,
environments, politics, and social structures, little attention has been focused on its
impact on people’s minds, particularly on their ways of knowing, their views of who
and what they are, and what they consider worthwhile to teach and learn. (n.p.)

The writing of the Solomon Island women is both eloquent and emotive, thereby
offering an insight into the mind set of the colonised woman. Their works reflect
the personal rather than the impersonal impact that they have experienced through
colonisation.

The pre-independence poetry and prose seem to exhibit more confusion
associated with a traditional agricultural society’s rapid progression into a modern
society. This is hardly surprising as colonisation had a direct impact on this
group of women. The women of this era were born in the 1950s and 1960s and
were, therefore, of the generation to experience first hand the many changes
independence wrought. After independence in 1978, the affects of colonisation
on the new generation were less obvious as most of the colonial impetus had
abated.? The women of these two groups, therefore, address different issues.
Sina Va’ai suggests reasons for this shift:
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The lot of women was a particularly hard one. They were the burden-bearers, doing
almost all the work in the village and the food plantations. I have frequently seen
families returning from the gardens, the man carrying his battle-axe and shield, the
woman following with heavy loads of yams, taro, or firewood, with a child on her

back or across her hips. (564)
For centuries traditional cultural practices ensured women played a secondary
role within their society and with the arrival of the patriarchally-dominated West,
they were further subjugated by the colonial administrations and to a certain
extent by the missions as an agency of colonisation. These patriarchal ideologies
were reinforced with the introduction of Christianity and in turn, mission
education. Although the missions acted with religious zeal and what they believed
to be benevolence, their influences and colonial agency had debilitating
consequences for traditional societies as Roger Keesing suggests:
The cost for men, who have borne the brunt of incorporation into plantation or town
economies, has been staggering. Proud people who controlled their destiny, in the
centre of their universe, have become despised and semi-human ‘natives’ in the
colonial situation. “The native’ becomes a scorned creature in his own country; his
culture became an object of derision. Proud men were turned into ‘boys’, forced to
demean themselves serving and slaving for white ‘masters’ with obeisance. Christian

missionaries sought to save their souls by turning them into pious children. Humans
were led to despise the colour of their skin and the way of their ancestors. (412)*

The Solomon Islands, as with all other Island states and countries of the
Oceanic region, have a history intrinsically tied to evangelical missions and
Christianity. Statistically, ninety-seven per cent of Solomon Islanders are
Christian.’ In the Solomon Islands pre-World War II period, education was the
domain of the mission school and until the end of World War II, education and
schooling® was the domain of the various missions of the Solomon Islands and
was, as Hugh Laracy states, ‘a secondary adjunct to evangelism’ (144). The
post-war administration’s involvement in education was (spurred by the United
Nations push for independence of colonised territories) accelerated as the need
for indigenous professionals and leaders was vital. In the period after the War
and impending Independence in the late 1970s, education in earnest became a
key factor in decolonisation, and the introduction of Western concepts transformed
traditional societies of Oceania, including the Solomon Islands, irrevocably.
Mission literature up to the early 1960s particularly, speaks of education in terms
of males being the primary focus.” Mission schools reinforced traditional
allocation of chores by categorising them as being ‘women’s work’ and ‘men’s
work’. As Sister Gwen Cross discussed in her Aloha Solomons (7), much of the
girls’ time was spent learning Western crafts and ways of domesticity with the
intention that the girls would become suitable wives for the indigenous missionary
or native teacher.? Later, the focus shifted to ensuring the girls were proficient in
a Western manner to look after their families’ health and were acquiring the

skills necessary to maintain a ‘Christian’ home.
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Toia, a city girl, experiences at the hands of the older village women when she
visits the village of her intended future husband. To the village women, ‘anything
Toia did was either completely wrong or wasn’t done in the proper way’ (82).
Toia has received a formal education often dismissed by indigenous villagers as
being the ‘white man’s’ education and it is often devalued in the village as Toia
soon discovers when her knowledge of a woman’s duties and role within the
village are proven to be inadequate. On a similar theme, another question relates
to whether an educated girl was a suitable wife for an educated male from the
town or for a male who remained in the village. In, ‘He is Mine’, Lamour Gina
(Billy 1983a 6-7) explores the relationship between an educated male and female.
Tetu is an educated town girl who loves Randy but Randy’s future has been
determined by the village and he is to marry Seli, a village girl. His family
believes that ‘town girls make expensive wives’ and do not know the village
ways and are therefore undesirable as wives. Seli tells Tetu, ‘you do not know
how to motu or work in the garden’ (6). Later, Seli elopes with a village boy, as
she believes she ‘would mean nothing to an educated boy’ (6-7). A similar theme
is explored in ‘Vari Haba (Marriage)’ (Billy 1983a 99-100)." In this poem, the
uneducated village girl is sent home by the educated male town dweller, as she is
unable to satisfy his modern requirements.

Finally, it is made clear that a gir]’s acceptance of the opportunity to receive
an education subjects her moral being to corruption. The fact that mission
education generally meant boarding school with long periods of absence from
family and village influence, ensured mission control and influence on its pupils.
This was also problematic for parents of girls as they were concerned for their
daughters’ morality while they were away from the village environment. A
common consequence of boarding schools was the disconnection from traditional
cultures as the student was immersed in a Western environment for lengthy
periods. Laracy comments on the destabilising effects of mission policies and
the confusion of the indigene as s/he shifted between the modern and traditional worlds:

...the lengthy sojourns at station schools and the academic bias of schooling offered
do not equip young people to settle into village life. The problem is made more
difficult by the fact that academic education, while required for the creation of mission
and government elites and desirable, perhaps, for a responsible electorate, tends to
be held in exaggerated esteem by the islanders for the rewards and status it can
confer — white-collar employment. But opportunities for such employment are likely
to remain limited for many of those who aspire to it and carry the hopes of their
village and relatives to school. For them, education is likely to lead to frustration as

to fulfilment. (157)

Jully Makini (formerly Sipolo) was, and has been, the most prolific and
substantial contributor of the women poets. Her Civilized Girl: A Collection of
Poetry by Jully Sipolo (1981} was the first collection by a woman writer to be
published. She followed this collection by contributing to, and co-editing with
Billy Afu and Hazel Lulei Mi Mere: Poetry and Prose by Solomon Islands Women
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For better or for worse
For richer or for poorer

In good health or sickness
Ido.

You committed yourself
Now going’s rough
You’ve broken your promise
I don’t
(“The Promise’, 16).

The traditional aspects of obligation towards one’s relatives and kin have very
strong roots within traditional society and these obligations remain intact in the
modern society as Jully Sipolo suggests in her poem ‘Obligation’ (Maka’a 1985 14).

The final, and by content the most important, issue facing Solomon Island
women is one of subjugation. Many of the poems and much of the prose deal
with this issue and the debilitating consequences which result from it as well as
the physical and mental abuse that is intrinsically linked to it. In his discussion
of the indigenous woman in a traditional situation Keesing observes:

~.we find over and over again in the tri

subordinate and exclude women, extract their labor and child-bearing and — rearing,
and place them under legal control of fathers, brothers and husbands are supported
as vehemently by women as by men. Accepting, as they have to, a celestialized
system that consigns them to domestic roles and a regimen of labor that serves male
prestige, women portray themselves in terms of virtue and duty. Within the constraints

of subordination, women may themselves become important political actors who not
only substantially influence the public political affairs of men from behind the scenes,
but themselves pursue strategies of controllin

g labor and prestige within the
constraints of the system. (302-303)

bal world that cultural ideologies that

The formerly colonised women bears the burden of double colonisation within
the contemporary society as the demands placed on her escalate. In the traditional
society, the boundaries of roles and duties between

men and women were clearly
defined. Modernity alters this status quo as Rober

t Young suggests:

Women are often taken to represent the mainstay of the cultural identity of the nation,
retrieved for the present from the society of the past. For macho-nationalists, home
and the domestic sphere, relatively free from colonial control, was the best guardian
of the traditional values, culture, and identity of the new phenomenon they were
creating on the European model against their European masters, “the nation’. Women
and modernity came to be regarded as antithetical entities, with the result that the

goal of national emancipation involved a betrayal of all prospect of progressive change
for women. (97)

Traditionally, male authority was never challenged; but this power and authority
in the traditional sense was usurped in many ways by Western governance and
institutions. The Western coloniser asserted his authority over the colonial subjects
ensuring his/her dominion and supremacy. The indigenous male, according to

Albert Memmi, having lost his authority, suffers from feelings of emasculation
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I’m back .
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I’?fe had enough of being tossed around
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Now I'm back
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-..Come my little sister,
Come my little brother,
Cry with me, ’
For tomorrow I go,

To marry the man of
Someone else’ choice
I’m a woman.

(‘A Women’s Lament’)
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their society and that they ‘live more in cultural anguish’ than his/her illiterate/
village counterpart. [S/]he is more aware of the transformations [s/The observes
and records these changes through writing. Those who understand their fate
become more impatient and no longer tolerate colonisation (Memmi 120). The
writers discussed in this essay are aware of their vicarious position within their
society and a sign of that is the number of poems and recollections signed ‘Anon’.

Although there is a distinct absence of novels by woman writers and their
publications have been limited in quantity and are spasmodic, their contributions
are a valuable source of Solomon Island history. Continuity of publication in the
Solomon Islands, as with many other Pacific islands and states, has been

ed due to the need of the writers to fulfil work commitments and family

handicapp
erary and critical writers,

obligations, as Albert Wendt, one of the most prolific lit
arrad 2003 42). Va’ai confirms Wendt’s observations:

Creative writing in the Pacific is often thought to have gone through a ‘boom-full
stop or comma’ cycle from the initial flowering in the early 1970s to a very slow
growth in the 1980s and 1990s, and in terms of production, this may well be true.
The ‘golden’, optimistic time of independence produced a fruitful response in the
writing of many Pacific Islanders throughout the 1970s. Many of these writers are
approaching their 40s or middle age and hold responsible and influential positions
in governments, private enterprise and academia in the Pacific in the 1990s. (220)

Publication, however, in no way assures that their message will be heard. In
fact it is fair to say that their writing will have little impact on the general
Solomon Island indigenous population as literacy Jevels remain relatively low.
In the introduction to Solomons: A Portrait of Traditional and Contemporary
Culture in Solomon Islands, Sam Alasia comments that ‘while English became
eality is that as little as ten to fifteen per cent
of the population speaks English adequately’ (Maka’a 1985 3). Linda Crowl’s
statistics that ‘one quarter to one third of Solomon Islands children are not in
would indicate that this aspect of modern Solomon Islands is unlikely to

suggests (Sh

the language of the educated, the r

school’
change in the near future (online).
However depressing these statistics may be, this particular group of writers

has not relied solely on publication as a means of being heard. A common fallacy
of the West is to presume that if literature is not in print it does not exist. Va’ai
comments on the nuances of publishing in the Pacific:
In fact, when one considets the concept of centre and margin/periphery (used in
relation to colonial and post-colonial situations), it could be said that much of the
creative writing of west Polynesia and even throughout most of the Pacific, is not
even in the margin, it is literally off the page, either unpublished or left in its oral
form. (219)
The editors of Mi Mere have been very proactive in supporting their co
for the community by taking their work into the Pacific throughout the many
workshops and forums conducted to support the advancement of women’s issues

ncerns
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Statistics taken from The World Factbook — Solomon Islands. Also, Swain and Trompf
support these figures in 1992 when a survey conducted on 25,000 Pacific Islands resulted
in ninety-five per cent of the population acknowledging ‘their involvement with some
Christian tradition or another’ (192).

For a discussion on the central trope of schooling as ‘negation of identity, colonisation,
status enhancement, national formation and transition to modernity’ see Paul Sharrad’s
‘Literacy Legacies: Faltering Feet; Dancing a Pen to a National Beat’.

See GH. Cranswick and I.W.A. Shevill. Also, John Goldie, 569 and David Hilliard, 142,

149, 150.

®  See also Diane Langmore’s “The Object Lesson of a Civilised Christian Home”.

See Keesing 305. Many of the missionary writers found this perception to be the common
appeal of education to indigenous societies.

' Anon, but attributed to Afu Billy in Mana 80.
See Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth and Black Skin, White Masks as well as
Albert Memmi’s The Colonizer and the Colonized for their thorough psychoanalysis of

colonised peoples.
This is a common trope of essentialist theorists and writers such as Kenyan Ngugi wa

Thiong’o.

Regis Stella and Lynda Aniburi Maeaniani’s collaborative Melanesian Passages explores
themes which cross over the two periods of pre- and post-independence. It is not possible
to determine whether they wrote all of the stories together or individually.

Chief Inspector Miriam Yawa of the Royal Papua New Guinea Constabulary has published
an article, ‘Gender and Violence’, in which she discusses the horrific extent of this crime
in PNG. “The Gender Analysis in Papua New Guinea commissioned by the World Bank
states that 70% of women in PNG experience domestic violence. Other studies put the
figure higher. The Papua New Guinea Law Reform Commission Report 1992 stated in
some areas 100% of women were beaten and that one out of six wives living in town had
to seek medical treatment for injuries inflicted on them by their husbands. “These are
statistics we are concerned with’ (online http://www.aic. gov.au/conferences/policewomen3/
yawa.html). Solomon Islands connection to Papua New Guinea makes these figures as

W

equally concerning.
3 Attributed to Jully Sipolo in Mana 1979.
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