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Fiji captures the imagination as an idyllic paradise, but political instability and 

low economic indicators belie the physical beauty of the tropical environment. This 

dissertation examines the tension between differing conceptions of what the “good life” is 

and the regimes of care that are necessary to create it in the context of a Fijian village. 

Importantly, food becomes a lens for understanding the shifting economic climate and the 

nuanced effects of care in well-being and the security of belonging in a rural village. In 

Fiji, there is increasing tension between local regimes of care and belonging and the 

penetration of late liberal ideology, nucleating families and encouraging individually 

motivated behavior to remedy behaviors that are classified as pathological, such as 
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participating in exchange relationships. My research is based on twenty months of 

ethnographic fieldwork in a rural village on the island of Ovalau. In the Pacific Islands, 

the non-market exchange of food has been called “building lives with food”. The 

practices that constitute the sharing or gifting of food in the Pacific Islands have and 

continue to be important in providing social security and creating relations between 

people. In the literature produced by the development industry, they argue that the 

cultural practices of sharing and gift giving damage Fiji’s prospects for economic 

development. My research demonstrates that these practices are integral to providing 

social security for people in all life stages as well as vulnerable populations, such as 

children, the disabled, and the elderly. Locally, development is a concept that is 

frequently used in all levels of discourse from national level newspapers to domestic and 

international non-governmental organizations to personal conversations between people 

in the rural villages. There is not, however, a uniform definition of what development 

means or a sustained public discourse on which economic indicators mean an actual 

improvement in the well being of the average person. This dissertation analyzes the 

methods by which Fijians in rural areas provide for their own needs and create and 

maintain networks of care and belonging, facilitating the good life for themselves and 

their relations.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 It was the week after Easter in 2010 on the island of Ovalau, I was sitting on my 

bag under the Levuka Port Authority’s awning, avoiding the steady drizzle. I had shown 

up early for the fiber1 ride to Rukuruku, afraid that I would miss it and be stuck in Levuka 

for several more days. 

 On Easter, a freak storm had dumped over Ovalau and eastern Viti Levu for a 

couple of hours. I had been invited by a new acquaintance to visit to Delanvesi, a suburb 

of Suva, to attend the Easter service and to have lunch with his family. I had gone with 

the kids on a walk after lunch when it started pouring. On Viti Levu, the storm was over 

quickly and we waited it out in a bus shelter, but on Ovalau the storm had been more 

severe. In addition to multiple landslides, three bridges in between Rukuruku and Levuka 

had washed out, making land transportation practically impossible. 

 It stopped drizzling and Josua2 returned to the boat. Shortly after, a taxi pulled onto 

the dock and three older women got out. The driver opened up the back of the vehicle, 

and started passing boxes and bags to Josua, who loaded them onto a tarp on the floor of 

the boat. I approached the boat as I had been told to look for a yellow fiber, he knew a 

                     
1 Fiber is the local term for an open fiberglass-hulled boat with an outboard motor. 
2 All names are pseudonyms to protect the privacy of all parties. The Fijian government 
has been periodically unstable since independence and this is necessary to protect people 
who live and work in Fiji who were kind enough to help me with my research. This 
instability will be discussed further in the chapter. 
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kaivalagi3 (foreigner) was coming and he greeted me warmly and introduced me to the 

ladies. I tried out my Fijian pleasantries, to everyone’s amusement.  

 After everything was loaded onto the tarp and covered to prevent water damage, we 

climbed in, with the ladies sitting backwards on the wooden benches and Josua and 

Timoci standing at the back. A little girl was wedged in between one of the women and 

me, and she shyly responded to my questions about her age and grade level in school. As 

we set off, everyone was laughing and joking, in high spirits about the preparations for a 

visit from a high-level government official. They had bought cases of tinned fish, chop 

suey noodles, and bags of potatoes, onions, garlic, and other cooking supplies. The whole 

village had been preparing for this visit for several weeks, raising funds for the purchased 

foods and for a pig. Now the boat was heavily loaded and water splashed over the 

gunwales of the fiber, and Timoci started bailing the water that was pooling at the bottom 

of the boat with a cut up bleach bottle. The overcast skies began spitting water, and the 

joking tapered off. As the sea became rougher, more water spilled in over the sides. 

Eventually, everyone in the boat was silent, and I held my windbreaker over the little girl 

next to me. The ladies smiled at me, and she leaned in so she could hide under my 

windbreaker. I started watching the coastline carefully, so I would know where the 

closest land was if we had swim for it.4 

 Fibers are a precarious form of transportation. They are just a single-walled, 

fiberglass hull with an outboard motor on the back, so the more heavily loaded the craft 
                     
3 Following Silva and other Native Hawaiian scholars, I am not italicizing the Fijian 
words in order to avoid “making the native tongue appear foreign in writing produced in 
and about a native land and people” (2006[2004], 13).   
4 Also, so if we sank I could go back later and get my passport and ATM card. 
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is, the closer the gunwales are to the water. While some boat owners from the village 

have safety equipment, it is rarely in the boat.5 Once a boat has taken on too much water, 

it will sink very quickly, so Timoci never stopped bailing. 

 We sat quietly; all holding onto to the bench or the sides of the boat while Josua 

guided the boat deftly through the waves. Finally we went around one more corner and 

into a bay where the water was much calmer.  

 We could see the people gathered at the seawall to help unload the boat. After we 

stopped I jumped off the side into the warm water, and the men started unloading the 

boat. Junior, the owner of the eco-lodge, and another man approached me and picked up 

my bags. On the walk up to the resort,6 Junior explained about the government visit and 

the reason for all of the excitement.  

 After the officials left, people expressed disappointment with the visit. While the 

government officials were supposed to come and stay for lunch, they showed up hours 

late, made some short speeches, and then they left, taking what they wanted, including 

the cooked pig and some taro. The villagers didn’t even get to eat any of the pig, which is 

                     
5 In 2011 the laws changed and boats and their owners are now required to be licensed 
and carry safety equipment. But this is difficult to enforce outside of the main ports and I 
rarely saw the gear in the boat, even when the owner had the equipment. 
6 One of the reasons I picked this village was the location near a small resort. One cannot 
just enter a Fiji village without permission and things go more smoothly if you have 
someone to introduce you. When I first went to Fiji in 2007, I had stayed with them and 
had a good experience. Since one of the owners is kailoma (part-Fijian) and has a 
relationship with the village, I knew that he could help to make my introductions. To 
make introductions and ask permission to stay in the village, I had to present a sevusevu, 
a ceremonial gift of a yagona bundle. With the preparations for the visit, I was told that it 
would be better to wait until after the governments visit to ask permission. 
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what is expected in these situations. Everyone had waited for their guests to eat, the 

prepared foods that the women had spent days prepping and preparing had gone cold.  

 I first traveled to Fiji to look for a research site in 2007 and one of the first things I 

noticed was how food was used to mediate relations. In the vignette above, the villagers 

were excited to put out a good spread, to show the village’s prosperity and demonstrate 

their work ethic, which is important because they know the stereotypes that are applied to 

them, and their respect for the interim government. 

Why Food? 

 Food is “good to think with” in this case because of it’s central role in social 

relations, health and well-being, and the local economy of Rukuruku. Food in this context 

could be described as an ethical substance, which Povinelli describes, following Foucault, 

as “the prime material (materiere principale) of moral reflection, conduct and evaluation” 

(2011, 10). In Fiji, in addition to being a necessary part of life, food from the land and the 

sea is the corner stone of the local economy, the biggest individual expense for most rural 

households, and more importantly, food is used to create and mediate relations between 

individuals, families and the larger community (Becker 1995).  

 Food has always been present in the background of anthropological study, but 

rarely the focus of ethnographic inquiry until recently.7  Except in extreme circumstances, 

people eat multiple times per day, every day and the production and distribution of food 

is a central part of the economy and many aspects of daily life in Fiji. Women’s lives are 

                     
7 Some notable exceptions include Boas and the salmon recipes as well as Levi-Strauss’s 
explication of the dichotomy of the cooked and the raw. 
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scheduled around preparation and consumption of meals. Men plan their agricultural 

production and fishing trips in anticipation of their need for both cash and food in the 

near future and long term. 

 The central role that food plays in creating and maintaining relations between 

people has been frequently brought up in the literature on the Pacific Islands8 (Kahn 

1994[1986], Strathern 1988, Pollock 1992, Egan 2006, etc).  Foods are both symbolic and 

tangible objects that, in the Pacific Islands, are central to social relationships and are 

implicated in feelings about health and well-being. Food is also tied into larger global 

processes that affect the price of taro and other crops, the demand from both sides of the 

Pacific, and influence government and other organizations policies. This research aims to 

explore the “partial connections” that exist between households of Fijians and the factors 

that create and constrain their existence (Strathern 2004).  

 While there has been extensive research on how people share food and the roles 

that foods play in gifting relations that connect people together, this research adds to the 

literature that seeks to understand how people are affected by and react to changing 

circumstances in relation to value. Because of the unique position of Fijian Islanders, 

there is the chance to study an emergent process of production for the market and 

consumption from the market. This research focus on how people feel that their well-

being has been affected by changes in the mundane diet as well as shifts in gifting 

activities.  

                     
8 I use the term “Pacific Islands” to include the areas that have been described as 
Melanesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia. 
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 How do households balance nutrition, individual preference, convenience, and 

economic considerations? How do people sacrifice their own diets to feed and care for 

children? Lupton argues that one must examine the ties between the practical aspects of 

foodstuffs and eating to the experiential act of eating and the relationships that exist in 

these spaces (1996, 3). By observing these relationships, it becomes possible to move 

past facile, economically deterministic arguments and understand the intersections of 

conflicting values created by tension between local forms of value and pressure from late 

liberal ideology. Povinelli explains late liberalism as “a belated response to the challenge 

of social difference and the alternative social worlds and projects potentially sheltered 

there” (2011, 25). This differs from neoliberalism in that difference is recognized, and at 

times celebrated, having a kind of reflexivity that neoliberal thought struggles with. 

Statement of the problem 

The relationship may be more productively seen as one of creative 
tensions and cross-pollination. This sense of ethnography in the way of 
(instead of to) theory – like art--aims at keeping interrelatedness, 
precariousness, uncertainty, and curiosity in focus. In resisting synthetic 
and making openings rather than absolute truths, ethnographic practice 
allows for an emancipatory reflexivity and for a more empowering critique 
of the rationalities, interventions, and moral issues of our times. 

 Biehl 2013, 575 
 

 This dissertation is about the tension between differing conceptions of what the 

“Good Life” is, and the regimes of care that are required to create it in the context of a 

Fijian village (Fischer 2014). In the Fijian language, “bula” can refer to life, health, 

healing and prosperity and is also the main greeting used in colloquial speech. Bula 

vinaka, is another common phrase, since vinaka means good, and is used in the European 
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sense as thank you as well as “pleased to meet you” or to speak of good health or a good 

life (Gatty 2009, 29). 

 This research examines what people value in their life and what necessities; both 

material and social, are needed to achieve a good life. In Fiji, there is tension between 

local regimes of care and belonging and the increasing penetration of late liberal 

ideology, nucleating families and encouraging individually motivated behavior to remedy 

practices that are classified as pathological, like exchange relations (Povinelli 2011, Biehl 

2013, Wolf-Meyer 2014). Na bula vinaka or “The Good Life” is culturally and 

temporally defined (Adelson 2000, Diener and M. Suh 2000, Fischer 2014) and includes 

satisfaction with life and other subjective measures in addition to health indicators and 

income levels. Diener and M. Suh argue “that subjective well-being has a privileged 

place at the table” since “[i]t is based on the idea that how each person thinks and feels 

about his or her life is important” (2000, 4).  

  “Regimes of care” as a theoretical device has been used in the discourse around the 

management of chronic illnesses (Ferzacca 2000), responses to humanitarian crisis 

(Ticktin 2011), and in many other contexts. In this dissertation, I use this concept to 

explore the friction between local practices of care and late liberal ideologies of care used 

in humanitarian projects (Povinelli 2011, Biehl 2013). Using food as a lens to explore 

how care and belonging are framed in a shifting economic climate, I seek to explore how 

these shifts affect the provision of care, well-being and the security of belonging in a 

rural village.  
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Research Site  

 Rukuruku sits on a bay on the northwestern side of the island of Ovalau in the 

Republic of Fiji. There are 23 villages and settlements and one town, Levuka, which was 

the first capital city of Fiji under British colonial rule. Levuka has a deep-water port that 

is protected by a reef, making it a safe place to moor ships. Ovalau has had continuous 

contact with Europeans from their earliest settlements in the mid-1800s. As it is near Viti 

Levu and Suva, the current capital city, there are multiple transportation options with 

relatively low costs and there is a great deal of circulation of people and goods between 

the islands. The largest employer on Ovalau is the Pacific Fisheries Company (PAFCO) 

fish-processing factory, and there are workers from every village on the island employed 

there. 

 
Figure 1 

Rukuruku from the Fiber 
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 Ovalau is characterized by the large half collapsed crater that rings the island, with 

little flat land. Agriculture takes place on the hills of the crater and in few flat areas closer 

to the coast. The village is on the northern side of the island with access by transport 

truck, hired taxi, or boat and takes three hours or more depending on the condition of the 

road and the vehicle to get from Levuka. During much of the year a four-wheel drive 

vehicle is necessary to travel the roads. 

 The Republic of Fiji is an archipelago of 300 islands situated in the South Pacific 

between the areas defined as Melanesia and Polynesia. More than three hundred islands 

are spread across 1.3 million kilometers of ocean, around a third of which are inhabited. 

The estimated population in Fiji for in 20109 was 854,290. Of these, around half were 

iTaukei, literally “the owners” of the land, which are ethnic Fijians10 (Gatty 2009). The 

descendents of Indian indentured plantation workers account for approximately 38% of 

the population, with the rest of the population being of European (white), Chinese and 

other Pacific Islanders. The two largest islands, Viti Levu and Vanua Levu contain the 

majority of the country’s landmass and population centers.  

The Pacific Islands have been called a “sea of islands” by Hau’ofa (1993), who 

pointed to the voyaging vessels and navigational technology which the people used to 

exploit the resources of the sea, as well as engage in travel and trade between islands. 

Explorations by Pacific Islanders had established trade routes and populated islands and 
                     
9 This was the when my primary fieldwork started. 
10 The military government, made a decree in 2010, that proclaimed that all citizens of the 
Republic of Fiji would be now know as “Fijians”. Previous to this, in both government 
documents and media sources, Fijians referred to people of ethnic Fijian descent. People 
of Indian descent were (and still are) called Indians or Indo-Fijians in colloquial speech 
(Chapman 2013). 
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atolls long before the first contact with Europeans.  Along these routes food moved both 

in the forms of plants (taro, coconuts, yams, bananas, etc.), and animals (chickens, pigs, 

etc.) over the Pacific. After contact with Europeans and during the colonial period, more 

food products and plants were introduced and other valuables entered the economy. 

Significant differences in scales of value between the Islanders and the Europeans led to 

misunderstandings in even the nature of the exchange (barter, gift, lease, etc), and to what 

Thomas argues is a process of entanglement in values and motives.  He reminds us “that 

the early phases of their entanglement were grounded in local cultural and political 

agendas, rather than naïveté” (Thomas 1991, 88).  

In many ways the colonial twentieth century in the Pacific Islands “…can now be 

seen as period in which social change was restrained by a combination of paternalism, 

physical isolation, and, prior to 1950, neglect” (Schoeffel 1994, 350). The situation in Fiji 

is illustrative of this. Due to the late beginnings of colonization in Fiji (1874) and the 

relatively large land mass, the British Empire’s first governor, John Bates Thurston, who 

had seen the devastation of the Maori people, set up policies in which most Fijians were 

not alienated from their lands and subsistence agriculture has continued into the present11 

(Derrick 1950, 238-239). Land tenure systems were standardized to a system based on 

one of the earliest recognized chiefdoms, in which the mataqali or community holds land, 

                     
11 The Fijian people of the Suva Peninsula were moved when the capital city was moved 
from Levuka, Ovalau, to Suva, Viti Levu, due to the geographical constraints of Levuka 
(Miyazaki 2004). Miyazaki’s ethnography argues that hope is used in the formation of 
knowledge in displaced peoples in Fiji. 



 

 11 

with no individual names on the property12. This land can be leased, but not sold. 

Similarly to many of their colonized countries, the British brought in indentured workers 

from India to work in their sugar plantations (Mintz 1985).13 Contact between Fijians and 

the indentured workers was discouraged by colonial policies that tried to prevent trade 

and exchange relations14 (Trnka 2008). 

Another important aspect in the colonial period in the Pacific Islands was the 

presence of missionaries. Gailey argues that missionaries in Tonga changed the values of 

many traditionally produced foodstuffs and wealth objects. Part of how they did this was 

through their encouragement of “development of commerce, cash-cropping, and 

occupational specialization” (Gailey 1987, 172). In the early colonial period in Fiji, sugar 

and copra were valuable cash crops (Macnaught 1982, Mintz 1985). This pattern 

continues in Fiji, with very few government support programs for technical intervention 

in food crops traditionally produced for subsistence agriculture, with the bulk of 

development projects focusing on cash crops for the export market and for consumption 

in the tourism industry15 (Schoeffel 1994:364). There are extractive industries mostly run 

                     
12 This applies to the approximately 83% of Fijian land that was designated as “Native 
land” by Section 3 of the Native Land Act (cap.133 rev.1985). 
http://www.lands.gov.fj/downloads/landtenuresystems.pdf 
13 Over 60,000 people were brought from India between the late nineteenth century and 
1920 to work on the sugar plantations. Workers were allowed to leave after five years, if 
they paid their own fare back, and could leave after ten years. Today Indo-Fijians as they 
are called live primarily on the two largest islands, many leasing land on the dry sides for 
sugar cane production as well as other mercantile endeavors (Lal 1992). 
14 This was only partially successful and the exchange of root crops (Fijian) for spices and 
new vegetable seeds (Indian) were common in areas that they had contact (Lal 1992, 
Trnka 2008).  
15 The tourism industry in Fiji has suffered since the December 2006 coup in which the 
military took control of the government and still holds power. The US State Department, 
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by foreign corporations, including fishing, gold mining and borax production (Emberson-

Bain 2002 [1994], Crocrombe 2007). 

 The food system in rural Fiji has been shaped by historical factors. Fiji was 

colonized relatively late in the British Empire, and the first governor did not force the 

removal of the majority of Fijians from their ancestral lands and did not want to destroy 

the local people’s food security. His experiences in Aorotrea (New Zealand) had 

demonstrated how alienating local populations from their food base had drastic 

consequences. Of course, the British colonial officials were also not eager to have to foot 

the bill for dispossessed peoples’ sustenance (Ward 1995, 200).  As such, with the 

colonial land policies and policies that kept Indians and Fijians economically separate, 

rural Fijian’s diet did not change significantly during the early years of the colonial era. 

The postcolonial period has been one of political instability. Fiji seceded from the British 

Crown in 1970, and has since had four military coups, the last of which occurred in 2006. 

While these coups were blamed on racial tension between the Kaiviti (ethnic Fijians) and 

the Indo-Fijians, behind each one were powerful business and political interests (Trnka 

2008, Frankel and Firth 2007). Elections were held in 2014 for the first time since the 

elections before the coup in 2006 and the leader of the coup’s political party took 60% of 

the seats in Parliament. 
                                                             
Australia and others have issued travel warnings. Since my research is not directly about 
the role of the Fijian government in food policy, I have left out the larger history of the 
Fijian Islands since the end of colonialism in the 1970s. But it should be noted that 
military coups have occurred in 1987, 1990, 2000, and 2006, and there have been several 
versions of the constitution put forth. When I was there in the summer of 2007 martial 
law was declared and was in effect until 2012. The most troubling recent development is 
the government’s heavy-handed tactics towards any criticism in the media (Fraenkel & 
Firth 2007). 
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 At the time of my census in the village, there were approximately 350 people in the 

village and surrounding settlements. It is difficult to get a hard number as there are many 

people that are from the village, but do not currently live in the village (Egan et al. 2006). 

Secondary school students, young people working in tourist areas, and adults living and 

working in urban areas, all still have rights and responsibilities in the village. Twenty-

nine percent of households had one person working in wage labor, and almost all 

households had income from their plantations, mostly from the sale of kava and dalo.  

 Rural villages are not necessarily isolated, socially or economically. Mobile 

phones, pirated DVDs of music videos, TV programs, and movies, and education all 

expose people to other ways of being. Far from being ignorant of the outside world, they 

stay in contact with family and friends in other parts of Fiji and the world. Access to the 

internet and mobile phones has increased dramatically over the past decade, making 

communication easier and less expensive.  

 There are problems with assuming that the economics of a rural village are simple 

and lack complexity (Strathern 1988). This can lead to assumptions about similarities 

between villages that might not be accurate. This perceived simplicity is used as 

justification for doing little research before the implementation of development projects. 

There are many factors that come into play when discussing economic development 

plans. Geography, distance and historical contingencies should all be taken into account 

before the project starts. Strathern (1988) among others, argue that the great difference 

that can exist in situations in neighboring communities or on close islands in the Pacific. 
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Morgan also points out that it gives capitalism primacy over local resistance and change 

(1987, 142).  

 This is more complex than simply the “old” conflicting with the “new”. For one 

thing, the “old”, or traditional or ancient assumes a time in Fijian history that was 

somehow pure or unadulterated, which is highly problematic. The current borders of Fiji 

cannot be extended into pre-European contact when there were multiple (and shifting) 

kingdoms with their own histories and traditions. What is considered traditional now is 

partially based on colonial government policy, which standardized land tenure laws and 

village protocols, and the introduction of Christianity in the villages (Macnaught 1982). 

 
Figure 2 

Rukuruku from the road, Catholic Church in foreground 
 

 Defining other things as “new” is similarly problematic. There are things that are 

relatively “new” but fully integrated into everyday life. A clear example of this is the 

powerful role of the Methodist Church in rural villages. The colonial government with 

their limited resources and manpower tasked the missionaries with pushing their agenda 
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in rural areas. Until 2011, the church still had the legal authority to extract payments and 

labor from village dwellers. However, they still require their remaining followers to 

gather a similar amount of money each year, of which 80% leaves the village16.  

Hierarchy 

 In Fiji, relations are mediated through a hierarchy that is fairly fixed, yet very 

contextual. By this I mean that every Fijian is born into a mataqali (clan), which are 

hierarchically proscribed in the village, but an individual’s status in the hierarchy 

depends on proper behavior for ones’ age and gender. Hierarchy is also dependent on 

who is present in a given situation. A thirty year old man with a wife and two small 

children from the farmer clan will not be very high ranking in a village meeting with all 

of the men in the village present, but on the village rugby team, this same man could be 

the highest status/most respected person present. Being respected is another aspect of the 

hierarchy, a man in any clan who does his work well, behaves according to protocol, and 

works hard to provide extra for his kin and exchange networks will be respected. 

Conversely, having a lot of personal possessions or savings does not confer status on it’s 

own, and if individuals are perceived as being selfish or greedy about resources, it could 

detract from their status (Ravuvu 1983, Rakuita 2007).  

Well-being in a Rural Village 

 Having a good life in the village includes a lot more than just being free from 

disease. A more comprehensive conception of well-being includes physical needs, 
                     
16 I attended the soli ni lotu (church fundraising party) in 2010, and was told that a village 
of this size was expected to raise $10,000 FJD of which $2000 stays in the village to 
support the pastor and his family, as well as doing repairs and maintenance on the church. 
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security, autonomy in work, having status and respect as well as receiving care that is 

part of belonging in society (Fischer 2014, Biehl 2013). 

 Health is a slippery concept and can have many different meanings and exist in 

many ways and on many levels.  Fijians and other Pacific Islanders have their beliefs 

about the constitution and the necessary care of the body as well as the causative factors 

of dis-ease. McMullin found in her work that Hawaiians have different views on the 

causes of health disparities, mostly the loss of their land and access to the sea, which has 

negatively affected their ability to eat traditional foods and practice their health traditions 

(McMullin 2005, 811-12). As the majority of Fijians were not alienated from their lands, 

their experience with colonization was significantly different than many other colonized 

peoples and their health statistics have reflected this difference.  

 In Fiji, the individual body is not the unit of analysis, shown in Becker’s research 

into Fijian conceptions of health and the body that demonstrated that rather than focusing 

on the individual body as the site of health, the body is a representation of how well one 

is cared for by their relatives and embedded in their social world (1995).  

 For Fijians being in a state of health and wellbeing does not just include being free 

from disease, but also being strong and able to work. Fijian conceptions of health include 

ideas about what the right foods are for their bodies. True foods, the kakana dina, like 

taro roots, leaves, and fish are seen as building up the body (Ravuvu 1983). 

 Fijians’ knowledge of the constitution and the necessary care of the body is a 

combination of traditional beliefs and practices, ideas from various Christian sects, and 

biomedical theories and practices. Anthropologists have argued that health is not a 
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consistently defined concept and have questioned earlier definitions of health that only 

took into account the absence of disease or injury and did not include the experiential 

aspects of living. Evans and Stoddart’s definition of health includes a sense of 

satisfaction in life as a component (1994, 47). In Fiji, communal aspects of food and land 

are extended into concepts of health and body. Becker has researched Fijian conceptions 

of health and the body that has shown that rather than focusing on the individual body as 

the site of health, the body is a representation of how well one is cared for by their 

relatives and embedded in their social world (1995).  

Late Liberal Ideology 

 These humanitarian exceptions play a role in what I think of as a politics 
cased on case and protection, produced as a moral imperative to relieve 
suffering. By invoking a politics of care, I mean to address the central 
place of benevolence and compassion in a contemporary political life, 
especially when enacted under the threat of emergency or crisis, as 
solutions to global problems of inequality, exploitations, and 
discrimination. Here what I think of “regimes of care” – which include 
humanitarianism, certain movements for human rights, and the network 
against violence against women – are a set of regulated discourses and 
practices grounded on this moral imperative to relieve suffering. They 
come together through a diverse set of actors such as NGOs, international 
institutions, legal regimes, corporations, the military, and states. And yet, 
as I will argue, these regimes of care ultimately work to displace 
possibilities for larger forms of collective change, particularly for those 
most disenfranchised.        
          Ticktin 2011, 3 

 

 Late liberal ideology is a driving force in economic development programs, 

privileging individual practices over communal forms of saving and investment 

(Povinelli 2011). Development workers complain that Fijians are not individualistic 

enough in their financial planning, at the same time trying to pin point “the” Fijian 
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mentality, towards food, finances and work. Development programs are implemented 

without an understanding of life in the village and there are assumptions made about rural 

Fijians that are based on stereotypes from dated and potentially faulty research and 

“common knowledge” about the other, which have been seen in many colonized regions 

(Chang 2008). 

 The move towards an understanding of Fijians in a neoliberal and late liberal sense, 

that is to say, as individual actors creates friction between conceptions of people as 

individuals and people as enmeshed parts of a larger whole. Part of the push towards 

neoliberal conceptions of individuals is that risk is transferred from the larger group (in 

this case, a social group or in others, a state) onto the individual (Lupton 1999). 

 Local calculations are formed using different sets of scales and values. In the case 

of a rural Fijian village, the individual is not the unit of analysis. Individuals do not make 

decisions about anything of consequence without input from their households, clans and 

elders. Development programs try to force a late liberal ideology that privileges the 

individual and the nuclear family as the correct household arrangement and economic 

unit. It seems like they want to fragment existing social practices that provide well-being 

and social security for people in rural areas.   

 It has been put forth that capitalism changes the experience of time. Recent work, 

including Adams, Murphy and Clark, speaks to the current temporal shift to one of 

anticipation (2009).  Wherein people are expected to plan their futures based on 

constantly changing information. Fijians who live in rural areas are often characterized as 

“living for today” and not caring about the future. These assertions were not backed up 
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by my research or in what is commonly accepted as Fijian history. However, these 

stereotypes still persist among development workers and the urban Fijians, affecting the 

implementation of economic development projects.  

 It has been argued that there is no place outside of capitalism, and I am not 

disputing that, but there are situations where there is only a partial engagement. In the 

village, alternate forms of value, often glossed over as “traditional”, create friction with 

the late liberal system (Tsing 2005). There are several factors that limit the encroachment 

of capitalist values. One is the time/space compression is constrained in this setting by 

the effects of geographical issues with transportation of people and products.  On the 

northwestern side of Ovalau, the roads are treacherous and boats are relatively slow and 

small. Also, being on an island it is very difficult to externalize costs. One person leaving 

the household to earn wages leaves other labor undone. In the case of an adult woman 

going to work at a factory, her older daughters will be expected to take over her 

household duties, even to the detriment of their schooling. Another limitation is that 

social, cultural and religious prohibitions against being greedy and hoarding (Ravuvu 

1983, Weiner 1994[1986]). The vast majority of Fijians belong to a Christian 

denomination, and are quick to point to the passages in the bible that support their 

cultural practices of hospitality and sharing. To not help others, especially kin, goes 

against very deeply held values. 

 One of the most influential strands of critical theory for this research comes out of 

medical anthropology as a discipline as this theory allows for an examination of both 

political/economic factors and experiential aspects of life. In the 1970s anthropologists 
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began to take interest in how larger global processes affected the health and well-being of 

people (Baer et al 2003). In the 1980s, anthropologists such as Worsley (1982) and 

Morgan (1987) illuminated the ways in which transnational capitalism functions to affect 

and interconnect the lives of people that live in disparate settings all over the world.  

 Morgan explains critical medical anthropology as a radical critique of biomedicine 

that takes theoretical stances from post-structuralist, Foucauldian perspectives and 

feminist standpoints such as Marilyn Strathern’s work (1987). Strathern uses the term 

“partial connections” to describe a method or practice of taking account for as many 

levels as possible and seeing the interconnections between them and the power relations 

that exist in these spaces (2004). Baer defined the political economy of health as “[a] 

critical endeavor that attempts to understand health-related issues within the context of 

the class and imperialistic relations inherent in the capitalist work system” (Baer 1996, 

1). Morgan defines it as a macroanalytic, critical, and historical perspective for analyzing 

disease distribution and health services under a variety of economic systems, with 

particular emphasis on the effects of stratified social, political, and economic relations 

within the world economic system” (Morgan 1987, 132). The definition that mostly 

closely matches what this research is based on how “the biological and the social are 

coproduced and dialectically reproduced, and the primary site where this engagement 

takes place is the subjectively experienced, socialized body” (Lock 2001, 484). 

  An interesting example of this research perspective, Leatherman and Goodman 

coined the term “coca-colonization” (2005) to describe the changes in diet of Yucatec 

Maya, brought about by increasing participation in the cash economy. In this case, as 
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workers in the tourist sectors of Cancun. With the absence of these workers at home in 

the fields, the milpa, a very productive agriculture form, decreased in production and 

people become more dependent upon store bought foods in a cycle that spirals towards 

increased consumption of store bought foods. These changes have had different effects in 

the rural areas compared to the coastal areas, in terms of seasonality of both personal 

crops and cash income. The people in the rural areas acknowledge that there are more 

types of food available now, but many feel that the quality of the diet has decreased. They 

write that “health is but one dimension in of an overdetermined web of relationships and 

realities that are not easily separated out, but rather are interwoven into a broader sense of 

lived experiences” (Leatherman & Goodman 2005, 844). They also pointed out the great 

deal of advertising and it’s effects, especially on children, of “junk foods” such as potato 

chips, sodas, and candy.17 The authors see this as another form of colonization in which 

people work for low wages to buy nutrient-poor food at high prices. As in Fiji, many 

household stores now exist and make available these foods even in very rural areas, but 

only to those with cash income, which can add to the foods allure (Ravuvu 1983).  

The pathology of the non-event crisis 

 Fijians are often portrayed as being undisciplined, in hygiene, diet, time 

management, and in the spending of resources (Thomas 1990). This is a project about 

time and how Fijians in a rural village utilize their resources to make a living. Not just 

enduring or surviving, but thriving, changing, and creating. While not necessarily ill 

                     
17 The study included data on micronutrient consumption and found that people with 
home gardens were less likely to have nutrient deficiencies (Leatherman & Goodman 
2005, 839). 
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intentioned, people working in the development industry seem to have a nostalgic image 

of rural Fijians as a homogenous other, outside of time, without time pressures, future 

plans, and locked into traditional cultural patterns (Fabian 1983). In the West, we are 

very comfortable conflating money and time. However these cultural beliefs cannot be 

uncritically applied to other societies.  

 One of the main misunderstands between locals and development workers are 

differing conception of regimes of care. In Fiji, traditional practices, such as exchange 

relations, are pathologized as being symptoms of the low economic indicators in rural 

villages. I argue that these local practices of care and belonging create social security and 

well-being for the entire community. A characteristic of symptoms is that they can be 

identified and measured. Symptoms of rural dwellers’ “disease” (low income), are 

blamed on sharing with kin, exchange practices, and help produce the 

(mis)characterization of locals as “lazy”. 

 Humanitarian work is framed in terms of care. Interventions into health or 

economic problems can been seen in the terms of remedies, therapies and cures (Wolf-

Meyer 2014). Local compliance, or non-compliance, to treatments (interventions), is also 

pathologized. Humanitarian aid removes problems from their historical and political 

origins, reframing symptoms as apolitical, discreet issues that can be addressed with a 

technoscientific solution (Ferguson 1998, Ticktin 2011). This works because it locates 

the problem in individuals’ actions and beliefs, ignoring the systemic biases and 

historical issues that constrain life in the village. 
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 Ill health can become a marker of difference by the state or other organizations to 

categorize a population as unsanitary or otherwise contaminated or dangerous and deny 

them full rights as citizens or even humans (Thomas 1990, Crawford 1994). When British 

colonial officials had to explain why so many Fijians were dying of infectious disease in 

the late 1800s and the early 1900s, they blamed the Fijians’ lifestyles and habits, 

seemingly intentionally overlooking their own role in the situation as vectors of these 

diseases (Thomas 1990, 157-158). 

 Lock writes on how through the process of medicalization, in which normal life 

transitions, such as birth, death, and puberty, fall under the gaze of the medical 

professions and “...attention is deflected away from the social arrangements and political 

forces that construct to the incidence of distress and disease...” (Lock 2001, 481). 

McMullin writes that marginalized people are typically blamed on their poor personal 

habits, rather the “political and economic factors that frame their very existence” 

(McMullin 2004, 811).  

 While there has been much hand wringing in public health debates over the 

increased rates of diseases of affluence, the “epidemic” of diabetes is not yet visible in 

the village. Only one person told me that they had diabetes, and I didn’t hear otherwise 

from the “coconut wireless”. But they are aware of diabetes being a problem in Fiji in 

general, especially in urban areas. 
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 The increased rates of diseases of affluence18 in ethnic Fijian populations are an 

unfortunate artifact of the past three decades.19 This shift in the disease burden has been 

correlated with increasing consumption of store-bought food products and changes in 

lifestyle.20 While Europeans and their associated food products have been present in 

Levuka, Ovalau for more than a century and a half, there has been a recent, drastic 

increase in the consumption of bread, noodles, and processed snack foods in rural 

villages on Ovalau and other islands (HIES 2011).   

 There are many factors in this dietary transition, and it is difficult to tease out the 

threads of causality. I argue that in order to illuminate these factors, there must be a 

holistic approach to studying how eating changes, including historical factors, cultural 

traditions and practices, and economic factors. How do new(er), competing forms of 

value create friction (Tsing 2005) and what food products grease the skids of capitalism 

(Gerwertz and Errington 2010). In particular, how does participation in the cash economy 

and integration into the capitalist economy to the degree that they are affect people’s 

well-being? 

Research Methods  

Social anthropology bases its practice on what we might call the 
unpredictability of initial conditions, unpredictable, that is, from the 

                     
18 In much of the public health literature, diseases like diabetes and heart disease are 
referred to as Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) or lifestyle diseases. There is no 
perfect word, but I do not use NCDs because I feel like the term places the “disease” in 
the body of the individual, rather than in the social realm. 
19 The Fijian Ministry of Health estimates that in 1985, ethnic Fijians had a diabetes rate 
for adults between 0 and 4%. In 2010, that figure was estimated at 30% (Fiji Bureau of 
Statistics). 
20 Urbanization is an increasing trend in Fiji with the majority of people moving to the 
Suva Nausori corridor. 
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viewpoint of the observer. Ethnography, the kind of comprehensive 
account which gathers everything in, encourages the thoughts that one 
cannot predict at the outset of an inquiry where it will lead or what will 
turn out to be relevant to exposition. It also encourages the observer not to 
specify completely in advance where to look for the correlates and 
conditions of the outcomes he or she observes, and thus to confront 
unpredictabilities in social life.     
         Strathern 2013, 207  

 

 This dissertation is based on twenty months of ethnographic research in the village 

of Rukuruku, as well as visits to other villages and urban areas between 2007 and 2012 

with the bulk of the work between 2010 and 2012. I went to the field with very concrete 

ideas about what I was going to study and the methodology that I would use. I felt like 

systematic methodology could mitigate any bias that I had. One of these methods was a 

social network analysis of the circulation of food and money in the village. Before I left I 

had received IRB approval and after I arrived I started the process to get a research 

permit from the Fijian Government. I did not expect it to be an easy process, but I did not 

think it would take four months.21 During this time, I lived in the village, but I did not do 

anything besides observe and work on my Fijian language skills. When I finally received 

my research permit, I spent the next month conducting the census. Things went much 

more slowly than I had anticipated and I had less than a year left in the field when I 

started to set up the social network analysis (SNA). Since the SNA needs to be conducted 
                     
21 Most researchers do not bother to get a research permit from the government since 
typically stay for less than six months at a time. As such, no one at immigration is 
familiar with the policies, which also change regularly. I had gathered what I thought to 
be the appropriate paperwork two months into my stay, only to be told that the policy had 
changed two days before. I will not explain the entire process here, but if I had not met a 
lawyer in a social situation, I would have never gotten a permit. It is sad because so much 
of the research done in Fiji, which could be of great benefit to the Fijian people, is not 
made available to them. 
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at intervals over a full year, I had to modify my project and added more discussions of the 

role of day to day sharing in the semi-structured conversations (SSC) (Cerwonka and 

Malkki 2007). 

Participant Observation 

 Participant observation is one of the methods that distinguish anthropology from 

other social sciences. Long-term fieldwork allows the researcher to see seasonal variation 

and allows for rapport to be developed within the research setting. Through observations 

and casual conversations I was able to see the age classifications that are the most 

important in the village. Classification is an important part of the process of data 

gathering, but it has to be based on local categories.  

Field notes and Photography  

 Detailed field notes were taken on a daily basis. I always carried a small notebook 

to make jottings in and would sit down every evening to write notes for the day. Nearly 

all of my notes were taken by hand, as there was not enough power to use my computer 

on a daily basis. In these notes, I would document all of the meals that I saw that day, and 

anything else that I that I could remember from the day. I would refer to the jottings I had 

taken during the day to refresh my memory. On most days, this process raised more 

questions than answers, and it would help me to set my intentions for the next day. 

 I did not carry around my camera most days and did not bring it out at all for the 

first couple of months in the village. After, I would ask permission before taking pictures 

around the village during events. After a few months, people were asking me to bring my 



 

 27 

camera to events or to take portraits of their families. I would burn photos to disks and 

everyone could watch them later on their televisions.  

Me, there 

 Based on advice from researchers who have worked in the Pacific, as well as Fijian 

scholars, I decided to live with a family in the village. While at times, I got frustrated 

with my lack of privacy, I was embedded in a family, and as such I had help learning to 

speak Fijian and how to behave properly. At first, my presence in the village was a source 

of some tension, as it was debated over how much I gave my family and what my 

underlying motives were for being in the village. It worked out best for all of us that I 

bought food. If I had given cash, others might have asked for part or potentially all of it. 

My place in the village felt fluid and sometimes tenuous. As a female adult, my dress and 

behavior in the village had to track as female, yet I was outside of that as well. While I 

dressed as a woman, I was not treated as a woman in many contexts. Living with a family 

helped to dispel rumors about me and my male relatives were able to escort me to events 

that had no other women present. As one’s reputation is everything in the village, this 

allowed me access to men’s spaces, while not damaging my reputation in the village.22 

                     
22 Dating follows different pattern in the village than most Europeans are used to. It is 
much more serious and casual sex is frowned upon. Before I returned in 2012, two 
female Gap volunteers from Australia were assigned to the village and quickly began 
sexual relations with two brothers and moved from the school compound into the boy’s 
family home. They did not understand that the boys and their family essentially saw this 
as an engagement. The program removed the girls when the village asked to have them 
removed, but the girls did not leave until their father came to get them. This and issues 
with other female volunteers created a great deal of tension in the village that was 
palpable when I returned in 2012.  
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Had I been seen as a threat to the order in the village, people would not have been honest 

or open with me. 

 My first clumsy attempts to ask questions were met with misdirection and evasion. 

There are many questions I could have asked and methodologies that would have been 

helpful in my analysis. I had to balance my rapport with people and my reputation in the 

village with my desire for information. Quick decisions were made, based on my 

imperfect understanding of what was happening, if I should probe further in the moment. 

In some cases, I would make a note of it and I would try and wait until a more 

appropriate time to bring it up or when I could ask a more appropriate person 

knowledgeable about the subject. 

 Before I went to the village I met with several indigenous Fijian scholars about 

conducting research in a village. I wanted to make sure that I understood how to behave 

properly and locally appropriate forms of incentives for people who participated in semi-

structured conversations and creating reciprocal relations in general.  

 I did many small tasks for people in the village as well as village committees. Since 

I bought a printer/scanner/copier, I was able to type up and print out village documents, 

such as letters and requests to private parties, businesses, NGOs and governmental 

agencies. The turaga ni koro23 had single copies of the applications for various social 

welfare programs. These copies were partially filled in and damaged. With the scanner 
                     
23 The turaga ni koro is the village spokesman and always comes from a particular 
mataqali. In Rukuruku, usually middle-aged male fills with the position. He is 
responsible for spreading information from the chief to the rest of the village. Usually 
this is done by walking to various central locations in the village and yelling the 
information. During these announcements people will stop what they are doing and go to 
a window or outside to listen carefully. 
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and copier, I was able to clean up the document, create a digital copy of the form and 

produce multiple copies to be distributed to the people in the village who need it. This is 

an example of how such small things, like access to a computer, the internet, and a printer 

can provide access to services and resources already in place. 

 While in the village, I attended the Methodist Church most Sundays and 

occasionally I would attend Mass, but would not take communion. As there were eight 

denominations meeting in the village, I situated myself between my father’s family’s 

Catholicism and my mother’s Seventh-day Adventist beliefs, to not privilege one form of 

Christianity over another.  

Census and Map Making 

 In order to conduct a census and develop a coding system to maintain the privacy of 

people in my notes and documents, I had to identify all of the households in the village. 

As there are no streets or house numbers, I took a screen grab from Google earth and 

assigned each household an alphanumeric code.  

 I then conducted a census of the village and surrounding settlements. In this I asked 

about who lived in the household. Following Egan’s advice, I asked who slept in the 

house, and also who ate in the house and their ages (Egan, personal communication 

2009). This allowed me to understand where the boundaries of households actually were. 

I also asked about religious denomination(s), level of education for the heads of 

household, and the household’s sources of cash income. 

 Each individual was assigned a code based on their household code and their age 

and gender, and in large families, birth order. The census sheets with the names were kept 
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in a locked file box, to maintain privacy. Codes were used in all of the forms I used and 

in my note taking to preserve confidentiality.  

Semi-Structured Conversations 

 Since I am interested in how things change over time, I designed my research 

methods to reach a broad cross section of the village. After the census, households were 

sorted by their main source(s) of income and a random stratified sampling of households 

was taken, as to have a representative sample from the village (n = 30). In 

intergenerational households, I tried to interview people in different life stages 

represented. In this way I hoped to be able to control for the household’s economic 

situation, while seeing how group perception has changed over time.  

 The conversations covered people’s feelings about food, health, sharing, and 

household economics. Questions were translated into Fijian and back translated to assure 

accuracy. After receiving verbal consent, I recorded audio of the conversation. All but 

one of the conversations were conducted in Fijian, and the transcriptions translated into 

English by my research assistant, who also conducted several interviews.24 Follow up 

conversations took place as needed, with most being very casual conversations that were 

not taped. 

 

 

                     
24 I used this as a control to see if I would get significantly different answers than another 
researcher (they were not). She had been working in a development ministry and her 
project was terminated shortly before we were introduced. I had looked in the village for 
an assistant, but politics and the other responsibilities that people had made that 
impossible. 
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Drawing Exercise 

 In an attempt to further understand intergenerational difference in food preference, I 

wanted to get children’s perspectives. Knowing that children in Fiji are not encouraged to 

verbalize their desires and preferences, I sought new methods and found Weiss’s article 

on visual representations of HIV and cancer (1997) and Toren’s work with children on 

Sunday lunches in Fiji (2007). I modified her method to be more appropriate for young 

children, and utilized new technologies, like the Flip camera to document the process. 

Relatively inexpensive video cameras, like the Flip cameras, go pros, or even cell phones 

can gather data that would be difficult to gather in other ways. Their small size helps to 

make them as unobtrusive as possible, which is especially important when working with 

children. 

 Convenience sampling was used to find 30 children in between the ages of three 

and fourteen. After receiving informed consent from a primary caregiver, I asked the 

children if they would like to participate. Each child was given a clipboard with four 

sheets of the form, with the research information folded over, so the child was presented 

with a blank sheet of paper. The children were given an identical bag of crayons. In 

retrospect, I should have used markers, as crayon markings are more difficult to scan into 

a PDF file. Caregivers were not asked to leave, and most stayed with their children 

during the exercise.  

 I led small groups of children, no more than four at a time, in a semi-structured 

conversation, during which I prompted them to draw several pictures of various food 

scenarios. This included what different meals are composed of, for example, what does 



 

 32 

your family eat for Sunday lunch? What do you eat in the morning? and other more 

preferential prompts like what is your favorite food?, what is your favorite breakfast?. 

There was no time limit, and each drawing took between two and seven minutes. After 

the initial prompt, all I asked was if there was anything else. When the child indicated 

that they were finished, I asked them to describe their drawings and what they liked about 

the foods.   

 Each child drew four drawings, each drawing their favorite foods and then three 

more drawings based on a random pick of the nine other prompts. I videoed their hands 

while they drew, allowing me to be more focused on asking questions rather than making 

notations, without compromising their identity. The drawings were scanned into PDF 

files and coded by foodstuff and notations were made if another person prompted the 

response. Two streams of data were produced out of this method: the content of the 

images produced by the young people, and the audio from the discussion (Weiss 1997). 

This process helped me with understanding what parents and caregivers thought about 

nutrition, and sorting out the children’s perspective from the adults and older children.  

Interviews 

 In order to gain perspective on the development industry, business and government 

in Fiji, I conducted informational interviews with people from various agencies and 

companies. The questions varied widely depending on the person and the agency. These 

included meeting with people from the Ministry of Health (MOH), and Ministry of 

Fisheries (MOF), and the Ministry of Women (MOW), all of which have active programs 
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on Ovalau. I also met with people from AusAID25, the International Labor Organization 

(ILO) and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), as well as several smaller 

NGOs. These interviews gave me perspective into the development agencies goals and 

hardships, which are not usually published. I was also allowed to meet with a manager 

from PAFCO, the fish factory, who also gave me a tour of the packing facility.  

Organization of the chapters 

 This dissertation is composed of five ethnographic chapters, as well as an 

introduction and concluding chapter. The first ethnographic chapter, explores the values 

associated with sharing, feeding, and consuming food in the village. Sharing food 

appropriately is a key practice in being a good person locally. The feeding of infants, 

children, and guests are signs of care, love, and hospitality. Increased economic 

pressures, and other factors, are creating tension in these relationships. Each of the 

subsequent chapters will build on this, each explaining one aspect of the shifting value of 

foods in rural villages and the tensions created by shifts in economic practices. 

 Chapter Three explores how households and mataqali (clans) make and use money 

to plan for their futures and the economic development programs aimed at them. This 

chapter explains the investments that people make in the long and short term.  As 

purchased food accounts for 46.5% of rural household’s aggregate income, an increase of 

15% over 2002 levels, food is one of the factors that people take into account when 

                     
25 AusAID has since been integrated into Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade. Many people believe that is part of a larger late liberal agenda to decrease 
spending on foreign aid.  
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planning for their financial futures (HIES 2011, 31). Increasing levels of schooling create 

costs for the household that can only be met with cash income. 

 Chapter Four examines the multiplicity of practices that people use to make a living 

in the village. Many forms of labor in the village are not compensated with cash, but are 

done for the benefit of the household, the mataqali, or the village. This work is gendered, 

as almost all work in Fiji, and much of it is invisible to outsiders. An example of this is 

the lala (community labor) that maintains the drainage system, fixes paths, and all sorts of 

other jobs that must be done to keep the jungle from reclaiming the village. Women cook, 

clean, and take care of their families with virtually no time saving devices. All of this 

work is necessary to the village and to the reproduction of the citizenry, but it is often 

invisible in data collection. 

 In Chapter Five, I look at the recent past history of economic development projects 

at the village level. The first section looks at the projects that the people of Rukuruku 

have initiated on their own and how they plan, fund and implement them. The second 

section looks at projects in the village that were initiated from outside organizations. In 

these projects, the decision-making occurs before an offer is extended, so there is not 

time or space for consensus to be reached, in most cases to the detriment of the project. 

 The final ethnographic chapter explores how people modified traditional exchange 

practices to provide food security and social security in the village. Exchange relations 

are often marginalized in economics as being irrational practices, but I argue that these 

practices create and maintain bonds between groups of people that can be relied on in 

times of distress.  
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 All of these chapters raise issues impact how food is consumed in the village, and 

by extension, the well-being of people the village. I argue that there are factors that 

constrain households and strongly influence decisions about food consumption, including 

economics, preferences and beliefs about food and health that are typically not taken into 

account in both economic development programs and public health interventions.  

Conclusions 

    Symptoms are born and die with time. They take form at the most 
personal juncture between the subject, her biology, and interpersonal and 
technical recordings of “”normal” ways of bring in local worlds. Hence 
symptoms implicate those people, institutions, and things standing for 
common sense and reason in the unfolding of such disorders. Symptoms 
are also, at times, a necessary condition for the afflicted to articulate a new 
relationship to the world and to other. Ethnography, I believe, can help us 
resuscitate and rethink pathology within these carious circuits and 
concrete struggles over recognition, belonging, and care.  

            Biehl 2013, 581   
 
 This dissertation is written in part as a reaction to the racial stereotyping and 

“common sense” knowledge that is used in designing economic and health interventions 

for rural dwellers. Many of these development workers, both expatriates and urban 

Fijians, are operating under the assumption that the main reasons for the lack of 

economic development in villages is that the people don’t effectively utilize their lands, 

don’t work hard enough, and make poor economic decisions, like participating in 

exchange relationships. Interventions are designed without a full understanding of their 

work practices, the heavy burden of domestic work in a rural village, or the social 

security that is developed through exchange networks. 
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 This dissertation is not arguing that there was a mythic time in Fijian history when 

there was a perfect economic system, where there was a sort of uniformly amicable 

relations and no inequality. It is arguing that there was a non-market based system, based 

on over-production, ostensibly used for ritualistic exchange, but more pragmatically for 

redistribution of wealth, food security and to prevent conflict (Becker 1995, Brison 

2007). I don’t want this to come off as some Rousseauian “natural” paradise. Like 

everywhere, there is disagreement, conflict, and many different ways at looking at things. 

And while this dissertation focuses on what people do right for each other, there are 

serious problems, such as waste management and environmental degradation that 

threaten many of their aspirations.   

Quoting Phillips,  “By which mechanisms do people and ideas associated with 

food systems help create, reinforce, and challenge processes of globalization?” (2006:43). 

Increasing participation in the cash market place, either as a wage laborer or as an 

independent farmer selling produce, typically will mean an increase in imported foods in 

the diet. What do the Fijian people think about the qualities of these foods and the effects 

of them on the body? My research will look at the processes that occur as people work 

more outside of the village, and look at how Fijians are negotiating these structural 

changes and how global forces can affect the reproduction of bodies in the local arena. 
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Chapter 2: How to be good: Relations of Food 

 Early one morning, I was sitting with my family, having our usual breakfast of 

bread, butter26, and tea. Leli, one of my27 father’s brothers, walked by and he was invited 

in for tea. It is customary whenever someone walks by when you are eating or drinking, 

to invite him or her in to partake with you. While most of the time this invitation is 

practically rhetorical, like asking, “how are you?” on this morning there was news of 

family in the extended kinship network, and Leli came in and was served a cup of tea. 

 While he sipped his tea, he told us about how his elderly uncle had chased a young 

man, Joeli, out of his house the night before. This altercation came several days after 

Joeli had attempted to deliver a bundle of dalo to the family, to mark his paternity of the 

infant of the uncle’s granddaughter, by symbolically feeding the child. This was the 

second child that he had fathered with this young woman, and the family rejected his 

claim of paternity by leaving the dalo untouched on the front porch, and then banning 

him from the house. 

 There are several reasons why the family objected to this man claiming paternity of 

this infant. He was the black sheep of a well-respected clan who lived in a house up in the 

settlement rather than living in the village, where he would have to behave appropriately. 

Joeli worked at a nearby resort and often flirted with female tourists, which was observed 

by the other villagers who worked at the same resort. The family was also upset that he 

                     
26 Typically margarine, as butter goes bad quickly in the tropical heat. 
27 I have chosen to use the words that people used to describe the family I lived with. In 
the village, when someone asked about how my host father was doing, they would use 
the terms in Fijian “nomu ta”, your father, for example. 
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had not made an effort to provide for the first child and was unwilling to do the right 

thing and get married when she got pregnant the first time or the second. 

 The night before the altercation, Joeli snuck into his girlfriend’s room through a 

window. Sometime in the early hours of the morning, the elderly uncle woke up and went 

to check on the baby and saw Joeli sleeping on the mat by his granddaughter. 

Brandishing a piece of firewood, he chased the young man out, waking up people in the 

surrounding houses. The next morning, this news spread around the village, with the vast 

majority of people publically siding with the grandfather.  

Introduction 

 Kinship can be marked in many ways, but one of the most vital markers is the 

sharing and gifting of food. Robert Smith, the Scottish theologian, argued that kinship is 

the sharing of one flesh, starting with the ties between mother and child during 

breastfeeding (1889). It has been suggested by Burton, Nero and Egan, that in the Pacific, 

you are whom you eat with, more than specifically what you eat (2001), and this extends 

to discussions of feeding and sharing food as well. 

 This chapter is about the local values placed on foods and how these values play 

into food consumption in the village. As discussed in the last chapter, food can be viewed 

as an ethical substance in a Fijian village, mediating proper behavior (Povinelli 2011). 

The first section will discuss feeding as claim to relations and in showing affection and 

care. Secondly, this chapter will explore the role of sharing food as part of locally 

proscribed proper behavior. Sharing food is one of the ways that rural villagers 

distinguish themselves from others in a moral sense. The final section will discuss the 
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everyday aspects of eating in the village. In this chapter, I intentionally focus on the 

mundane acts of eating and sharing that happen everyday in the village. 

Feeding as claim to and marker of relations 

 “Feeding establishes the ‘claim’ of the agent on him or her who will register the act. 
What I say about food could also be said about knowledge as such.” (Strathern 1988:290) 
 

 This section explores how feeding is a practice of sociality and identity in rural 

villages. Social practices that are based around food and feeding are used to claim 

relations and mark kinship, as well as showing love and affection (Becker 1995).  The 

daily feeding of children, spouses and other family members is a source of great control 

over the family (Strathern 1988, 289-90). Meals are opportunities to teach children proper 

consumption techniques, how to behave properly, and their values (Counihan 1999, 21). 

In the context of a Fijian village, important values include having respect for the 

hierarchy, that food is something to be enjoyed in groups, and that showing hospitality 

and generosity to non-household members is something worth striving for (Ravuvu 1991,  

629) The learning of this hierarchy and proper behavior with food is an important part of 

childrearing and the training of researchers who want to conduct research in Fiji 

(Nabobo-Baba 2006). 

 The daily feeding of children, spouses and other family members creates space and 

time (meals) for the molding of the family  (Strathern 1988, 289-90). The home is the 

first place where people eat and learn about socially appropriate patterns of consumption. 

Infants and young children have little control over what they eat, beyond the rejection of 

a food. Food choices are made for young children by their caregivers who procure and 
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prepare food (Larsen & Story 2009). As children get older they get more control over 

how much they eat of what is available and they are encouraged to eat a lot so that they 

will grow big and strong. In this way we can see how feeding and fattening are ways to 

“demonstrat[e] key cultural values” (Pollock 1995, 89). 

 Mealtimes are also enculturate children into local understandings of hierarchy. In 

the household as well as in social settings, protocols regarding the social hierarchy are 

spatially apparent. Fijian homes are laid out along a directional grid with the side being 

closer to the door, which is designated as lower and used for public family interactions, 

and the other part of the house, which is the private space of the householders and 

designated as being higher. On the long rectangular mat, senior men sit towards the 

private end, while the women and young children sit on the lower side28 (Toren 1999, 

104).  The serving of food and yagona follows this spatial hierarchy (Ravuvu 1983, 29).   

 In the Pacific, personal connections can come from eating what another has 

produced. Through eating another’s effort, is to take into ones own body some of the 

qualities of the producer or cook. Gailey used Marx’s concept of the deconstruction of 

value, which delinks notions of price and value, and applied his method to pre-contact 

Tonga, a stratified society, yet one still based on kinship. She points out the ways in 

which both the gender and the social rank of the producer can affect the value of the 

object (Gailey 1987, 112-113). In Fiji, rank is relative and constantly remade by the 

composition of people present.   
                     
28 Toren compared Fijian children’s drawings of “Sunday Lunch” from 1990 and 2005 
and analyzed them in relation to drawings that she collected in 1982. She found a great 
deal of continuity over time that she attributes to the ritualized forms of eating still 
prevalent in Fiji (Toren 2007). 
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 Another aspect of the importance of feeding is in which the feeding of food 

becomes a loving and social act. Becker’s work in Fiji argues that care and laloma (love) 

becomes embodied through the reproduction of the person, through the preparing, 

feeding, and sharing of food (1995). Food is prepared and taken to households with sick 

family members, to feed each other’s children, and shared in the most mundane ways 

(Ravuvu 1983, 44).  When people are in the hospital, special foods will be brought to the 

patient, to help them regain their strength.  

Sharing 

 Any food of high social value which is more than a household can 
consume is normally shared with kinsmen and neighbors. It is considered 
bad practice not to share any valued food. Such food should be eating 
publicly and by as many people as possible - other than family - as 
possible. Those who fail to do so are stigmatized as katakana lo (eating on 
the sly). 

          (Ravuvu 1983, 44) 
 
 In rural villages, sharing and giving are still valued as highly desirable personal 

traits, and those who do not share appropriately are labeled as greedy (Kahn 1994[1986]). 

The sharing of food with family members and close friends on a day-to-day basis is said 

to be based on laloma (love) and as a demonstration of traditional values (Becker 1995).  

 Beyond the nutritive aspects of food and the market value of foodstuffs, part of the 

significance of food in the Fijian context has to do with many meanings associated with 

sharing food products and their role in creating and maintaining social relations. These 

local and everyday forms of value include the sharing of both purchased and locally 

procured foods. 
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 In the Pacific Islands, the non-market transfer of food has been called “building 

lives with food” (Egan et al 2006, 33). Mauss considered the sharing of food to be a 

practice in which social relationships were affirmed and bonds for the future established 

(1990[1950], 39). There is a range of practices that are utilized to exchange food in the 

Pacific Islands from the mundane acts of sharing a cup of tea, to the celebration of life’s 

transitions.  Cooked foods are brought to church potlucks and to people who are sick. 

Marriages, funerals, and other life transitions are marked with the gifting of large 

amounts of foods and other ceremonial wealth objects (Katz 1999[1983], Toren 1999, 

Brison 2007).  With the introduction of cash, imported foods are now becoming part of 

these rituals and the daily diet of the people, which I will discuss in the next section.  

Certain foods like vonu (turtle), vasua (giant clam) and fish that are highly desired, like 

tuna, are always shared unless they are sold.29 

 In the SSCs, nearly everyone I asked about the role of sharing as part of Fijian 

values, spoke about the importance of sharing in village life. They attributed this practice 

to traditional and religious values. Ani, a mother of two very young children told me, 

“[t]he bible says we need to share if we have plenty”. 

 Most people told me they shared whenever they had “plenty”. Plenty is a word used 

often in Fijian English. The Fijian word for plenty is “sautu”, and also refers both to 

concepts of prosperity and peace (Gatty 2009, 216). I see many parallels between these 

concepts that are separated in English. One of the local school teachers, a divorced 

                     
29 Fish only, turtles are illegal to sell. Vasua and their shells are technically illegal to sell, 
and nearly impossible to export, but people sell them through personal networks and a 
large set can be worth FJ$300. The sales I was told about were all to high end resorts. 
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woman, told me that the day to day sharing of food was important because “(y)ou come 

to know them better, create togetherness, promote love and sharing. One day you never 

know, you might need help, and vice versa”. Another woman, a mother of five, told me, 

“It’s good to share because when we need help our relatives will help us if we always 

share to (with) them”.  

 Plenty comes up a lot. Rather than focusing on scarcity, the goal is to create plenty 

through hard work. Inoke, a young, unmarried man told me, “When I get plenty fish I 

always share and if there is more than enough I will sell it.” Inoke’s family had a boat 

and he was considered a very skilled diver. One of the ways that he maintains his 

reputation in the village is by sharing the fish he catches. He has relatives in Levuka, and 

on several occasions, asked me to take fish to them. They, in return would send me with a 

box of purchased foods and supplies, like noodles, flour, and mosquito coils. This was 

not a barter relationship, as there were many times that the relatives in town would send 

me with supplies for the family in the village without receiving anything. 

 A few people told me that they would attempt to sell the fish or eat it themselves, 

before sharing them. One middle-aged fisherman told me “[w]e sell it in the village or 

sell to the Junior’s accommodation.  If there is really plenty then we give it to others.”  

This man makes a significant part of his income from fishing. One mother told me that 

she will “fry extra fish for the next day.  Sometimes when there is plenty we give some to 

relatives.” This woman lives up the in the settlement, and didn’t have access to a boat, so 

fish was consumed much less frequently than in many households in the village. 
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 The exchange and sharing of foods are one of the practices that they feel distinguish 

them culturally and morally from outsiders. This distinction is one way that people in 

rural areas can create a sense of moral superiority, even though they have less money. As 

discussed in several places in this dissertation, Fijians are not unaware of other ways of 

being and lifestyles. When talking to me about my position in the village, I was often 

compared to an Australian man who had come to the village on several occasions. He had 

lived at the resort for a while, but decided he wanted to live with a family, and he moved 

in with a family in the settlement. He would go to town on most of the days that the 

carrier went, and would bring home small amounts of food for him to eat. He was eating 

most meals with the family he was staying with, but he would not purchase any food for 

the household. They began to resent his lack of contributions to the household, and his 

reputation in the village suffered. Bu Susu, the matriarch of the family was a frequent 

visitor to my household and she brought up how my family had a “good kaivalagi” who 

knew how to behave properly, since I bought food for my household every week. His 

behavior was seen as anti-social, but they didn’t want to lower themselves to his standard 

of behavior, by not showing hospitality.  

 Many people in the village see little change in sharing practices in rural areas, but 

attribute changes to urban values. “In [the village] there is no change.  People still share 

and give around when they have plenty”, Losolini told me that “[i]ts part of Fijian 

customs, before our elders everyday they will share food.  Whatever they get they will 

share but us here in Rukuruku we are still sharing.” Many people attribute this to their 

history and traditions. Letiana, a mother of five children, told me “Before they always 
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share and they look after each other and now we still share and help each other.” Vitiana, 

a mother from the settlement said, “In the olden days part of their lives is sharing.  In the 

village it is common to share compared to the towns.”  

Pressures on practices 

 “Now there is a big change in how we share food.  Life seems to be difficult so 
people eat alone and never share.” Aneila, female youth. 
 
 Many forces are pressuring local values of hospitality and sharing. It is difficult to 

tease out the threads of the myriad of factors that are influential, and these changes 

cannot be explained by monocausal reasoning. One of the most common explanations 

that people in the village gave was an increase in financial pressure on households. 

Others placed the blame on outside influence from media exposure to cultures that value 

individuality over communal obligation. Some people attribute this to women from other 

villages marrying into the village and the increase in the number of religious 

denominations that now meet in the village. The rest of this section will explore the 

reasons for these shifts the people in the village expressed to me. People have different 

perspectives on why, and if, traditional practices have changed and it is interesting to see 

where these practices intersect and diverge. 

 The perception of poverty and financial difficulty in the village comes out of many 

factors. When asked how sharing food had changed in the village, Vula, a father of three 

children, said “[It’s] because we don’t have anything now. People think of themselves 

first now and not others.” This response is very interesting because materially, they have 

more than they have ever had before, but they are aware of the buying power of even the 

poorest of tourists. Now their houses are sturdier, they have more clothes and house 
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wares, and children have access to higher levels of education.  But they are not isolated, 

they see the technology and other material possessions that foreigners have and their 

ability to travel freely,30 and some people (especially young people) see this material 

richness as something to be worked towards.  

 Their understanding of life in other countries largely comes from media. Movies 

and TV shows31 from around the world, which shows a much higher standard of living 

than actually exists in most cases.32 I was asked by more than one farmer if people in the 

United States were given land to grow food on. Bootleg DVDs of television shows and 

movies from around the world are available very cheaply, and even before there was 

centralized electricity, people would flock to households with generators to watch movies 

on weekend evenings. 

 This financial pressure makes it difficult to be generous. Unaisi, a mother who 

worked at the fish factory told me, “[t]his time it is hard and hardly we find anyone 

sharing these days, nowadays its only money that counts.” Some people attribute these 

shifts in practice as a loss of traditional values. “Now we don’t think of others like our 

ancestors used to do before”. This mother lives in an intergenerational household, and 

cooks and cleans for the entire household, since she does not have any daughters. Village 

obligations are becoming based on monetary contributions instead of traditionally 

produced items, which take a great deal of labor but very little capital investment. Tukai 
                     
30 Visa requirements are much more strict for Fijians who wish to travel abroad compared 
to European, American, and Australian passport holders. 
31 Filipino and Korean soap operas are very popular and bootleg DVDs of these series are 
passed around the village and urban workplaces. 
32 As well as a perception that everyone runs around the U.S. armed to the teeth having 
shoot-outs. 
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Pauli, a respected elderly man, told me, “Now there is a difference.  Now people need 

money. We buy things when we are asked for something –nothing is for free now 

because there are a lot of village obligations to meet.”   

 Several people attributed these changes to increasing participation in the cash 

economy, through the selling and buying of food products. One of the teachers explained 

it this way to me, “[b]efore, in the olden days, they don’t sell things they exchange. It was 

just like a system of borrowing you give them fish they give you dalo etcetera, now they 

bring the fish you give them money.” One young mother, who lived with her 

grandparents with her young children told me,  “[Y]es they share less now because 

people are buying things.  In the olden days they never buy anything”. This woman’s 

husband works on Wakaya Island and only gets to come home every couple of months. 

Her husband’s brothers bring her household cassava every week, but much of their food 

is purchased. 

 “We can only say because a lot of different people are here in the village especially 

women from other places who are married here I feel that they are the ones bringing these 

changes.” Letiana is an adult woman who is from Rukuruku and she blamed declines in 

sharing practices on women who married into the village from the outside, but marriage 

was not the only factors she brought up. “Now most of the families don’t share especially 

our own families – uncles and aunties. A lot of different churches (denominations) are 

here in the village now so they have brought about a lot of change”.  There were eight 

denominations meeting weekly in the village between 2010 and 2011. Some of these 
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denominations, like the Seventh-day Adventists, have dietary restrictions that create 

tension in mataqali exchange relationships. This will be discussed further in Chapter 6. 

 Occasionally, youths and children expressed displeasure about their households 

sharing food. One girl told me that “(t)here are some bad effects to sharing. My mother 

will give or share the good food in the house with visitors and others and leave us to eat 

food that we don’t like. She might take the fish and leave the rourou for us to eat”. This 

issue has been raised in the literature by Eta Verani-Norton, a Fijian scholar, whose 

research found that church and village obligations are taking great amounts of time and 

resources away from households (2005). In Rukuruku, members of the Methodist church 

are responsible to feeding the pastor, his family and any guests every Sunday. There is a 

regular rotation of households, so the burden isn’t born unevenly. From my family’s 

home, I was able to observe this weekly procession, and observed that the foods brought 

were more prestigious foods than are consumed day to day. One day, we had an extra 

small boy, one of my father’s nephews, at Sunday dinner. As this was unusual, I asked 

him why he was eating with us, and he told me that he wanted to eat fish, but his mom 

had taken all of the fish to the pastor’s house.  

Everyday Eating 

 In the village, eating and drinking are social activities. In much of the Pacific, if 

anyone comes to your home while you are eating it would be very rude to not invite the 

people to sit and eat. In villages, it is considered rude to eat with the front door closed, as 

it is a sign of secrecy.  Leaving the door open shows that you have nothing to hide and 

that you are eating and sharing food appropriately.  
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 Mary Douglas wrote about how the composition of a meal is culturally constructed, 

and usually contains a sort of underlying grammar of what constitutes a proper meal 

(1997). Children are taught this grammar through daily meals and special meals, like 

Sunday dinners and magiti (feasts). In much of the Pacific, one has not eaten a meal 

unless one of the major root crops has been consumed. Taro, yams, and cassava were 

often the basis for meals with fish, vegetables, and sauces accompanying the starch. In 

certain seasons, breadfruit or certain types of bananas could replace the roots. In Fiji, the 

starches are called the “kakana dina” or true foods, and the protein and vegetable relish, 

“i coi” (Ravuvu 1983, 32-34). In Fiji in the 1940s, an agricultural researcher was shocked 

when he provided what he believed to be a feast of imported delicacies for his young 

workers. After they started eating, he reported they asked if they could run home and get 

some food (meaning taro, cassava, or yams) to eat for lunch. By Western standards, the 

meal had been calorically sufficient, but they hadn’t felt like they had had a meal (Geddes 

2000, 15).  

 There are restrictions placed on food, some of these are temporary, like putting a 

tabu (taboo) preventing fishing on an overfished spot, to give it a chance to recover, or 

the taboo that is placed on nearly ripe crops. Others are restrictions against consumption 

particular animals because the animal is genealogically related to the clan (Parkinson 

1990, 174).  These practices were still in place in the village and many people take them 

very seriously. This came up during the semi-structured conversations, when I asked “are 

there foods that you will not eat?” Many of the responses were about clan totem animals, 

which range from eels to pigs, which are not consumed. 
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 Where you eat and with whom you eat can be dangerous, as that is one way to be 

poisoned by sorcery. When eating, one exposes their body to outside forces and the 

categorization of food is central to managing and mitigating these risks (Douglas 

2004[1966], 113). When I arrived, I was warned by several people not to eat at houses 

that weren’t mine. They told me that since I didn’t understand who my family was yet, I 

would not be able to tell who was safe to eat with. As some people might be jealous of 

my family, or me they could poison me with the food they served me.33 

 While prohibitions against eating food prepared by menstruating women are not 

practiced anymore, people still hold beliefs about other dangers in food preparation 

(Pollock 1992, 35). Secrecy in eating or in other aspects of life is considered dangerous 

and counterproductive. Sickness can be caused through the ingesting of food that has 

been prepared by a pregnant woman who is keeping her pregnancy a secret. This food is 

considered especially dangerous to children. This sickness cannot be cured by Western 

medicine, so when a child is sick and does not get better with treatment at the hospital, 

this is one cause people explore.   

Food consumption in the village 

 Food consumption in the village is limited by economic and environmental factors. 

While I did not collect data on the quantities of food consumed, I observed, and 

consumed, hundreds of meals in dozens of houses. Unsurprisingly, in urban areas, 

purchased foods make up much more of the day-to-day diet. However, in the village most 

households consume purchased foods everyday, if only tea and sugar. 

                     
33 This seemed to be more about cooked foods than raw foods like fruit. 
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 For breakfast, there is often bread or biscuits and butter.34 Older adults and men will 

eat any leftovers from the night before if there are any available. Tea is consumed by 

nearly everyone, in various dilutions and typically with sugar and for children, often with 

powdered milk. Milk is something that not all households keep. On special mornings, 

banana or plain pancakes, buns (buni) or fried dough balls might be made. 

 Adults typically have a light lunch of leftovers, or even just tea. Children schooling 

in the village return to their homes for lunch. Depending on the family’s financial 

situation, often they would be served maggi noodles or biscuits and tea. For households 

with less cash, children will eat plain cassava from the night before. 

 The evening meal is typically the biggest of the day. This meal almost always 

follows the grammar of the Fijian meal, with the starches accompanied by a sauce, which 

is often a curry-flavored soup with seasonal vegetables and tinned fish or meat. When 

fresh fish is available, they will be cooked in lolo (coconut cream) or fried and will be 

served with a starch and a vegetable. These meals are eagerly anticipated, as they are a 

break from the monotony of tinned meats. Cassava tops are technically edible, but rarely 

consumed in the village, while rourou (dalo leaves) and bele, are consumed regularly.  

 Prestige is also an important aspect of the consumption of imported foods as well as 

certain traditional foods. Vonu (turtle meat)35 and other rare seafoods are delicacies in the 

village, being usually shared as widely as possible. Bourdieu’s work illustrates how the 

desire for prestige in the class-based economy motivates people’s food choices and 

                     
34 Called butter, actually margarine. 
35 Whenever there was a turtle brought into the village, a prepared dish would be sent to 
my house so that me, “their kaivalagi”, could try this delicacy. 
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preferences (1984). In this case, the prestige does not come from being the one to 

consume the item, but the person who gave the item. 

 In the Pacific during the early colonial period, trade between islands brought novel 

foods and plant materials, and these things were often held in high prestige (Thomas 

1991). In Fiji, sugar, tea, and cooking oils were desired trade goods in this time period. 

Ravuvu brought up how it is more the proof of cash income than the actual item itself 

that brings prestige (1987). In the time I observed, most of the commonly consumed, 

purchased foodstuffs, were not held in high esteem. Tinned tuna, mackerel and noodles, 

are consumed regularly, but they are not prestigious36 to serve at a meal. Multiple boxes 

of tinned fish, however, can be a prestigious gift for a wedding or other ceremonial event. 

 
Figure 3 

Boxes of Tinned Fish, Dalo, and Oil for Ceremonial Exchange 

 

                     
36 At least in this village, again, other villages could be completely different (Strathern 
1988). 
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Health 

 Wati had just turned three, always a good eater, she went to get seconds of the 

curry37 we were having for dinner. She peered into the serving bowl, fishing out bits of 

tinned corn beef and noodles. When she saw a bele leaf floating in the pot, she made a 

face and pushed it away with the spoon. She was quiet and careful, because she didn’t 

want to attract her grandparents or aunts’ attention. 

 After dinner, we sat around the sulu ni kana (table cloth), chatting and playing with 

the kids. Later, when her mom called to check in, she told her mother, “They didn’t give 

me any meat in my curry for dinner!” Everyone burst out laughing because she had eaten 

more than several of the older children and women. The family says that she takes after 

her maternal great-grandmother who was a “big”38 woman, tall with a voracious appetite.   

 Food has practical values for Pacific Islanders in addition to their symbolic and 

exchange values. In addition their use for energy, foods can be used to build up the body 

and for medicinal uses, to protect and heal the body (Etkin 2008, 1996, 1988). It is also 

important to note, that for Pacific Islanders, including Fijians, being in a state of health 

and wellbeing does not just include being free from disease, but also being strong and 

able to work. Fijian conceptions of health include ideas about what the right foods are for 

                     
37 This is not curry in the strict sense of the word, but a soup made with seasonal 
vegetables and curry powder, usually with tinned meat. It is typically eaten with cassava, 
but seasonally the starch could be vudi (plantains) or uto (breadfruit) or on lucky days, 
dalo. 
38 This is not negatively associated with health in the same way that it is in the United 
States. 
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their bodies. True foods, the kakana dina, like taro roots, leaves, and fish are seen as 

building up the body39 (Ravuvu 1983). 

 Strength to work and to draw on in times of stress is also included in some people’s 

definition of health. Herzlich’s (1973) research among middle class French people found 

that they included having reserves of strength, in addition to not being sick as part of 

being healthy. In the Pacific, the ability to do hard work is valued as part of being 

healthy, or inversely as a marker of being unhealthy (McMullin 2009). 

 In many places in the Pacific, certain foods are said to make one stronger and be 

able to work hard. Dundon documents how people in Papua New Guinea are said to be 

“living on sago” or “living on money”. Sago makes a person lean, strong, and able to do 

hard work, while the tinned meats and milk are seen as contributing to heavier, and 

sometimes lazier bodies. This is also tied to the division of labor in which the wage jobs 

available are sedentary jobs, while the people who live on sago, have to go out to their 

gardens and to the taxing labor of sago production. However, some of the imported foods 

are seen as being healthful and having the capabilities to build strong bodies (Dundon 

2004). 

 Most health workers I spoke to in Fiji, told me that rural Fijians do not know about 

biomedical conceptions of nutrition, however this was contradicted by my observations 

and interviews in the village. During the drawing exercises, parents and caregivers 

prompted their children to draw healthy foods, showing their knowledge of nutrition. 

When I asked people in the SSCs “What do you do to maintain your family’s health?” the 
                     
39 In Fiji, the starches are called the “kakana dina” or true foods, and the protein and 
vegetable relish called the “i coi” (Ravuvu 1983, 32-34). 
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vast majority of responses referred to the importance of providing a healthy diet. One 

mother responded that “See that they eat good and healthy food. Frozen food I don’t give 

to them often I can cook that to them once in three months. Now when they are older they 

are used to fresh food from the garden.” She stressed the importance of teaching children 

to like the proper foods. Many people attributed health problems to eating store-bought 

food products.  Watina, a middle aged woman who married into the village said, “When I 

first came the elders here used to be really healthy now they are just getting weak. Maybe 

there is a lot of change in food.  We buy a lot of food from the shop so I think that’s why 

all these problems are happening to us.” She was from Tailevu North on Viti Levu, and 

she had moved to the village around twenty years before, said she noticed that 

consumption of purchased foods had increased in both her household’s diet and the 

village in general40. Sera, a mother of young children said “ Cook fresh food, and boiled.  

We have root crops for breakfast. Food from the shop will get us sick.”  She brings up 

another point, how foods are cooked. Many people specifically mentioned boiling foods 

rather than frying them in oil, or using less oil in general. Oil was not used for cooking 

until after European contact and all food was boiled or steaming using ceramic vessels or 

lovo (underground ovens).  

 People expressed intuitive feelings about what they needed to eat or drink to make 

themselves feel better, and conversely, what foods and drinks to not consume. People 

would tell me that they needed to drink water when they felt exhausted or hot. Also if 

they had consumed, what they felt to be, too much food.  
                     
40 Of course, the diet has also changed over the last two decades in communities like 
Tailevu North as well. 
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 Adults were much more likely to list traditional foods and foods that are classified 

locally as healthy. Adults who listed bele and other traditional vegetables said that they 

were able to eat it whenever they wanted. Bele is seen as being very healthy by adults, 

and older adults profess an affection for the cooked leaves. Young children are less likely 

to draw bele when asked what foods they liked and more likely to mention it when 

discussing what they disliked.   

 The consumption of fruit by children is a tricky thing to gauge. When I first arrived, 

my initial observations showed very little fruit consumption. Then I began to go around 

the village and surrounding areas with kids and saw that children old enough to do small 

tasks, like picking coconuts, were also using that time to pick fruit off various trees, 

mostly for immediate consumption. They do bring some back when there is a large crop. 

Toddlers on the other hand, had a very low rate of fruit consumption and after weaning, 

started eating a diet heavy in tea with sugar, noodles, and biscuits. Many of the common, 

minor health problems in the village, like boils, are blamed on dietary changes. Boils are 

common on toddlers and many mothers blame boils on a lack of vitamins from fruits 

vegetables, while others say the problem is the contaminated water. Other people said 

boils just happen and there is nothing to do to prevent them. 

 The pre-colonial diet of seafoods, root crops, and vegetables with the occasional 

pork or chicken, was nutritious and relatively low calorie when compared to processed 

foods commonly consumed today. Food was steamed or boiled, and so a healthy, 

working age person would need to eat a lot to have strength to be able to do their work.  
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 As the composition of the everyday diet has changed, the quantities have not. In an 

interview with a department head from the Fijian Ministry of Health, they told me that 

the problem was that Fijians are eating too much of new foods, which are more 

calorically dense. 

 Fifty-two percent of children drew at least one locally produced fruit, and 48% 

drew at least one fruit that is an introduced or imported species. I was surprised at the 

number of children who drew apples, considering that apples are not readily available on 

Ovalau and are relatively expensive when compared to local fruits.41  

 Youth and children listed more food items that were store bought when asked what 

their favorite foods were as well as listing a wider variety of foods. Adults listed fewer 

foods that would need to be purchased. The adults including taro, fish and chicken, which 

is often purchased when consumed. Of course, most of the items could be purchased if 

one was inclined and able. Children were also much more likely to report liking soda and 

crisps, and a treat after a day in town was often a small bag of salty crisps each, with 

multiple children and adults drinking a large bottled soda. Elders listed no store bought 

foods in their answers. 

 The consumption of snack foods among rural children rose significantly between 

2002 and 2008 (HIES 20011). When talking with young people they expressed their 

desires for purchased food products as well as consumer goods that are now visible and 

have plans to increase cash income compared to their parents. Kids will beg to be taken 
                     
41 Apples are almost entirely imported, mostly from New Zealand. I never observed a 
child in the village eating an apple and propose that perhaps the prevalence of the 
response apples is influenced by the English language instruction that goes on in early 
education. 
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when a family member goes to town, knowing that they are likely to get a small treat, like 

ice cream, a cream bun, or a small bag of crisps with a soda to split.   

 In rural villages children have very limited access to television programming, and 

by association, commercials compared to children in urban areas. However, children in 

rural areas are exposed to product placement in movies, advertisements in shops and 

restaurants, and sponsored games for school children. Most of the advertisements aimed 

at children market highly processed snack foods and sugar laden sodas and fruit drinks. 

 
Figure 4 

Coca-Cola Advertisement in Restaurant in Levuka 
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 The Coca-Cola Games are a yearly event with kids brought in from all over Fiji to 

compete in track and field events. They participate in local, then regional competitions to 

qualify to participate in the games at the National Stadium in Suva. The advertisements 

leading up to the event focus on health and fitness, without any discussion of the role of 

sugary drinks in the childhood diet.  A worker from the Ministry of Health told me that 

there was one table at the event that actually focused on healthy eating, but it was poorly 

branded, especially when compared to the flashy advertising and free samples of the food 

companies. 

 Generational shifts in food preference and consumption are not surprising 

considering increasing access to a wide variety of food products. There are multiple 

levels of influence that play a role in food preference and choice. Social, physical, and 

macro environments all are factors. Social environmental factors include friends, family, 

and other social networks (Larsen & Story 2009). This occurs through the social nature of 

eating, as people are influenced by the consumption of people around him, both in 

quantity and types of food consumed. This influence even holds sway over individuals 

eating alone, as these patterns become set through earlier influences (Funekes et al. 

1998). In Fiji, to eat alone or in secrecy is seen as a transgression of social rules.    

 Individual food preferences are only one factor in food consumption. The cost and 

availability of food, cooking costs (time/fuel), and beliefs about health and the qualities 

of food all need to be understood as well. We need to make a distinction between 

“choice” and “preference”. Choices are made by the person(s) who makes the decisions 

on what to produce, to buy, or cook, preference is demonstrated in how much of an item 
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someone eats, or avoids. Income levels are relatively low in rural villages and food takes 

up an average of 46.5% of income (HIES 2011, 31). Food prices are higher on Ovalau, 

than they are on Viti Levu, and there are fewer opportunities for wage labor.  In Levuka 

there are several grocery stores, but then the cost of transportation to and from the village 

must be factored in. There are three small canteens in the village that sell noodles, tinned 

meats, and some other basic foodstuffs at a significant markup. 

 Pacific Islanders must make dietary “choices” within very tight budgetary 

constraints. A large study on food consumption and preferences in Tonga found that 

people’s preferences did not correlate with people’s actual food consumption. Even 

foodstuffs of questionable food value, such as imported chicken pieces and mutton flaps, 

which were low on the desirability ranking, were consumed between 2-3 times a week 

because of the relative affordability of the product (Evans et al 2001). In Fiji, food like 

tinned fish and noodles are valued and consumed for convenience, rather than taste or 

preference. 

   Health, perceived status, and economic factors are all important in influencing 

food choices. Also influential are the marketing strategies of food companies, who 

advertise their products, sponsor children’s sporting events, and include small prizes 

inside bright packaging, creating desires for store bought food products among children. 

Gewertz and Errington, in their analysis of the marketing and consumption of noodles in 

PNG argue that noodles create consumers and function as a device to “grease the skids” 

of capitalism and reduce the friction between value systems (2010).  
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Figure 5  

Outdoor Noodle Advertisement in Suva 
 

 One of the main schisms between Fijian values and capitalist values is the emphasis 

on individual behavior in the capitalist system. Losalini, a respected elderly woman told 

me that “[n]o, there is a big difference. People nowadays don’t share like before. Now 

people just think of their own self.” People at all life stages echoed this sentiment. Semi, 

a young, unmarried man told me, “There is a big change now.  People tend to think of 

their own self now”. Rosi, a mother of young children told me, “Time has changed.  

Nowadays sometimes we eat food that we like and we don’t share so we just cook for the 

family.” Rosi expressed the tension that she feels in feeding her family and sharing foods. 

She wants to give her kids what they want, but also desires to teach them how to behave 

properly, especially in sharing food.  

 During my fieldwork, a generational gap was repeatedly brought up. The older 

people expressed dislike for the store bought chips and sodas, explaining that the younger 
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people preferred imported snack foods (Lee 1996). One mother of middle school aged 

children, told me she avoided giving her children soda because “[i]t doesn’t give us 

anything.  Not good for the body”. Ana, a mother of several young children, told me 

“[t]imes are changing, even here when we have root crops for breakfast like dalo and 

tivoli my children will not eat much and they will say that they want biscuits”. 

No time to cook 

 The increasing consumption store bought food products is in part due to disruptions 

in the household time economy from participation in wage labor. Traditional Fijian food 

is time consuming to prepare, in gathering or producing the needed foods, and in time to 

process the product. Cooking is expensive in both time and fuel costs. There are many 

inexpensive store bought options, such quick-cook noodles, bread and tinned tuna, that 

are very quick to prepare. The next section will examine the conflicting feelings that 

people express about these commonly consumed items. 

 Tuna is a highly desired ocean fish, both locally and on the international market. 

Tuna fishing is almost always done by males and requires a boat, fuel, and fishing 

equipment, as well as time and energy.  During my preliminary research trip, one man 

explained to me that the fisherman who catches a large tuna is faced with a dilemma. To 

be seen eating something of such high desirability without having given an even better 

fish to the chief or his parents, or without having at least shared the fish widely with 

relatives, would been seen as very anti-social behavior. However, if the man sells the fish 

for cash, he can purchase a can of tuna, which is much less desirable for his own family’s 

dinner, and use the surplus money for other things. Money is not governed by the same 
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protocols as foodstuffs and does not have to be immediately shared, nor does it spoil.  In 

this case, the market for the selling of oceanic products becomes a viable alternate use for 

a highly valued product, circumventing traditional control mechanisms. This assertion 

was partially backed up during my fieldwork, but the situation is more complicated that 

this. Until June 2012, there was no central electricity in the village, so fresh foods, like 

fish, would spoil very quickly. Also, beyond the issues surrounding sharing food, 

households, especially with school-aged children, need cash for other purposes beyond 

buying food.  

 While my observations showed regular consumption of tinned fish, only one male 

youth and one female child listed it as one of their favorite foods. Fresh fish was one of 

the most popular items with all groups, with 63% of adults and 55% of children drawing 

or listing it. People with access to a fishing boat reported less difficulty procuring fresh 

fish than others without boats. Fresh fish was seen as being healthier than tinned fish due 

to the high oil content and it being “stale”. Only adults seemed to be concerned with the 

freshness of food. 

 The most commonly consumed tinned fish, Sunbell, is produced in a factory42 in 

Levuka.  There are three grades of tuna in production at the factory and Sunbell is the 

least expensive product they produce. The top grade fillets are processed into frozen 

bricks that are shipped to Santa Fe Springs, California, to be made into Bumble Bee 

products. The middle grade is sold locally under the Old Capital label and costs around 

                     
42 This factory is by far the largest employer on the island. At peak production they 
employ 800 hundred workers. Recent issues have shut down production for months at a 
time, negatively affecting the entire islands economy, especially the town of Levuka. 
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40 cents more per can. This cost differential (.99 verses 1.39) is too much for most 

households to justify, even though the quality is much lower. “Fresh tuna can be boiled 

its really fresh, tinned tuna has been processed and we don’t know what has been added 

from the factory.  Tinned tuna is fast food, easy to eat”. Asinaca, a mother of four 

teenagers, would prefer to use fresh fish or a better quality of tinned fish in her daily 

cooking, but the other options are too expensive for her household budget. Her family 

lives up in the settlement, and they refer to themselves as “bush” people, which refers to 

their primary subsistence being based on resources from the land, rather than the sea. Her 

husband and sons take care of their plantations, but they rarely fish.  

 Many of the convenience foods that are inexpensive enough to be consumed 

regularly are white flour based products, like quick cook noodles, bread, and biscuits. 

The tropical climate of Fiji is not ideal for growing most grains. Rice, corn, and wheat are 

grown in limited quantities, but there few varieties of wheat that grow well there. Most of 

the wheat and wheat products that are consumed in Fiji are imported from Australia, even 

when the product is manufactured in Fiji.  

 Quick cook noodles are a regular part of the diet in households with any sort of 

income to quickly feed school children lunch or to bulk up curries. Children also eat it 

dry as a snack food, with or without the flavor powder, which itself can be a snack for 

kids. While convenient, Maggi noodles are a highly processed, white flour based product, 

with little nutritional content besides calories and the enrichment from the white flour. 

Only one youth listed noodles as one of their favorite foods, while 23 percent of children 

drew noodles. No adults or elders said noodles were one of their favorite foods.  For 
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adults, two-minute noodles are eaten out of expediency and for the cheap calories to bulk 

up curries.  

 Bread and biscuits require no cooking or preparation and are often eaten for 

breakfast with margarine43 and sweet, hot tea. Breakfast biscuits are unsalted crackers 

that follow a similar pattern of desirably for young children, but not for youths or adults. 

These foods are not particularly highly regarded, but they are easy to prepare and 

relatively inexpensive.  

Conclusion 

 The values held about foods products exist on multiple levels and are not held by 

all members of the community equally. Thomas argues that in the early period of contact 

between people in the Pacific and European traders created “entangled objects” in that 

they did not determine value in the same way, and this lead to new meanings and values 

being placed on objects (1991).  

 Economic pressures are one of the factors implicated in the current dietary 

transition. While diseases associated with nutrition are often blamed individual’s choices 

in food and lifestyle, I argue that there are social and economic factors that must be taken 

into consideration. Parents and other caregivers sacrifice their own nutrition to provide 

materially for their children. This happens both in meals, when adults will feed children 

from their own plates, and in decisions about household economics, so there will be 

enough money for the children’s schooling. In the next chapter, I discuss household’s 

financial planning. 

                     
43 Or butter in households with refrigeration. 
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Chapter 3: “We Plant Trees for our Grandchildren”: Anticipating Needs and Financial 
Planning for the Near and Distant Future 
 
 People sat on the seawall and chatted while Josua readied the fiber.  The morning 

was beautiful, and we watched the sun come up on Naigani Island out across the bay. We 

planned on leaving early, around six, to go to Suva to sell the green fish,44 but we had to 

wait for one of Josua’s brothers to come down from his plantation, where he was pulling 

some cassava to take to his family on Viti Levu. While we were waiting, another boat 

was readied and people loaded dalo, cassava, and luggage into the open boat. Morning is 

the best time to make the crossing from Ovalau to Viti Levu because this is when the sea 

is usually the calmest.   

 Waiting is an expected part of travel in Fiji. Vehicles are late, break down, or never 

show up and alternate plans have to be made. No one, besides the tourists, expats, and 

some volunteers, makes an issue out of having to wait to when traveling. Looking at the 

situation from the outside, it could seem like people do not care about Western notions of 

efficiency or time, but that ignores the structural constraints of transportation on an 

archipelago with over 100 inhabited islands. Also, just because people do not complain 

about the situation, does not mean that they are not aware of time, but more that they do 

not see any point in complaining. And so the people waiting drifted back to their houses 

to get things or drink another cup of tea. Eventually everyone was accounted for and we 

set off with people waving goodbyes from the seawall. 

                     
44 Local Fijian English term for beche de mer, or sea cucumbers, are highly valued in 
Traditional Chinese Medicine. 
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 This trip was about more than selling the green fish. Fuel for the fibers is very 

expensive, so trips to Viti Levu are a chance to take care of all sorts of errands. In 

addition to being able to purchase foodstuffs and consumer items at lower prices, farm 

produce can be sold for higher rates than on Ovalau. Most governmental agencies are 

located in the urban centers, so people on Ovalau have to travel to Suva to do most 

government business. This trip also gave the men opportunities to maintain relations with 

both their kinship networks as well as business relations. 

 These trips, and the trip to dive for the green fish, were both planned for weeks in 

advance. This chapter utilizes this trip to illustrate the ways the households and clans plan 

for the future. Fijians, similarly to other colonized groups, have often been characterized 

as “living for today”, not planning or even caring about the future. My research findings 

contradict these assertions and I argue that these racialized stereotypes influence the 

design of economic interventions, wasting time and money, as well as creating distrust of 

outside organizations. Fijians are constantly planning for the future and there is a certain 

irony in claiming that people who plant and care for crops that take years to mature45 

could be characterized as such. This chapter seeks to explain local forms of financial 

planning and investment strategies that people use in creating security. 

 Planning is complicated by several factors for households in the village. Farmers 

and fishermen must deal with fluctuating market values on their products. The price of 

kava drops significantly in the weeks before school fees must be paid due to the glut of 

product entering the market. Some of these complicating factors are seasonably 
                     
45 Yagona takes a minimum of three years to mature. At five years the yagona can be sold 
for a higher price and there is more product per plant. 
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predictable, but there are difficulties that Fijians face when trying to save money and use 

financial instruments.  

 The first section discusses how people in the village plan to make money in the 

present and near future. In the second section, I explore how people use money in their 

creation of the future. What spending is prioritized? How do people save and invest in 

new enterprises? How are people planning for the future using the resources available to 

them? 

Rational/Rationale 

 Many valid criticisms have been made about rational actor theory, which tries to 

argue that humans are individualistic, maximizing creatures in their decisions involving 

economic matters. While this theory has been discredited in cultural anthropology, it is 

still in use in the development industry. This perspective assumes that people are 

functioning as independent (and competent) adults with nuclear families and financial 

literacy in an economy that is completely based on a market-based, capitalist system. 

Even Fijians in rural villages are not “outside” of capitalism (Harvey 2005), but they are 

working under a different set of economic assumptions, where the individual is not the 

locus of financial planning.   

 The term rational is a complicated term to use. Used more commonly in economic 

literature, rational is used to explain what the authors see to be the most logical, 

maximizing position. To understand what behaviors are rational, we need to understand 

the rationale that people use to make decisions about financial matters. Rational must be 

contextual, and based on the particulars of the local market, wage labor possibilities, 
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access to means of production, and environment, among other factors. The stories that 

people tell about their household economics are important because we can understand the 

underlying reasons for financial decisions. Povinelli (2011) explains that in a context of 

late liberalism, the onus for economic security is placed on the individual, but there is 

friction between these value systems (Errington et al. 2012). 

 The plans that households make for their future needs and desires are largely 

dependent on the composition of the household including their ages, gender balance, and 

other factors.  

 Even among supporters of rational actor theory, characterizations of Native people 

often shows them as non-rational actors who lack financial literacy as well as the ability 

to save or plan for the future. The data collected in my research does not support this 

idea. People are constantly planning for the future, albeit in non-monetary forms that may 

be unfamiliar to outsiders.  

How people make money 

 Six male family members had gathered the green fish over five days off Waikaya 

Island. The men were all from the same mataqali and had planned the trip together. One 

of these men was Josua, it was his yellow fiberglass hulled boat that had carried the men 

to the island to fish and today that would carry us to Queen Victoria School (QVS), 

which is just above Natovi Landing.46 From there we would take a minibus to a suburb of 

Suva where the buyers had their shop.  

                     
46 QVS is a popular place for boats from nearby islands to moor when coming to Viti 
Levu. It had the added benefit for Josua, that his close cousins lived on Goma and could 



 

 70 

 Planning for the five-day trip started a couple of weeks before. The men all have 

plantations, so they had to make sure their farms were in a place where they could be left 

for a week. Money had to be gathered from the participants to invest in the trip for food, 

fuel, and matches. Fuel for the outboard motor on the fiber was the biggest expense, with 

a very small amount spent on breakfast crackers, bread, butter and matches. Before the 

trip, fishing equipment must be prepared and repaired if necessary. The men catch fish 

while they are diving for the green fish, and they cook them over a fire while they are 

there for their evening meals. They try to minimize the costs of the trip by catching most 

of their food and sleeping in an abandoned government facility on the island. Josua has a 

friend who works for the government agency that controls the facility to get permission 

for these trips. This is another example of how maintaining personal relationships can 

provide advantages in business ventures. 

 Every night during the trip, they rinse the green fish and smoke them over a fire, 

leaving them on racks in the sun during the day. Depending on the weather, they might 

have to dry them more after they come back to the village, before they are packed into 

flour sacks. Tomi told me that he really enjoys going on these trips with his cousin’s 

brothers, who are all a few years older. He said that they drink grog and talanoa (talk 

story) around the fire. These trips are rough and children are not taken, so when a young 

man is allowed to go, it is a kind of rite of passage in the family structure. It’s a sign that 

they are no longer a child, but one of the men, giving them pride in their ability to 

produce and provide for the family.  
                                                             
watch the boat. It is also the end of the line for a bus route and a common stop for 
minibus drivers, which are the two inexpensive ways to get to Suva. 



 

 71 

 I asked the men how many trips they take a year, and most men said between six 

and eight trips. They explained that harvesting only takes place between October and 

April in most years, with the water becoming too cold47 during the winter months for the 

men to be able to spend enough time in the water. 

  In addition to the men going to sell their product, there is another man who is going 

to conduct some government business and a 20 year old girl48 who is heading back for her 

second year at Fiji National University (FNU), where she studies banking. They are both 

paying FJ$ 10, which helps to defray the cost of the fuel. While they do not use Western 

financial terminology to discuss their plans, they use techniques not dissimilar to Western 

business practices, in this case, to offset the costs of the fuel.  

 While the other boat had set off a considerable time before us, we quickly caught 

up with and overtook their over-loaded vessel. We reached QVS in less than an hour and 

began unloading the large sacks of green fish, some bundles of dalo, two bags of cassava 

and the passengers’ luggage. It was nearing school time and two boats, heavily loaded 

with children, were coming across the bay from Goma.  

 The college student took the bus, and then after waiting an hour or so, the minibus 

that had been arranged arrived. Everything was loaded inside, which was a tight fit with 

the sacks and bundles. The van was red, fancy by local standards, and included a DVD 

player hanging where the driver and passengers could see it. Josua had met this driver a 

                     
47 Becoming “cold inside” is locally perceived as being dangerous for health. 
48 At her age, being unmarried, she is classified as lewa, which is most closely translated 
as girl. Marama is used for married women and adult females over a certain age. Marama 
has the connotation of being sexually active, so it is used in a negative sense when 
speaking about unmarried women, akin to calling them slutty. 
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couple of years before, when his regular driver could not take him one day. They stayed 

in touch, and Josua would always call him first when he needed to hire a vehicle. 

 Our first stop was in Korovou, where Josua sold a big bundle of yagona to a local 

dealer. He regularly sells to this man when he takes passengers to Viti Levu. He 

maintains relations with several dealers in different places, creating trust and a personal 

history that protects his yagona selling business. Yagona can be sold on Ovalau, but one 

can get a much higher price per kilo on Viti Levu. This kava had been pulled and dried 

the week before, specifically to sell on this trip.  

 After nearly an hour on the road, the second stop we made was at the house of 

Mika’s wife’s parents. She was staying with them with their two-year-old daughter, who 

tonight would stay on Viti Levu while both parents went back to the village. Mika had 

brought a bag of cassava for the family and it was brought inside, while the rest of us 

waited outside. A couple of the men rearranged the bags to make everything fit easier. 

The little girl was brought outside and everyone made a fuss over her. Her mom was 

pregnant and it was time for the little girl to be weaned.49  

 Mika took the little girl back inside, then we all got in the minibus and set off again. 

This time we didn’t drive very long before taking a turn off the main road and going 

down a winding dirt road. We crossed a very small bridge and got to a turn around. Tomi, 

                     
49 This seemed to be a common practice in my observations. I would hypothesize that this 
first visit alone trains the child to rely on the larger kin network, in addition to the benefit 
of easing weaning for both the mother and the child. 
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the youngest man in the group, had brought some dalo for his cousin’s brother50 who 

lived there. He got out and we all sat in the van.  

  Both of these stops were not about making money, but they were opportunities to 

maintain relations with relations on Viti Levu. People in urban areas must purchase most 

of their cassava and dalo, and families in these areas welcome these gifts of root crops. 

Since transportation is costly, a trip like this provides extra opportunities to maintain 

relations and see loved ones. 

 After a short stop, we were on our way again, this time heading for Walu Bay, a 

suburb of Suva, where several beche de mer consolidators are located. We arrived at a 

blue building on a corner, which was marked with a sign, “Beach de Mer”. This export 

company, like most beche de mer exporters, are owned and managed by Chinese owned 

companies who send Chinese managers and workers to operate the facility. They do 

employ several Fijians, but only for the manual labor of drying the beche de mer.   

 

                     
50 In Fijian culture, one’s first cousins on their father’s side are considered to be brother’s 
and sisters. Also, the aunts and uncles are linguistically classified as mothers and fathers 
(na levu, your father’s older sister, na lailai, his younger sister, ta levu, father’s older 
brother, ta lailai, father’s younger brother), and one must obey them as they would a 
parent. 
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Figure 6 
Beche de mer Consolidator in Walu Bay 

 

 It was amazing to see the quantities of product being consolidated at this business. 

When we entered, we passed through a wire cage that can be locked with a piece of paper 

with Chinese characters over the door. On the left was a folding table that had receipt 

books and several large calculators out on the surface. To the left was a locked door, that 

the cash to pay the suppliers was secured.   Past that was a large opening with a pull 

down door that lead to a bricked in courtyard, where nearly every bit of available space 

was covered by metal racks holding many varieties of beche de mer that still needed 

drying. Barbed wire covered the top of the approximately 12-foot wall. Connected to the 

courtyard was a large oven, where the beche de mer is covered in rough salt and goes 

through a final drying process. After this final drying, the product is packed into large 

sacks and stacked into one of two lockable storage areas. 
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 Back in the warehouse, the men were opening up bags of their harvest, which were 

then weighed by type. Both the buyer and the seller made careful notes on the type and 

weight of each bag. There are several types of beche de mer and each has a different 

market value, ranging from in a mid-30 $FJD range up to 76 $FJD per kilogram. After all 

of the product is weighed, a receipt is drawn up with each of the types delineated with the 

quantity, then the amount is calculated for each and then a grand total is produced.  

 While the manager went to get the money from the locked room, Mika sat down 

with a calculator and a carbon copy of the receipt and checked the calculations of the 

buyer. In this case, all of the figures matched up, and the men received $1,864 FJD. Even 

divided up between the men, with the costs of fuel and other costs subtracted, this 

represents a significant amount of money for each man. The costs of the harvesting and 

selling trips had added up to approximately $250 FJD, so it came out to be approximately 

$200 FJD for each of the men for 5 days work. When compared to the local options for 

wage labor, it comes out to be more than twice as much as could be made working on the 

island in almost any other capacity51.  There is also the added benefit of getting to visit 

family and take care of other business, maintaining their network of relations.  

Village patterns 

 Productive activities in the village take many forms, from formal employment in 

wage labor, to production for consumption, gifting and sharing, and for the markets, 

                     
51 Per day rates for people working for others in the village is $15 per day, assuming a 
five-day workweek, which is rarely the case, $75. Working at the fish factory pays better, 
about $120 a week, but $30 has to be subtracted for transportation costs. Also, the fish 
factory hires mostly female villagers, with very few unskilled positions available to men. 
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local, domestic and international. Most households are making their cash income and 

subsistence from their plantations and fishing. 

 Out of the 73 households in the village and the nearby settlement,52 21 of them had 

one wager earner (approximately 29%).  No households reported two wage earners. The 

other 71% of households were not engaged in formal employment, but they were still 

economically very active. All households with adult men had a plantation, to grow food 

for both consumption and to sell. Yagona, a mildly narcotic plant, is also grown mostly 

for sale, but also for exchange relations. Seven households reporting fishing as an income 

generating activity, but all in addition to other productive activities. From my 

observations, more than seven households participated in diving for beche-de-mer over 

the course of my fieldwork. This is another example of how income-generating activities 

can be overlooked in survey based data collection.    

 There are few local options for formal wage labor for the villagers. In the village I 

was based in there were three teachers. One lives with his family and the other two are 

single adults. All three households supplement their income by farming and making 

sweets to sell in the village. At the time of the census, there were seven women working 

full time at the Pacific Fisheries Company (PAFCO) factory in Levuka. The local tourism 

industry is very small,53 and the number of people engaged in it varied over time. The 

                     
52 At time of census and excluding households who do not participate in village life. 
There are three households of kailoma (part Fijian, part European) families. They are not 
affiliated with mataqali in the village as most of the people in the settlement are. 
53 There were four workers at the time of the census. There are many other young people 
working in other tourist areas of Fiji. As most resorts operate on a company store sort of 
model, they do not earn much income 
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other seven households were a mix of domestic workers, RAF soldiers54, and one man 

worked for the ferry company that services the island five to six times a week. 

 The collection of sea and land resources, such as beche de mer, ura (prawns) and 

tivoli (wild yams) are other sources of income (as well as dietary diversity). Production 

of mats, baskets, and fans occurs for both the market and local needs, such as for their use 

value and in formal exchanges at weddings, funerals, and other life events. 

Money 

 Money is valued, but there are other things that are more highly valued. Money 

does not have an intrinsic value beyond what it can do. As discussed in the introductory 

chapter, having a lot of money in the bank does not confer status in the same way as it 

does in capitalist economies and there are negative social consequences for behaving in a 

greedy way (Kahn [1986] 1994, Katz [1983] 1999).  As discussed in chapter 2, the 

sharing of food and other material possessions freely is seen as proper behavior, by 

showing hospitality and being generous with others. 

 Despite the lack of status conferred by having a lot of money, needing enough 

money was a common theme. Peoples needs and desires shift over their life course 

(needs), by generation (time, desires) and individual factors (Personal life and work 

experiences)55. I am focusing in this section on the ways that people use money, rather 

than making any sort of value judgments about where the line between need and desire is 

on specific items. 
                     
54 The British Royal Air Force recruits from rural villages; there are also Fijians in the 
UN Peacekeepers. 
55 Living in urban/tourist areas, style is more important, having a watch, fancy clothes, 
and shoes. 
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 The needs and wants of a household are largely dependent on its current 

composition. In households entirely comprised of elders, I was told that they only sold 

produce from the land or the sea when they needed money, for which they have limited 

need, mostly for things like sugar, tea, and kerosene. Younger adults with school age 

children have a higher need for cash income if they want to keep their children in school 

and possibly attain higher education, which was the goal for most families I talked to. 

 When I talked with people during the semi-structured conversations what they 

needed money for 81 percent of respondents listed food as something they needed money 

for. In 2008, food accounted for 46.5 % of rural household’s aggregate income, an 

increase of 15 % over 2002 levels (HIES 2011, 31). The second most common response 

was direct school expenses (45 percent).  Unsurprisingly, these were all members of 

households with school age kids. 

Planning Production 

 In the pre-cash economy, traditional food production was characterized by 

systematic over production for tribute and for stores in case of disaster.  Over production 

of root crops such as dalo and yams for tribute provided communities with a cushion to 

protect against individual crop failure from pests or ecological problems, like landslides. 

Breadfruit was gathered in season and fermented in clay pits for a source of emergency 

food (Pollock 1992). The location and knowledge of techniques for the preparation of 

many less appetizing varieties of wild roots, which are typically not eaten, were and still 

are a source of food in times of food insecurity.  
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 People plan their crops, fishing trips, and animal husbandry based on their 

anticipation of their future needs.  This planning takes place on multiple levels from the 

household to the mataqali. One mataqali in this village keeps several cows in two 

locations on the island. These cows can be used if a family need arises, or it can be sold, 

and the money saved for other group needs. Dividing the animals between fields prevents 

diseases and communal responsibility reduces the burden of care on the individuals that 

care for them. The price of cows increased dramatically between 2010 and 2011, from 

500 FJ$ to 800 FJ$. This was blamed on the part-European family that lived on the other 

side of the bay over-paying for a cow for the matriarch’s funeral, raising the standard of 

what can be charged for a cow. Keeping several cows prevents the clan from being 

gouged by someone in an emergency. 

 Similarly ibe (mats) are produced, primarily by older women, in anticipation of 

upcoming weddings, funerals, or even for sale. There is a certain sense of futility in 

making mats to sell. The women do not have direct access to the consumer/tourist market 

and lose much of the value of the ibe to the middleman. A woman will get maybe 100 

FJ$ for a mat that could sell for up to 300 FJ$ at the Suva Flea Market.56 Most women 

keep a mat or two stored away for emergency purposes, like an unexpected funeral, since 

they are so expensive to purchase. When there is an upcoming occasion, like a wedding 

or a bulubulu, women will start making mats months in advance.  

                     
56 This is not a flea market in the American sense, where used items are sold from the 
owner directly to the consumer, but really a handicraft market, with middlemen who 
consolidate handicrafts from many makers. In some cases, the stalls are run by village-
based cooperatives.  
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 Parents of children know when their children’s school fees will be due and in 

general the amount of money they will need for supplies, fees and uniforms. These 

households plan their crops to be ready, so that they will have cash when they need it. 

People told me about their frustration trying to sell crops before the start of the school 

terms, because of the flood of product on the market, the prices per kilogram of dalo and 

yagona drop significantly. This is perhaps one of the biggest reasons that people do need 

access to savings programs. If families could safely save money, or perhaps pre-pay their 

children’s school fees, they could plan their crops to be able to sell them times when the 

market is not completely flooded with product and they can get a higher price.  

Long term plans 

 Planting hardwood trees and sandalwood57 is a long-term investment, contradicting 

development workers characterizations of Fijians as being people who do not plan for the 

future. Several people told me, “You plant trees for your grandchildren”. Trees are often 

named after a person. 

 Control of trees is inherited, and the tree can be a source of income and/or materials 

in future decades. While I was living with my host family in the village, they built an 

extension onto their house. Around the same time, three mahogany trees that had been 

planted by the adult brothers’ grandfather were cut down. Most of this wood was used on 

mataqali building projects. In my host family’s house, they built a kitchen on the side of 
                     
57Sandalwood and mahogany were two of the first trade products in Fiji, starting first with 
trade with the Tongans, who needed sandalwood for their royal oils and mahogany for 
large sea going vessels. Later, demand from Chinese merchants influenced and 
encouraged the European exploration of the Pacific Islands to acquire sandalwood to be 
used for high quality incense, as well as beche de mer, which still fetches good prices 
(Brown 173, 40). 
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their house and the studs were made of mahogany. I asked why they had used such 

valuable wood on the interior of their wall, and was told that it was difficult to sell58 and 

that since the mahogany will not rot, so it was good to use in their own house. I did not 

understand this at the time, but the use of the mahogany in constructing his home showed 

the value placed on building a strong house that can withstand the elements and severe 

weather that is typical of the tropical climate. Building your home with the best available 

materials is an investment in your children’s lives as well, as houses are passed down, 

and a sturdy house will last longer.  

 Building a house is also a long-term form of financial planning. Households that 

live outside the village can build and keep their homes in the village as long as they 

maintain their relations with the village. Many middle-aged, urban Fijians I met had plans 

to return to their home villages when they retired, where the cost of living is much lower 

and they will have family to help with their needs as they age59. In Rukuruku there are 

several unoccupied houses and another under construction. The owners of these houses 

all are living and working on Viti Levu, but regularly return home and contribute 

financially to mataqali and villages projects in lieu of lala (community labor).  

Micro-enterprises 

 Micro-entrepreneurial support programs are an interesting trend in economic 

development. These programs vary, offering a range of support from 

education/workshops, grants and/or loans. They allows for people to choose what type of 

                     
58 There are not many options for selling hardwood now on the smaller islands. 
59 This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6. 
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business that they want to run, since they know what their market needs and will support. 

In Fiji, all farmers who sell on the market are operators of micro enterprises, even if they 

are not classified as such.  

 Microfinance Institutions (MFI) started in Fiji in the late 1990s, and had 10,000 

clients in 2009 (Fisher and Bruett 2010). Most loan programs are aimed the individual in 

most cases, which is not necessarily the most culturally appropriate approach in the 

context of a rural Fijian village. 

 Before a loan can be made, the clients60 must save between FJ$150 and FJ$250 in 

three months. Loans cannot exceed a client’s balance by 25 to 50 percent of the savings 

balance (Fisher and Bruett 2010, 2). These savings accounts earn no interest, and there 

are deposit and withdrawal fees with every transaction61. Repayments on the loan are 

made at weekly or twice a month intervals. Constant small payments work for a business 

re-selling a mass produced item, but are not useful for a farmer that wants to plant vanilla 

around his plantation, or the person who wants to start a consolidating business. 

 Another downside of the constant small payments is that someone has to collect 

and document all of these small transactions. In rural areas, the collector has to travel 

constantly, increasing the costs of providing the service. None of the MFIs has broken 

even, and savings are being used to float current loans, which is a dangerous banking 

practice62. This is one of the reasons that the UNDP suggests that loans only be given to 

                     
60 UNDP Terminology 
61 Deposit fees are between 3-5 percent of the deposit, Withdraw fees are up to FJ$3. 
62 This is very similar to the case of the NBF discussed earlier in the chapter. 
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people in densely populated urban areas (Fisher and Bruett 2010). Only one woman in 

the village had a MFI loan, which will be discussed in the next chapter. 

 Unsurprisingly, MFIs are considered to be a failure by the development community 

in Suva, and work has moved on to micro-insurance schemes. Micro-insurance is 

similarly a good idea in theory, but without a budget for the business or payments set up 

on the seasonal production cycle, the retention rates for these programs are not good.  In 

India, where the acclaimed micro lending programs were tested, micro insurance schemes 

were able to sign many people up, but people who had paid premiums and not had a 

claim in the first two years, were unlikely to continue paying for coverage63 (Collins 

2009). In Fiji, the variation in microclimates, even on the same island would make 

determining payouts very difficult. 

Wage Labor 

 People do not make the decision to get paid labor as individuals. These decisions 

are made within the household, but with input from elder family members from other 

households in the mataqali, keeping in mind the obligations to provide care for family 

based on age and gender. The entire household’s functioning is taken into account when 

discussing a member getting formal labor. Work, in all senses, is still strongly gendered 

within the village, with few exceptions.  

 There is still strong family control over youths’ activities. Some post-school youth 

resent being kept in the village to help with the household (female) or the plantations 
                     
63 Animal insurance also created an industry in cow ears, as farmers would cut the ear off 
of live cows and then turn them in to the insurance so they would be compensated for 
their “dead” cow. 
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(male). The composition of the household determines if a youth is encouraged or 

discouraged to leave the village for work or further education. While some youth wish to 

leave the village, not all youth want to go to the city or to resort areas. Conflicts arise 

when youths want to leave the village and their families need or want them to stay in the 

village to labor for the family. For girls, many of them resent having to do hours of 

arduous chores everyday, without any compensation.  As young women they are 

interested in meeting men and getting to have a good time, which is hard for them to do 

in the village. Most of the men are relatives in one-way or another, and behavior codes in 

the village are more restrictive and judgmental of girl’s behavior that that of a male 

youths behavior.  

 The ability to leave for a couple of years to work, without giving up their rights to 

land in the village, is a great benefit to the youth. They can go out and get experience in 

the world, hopefully be able to start an FNPF plan, and some are able to save to be able to 

build houses in the village. Young women are able to meet men that are not relatives, and 

are able to have fewer constraints on their behavior.64 

 There are secondary benefits as well, including an education in possibilities and 

other ways of being. They learn about money, capitalism and how people from other 

places look at things.  Many youth choose to return to the village because they do not like 

how the capitalist system works, in that they make very low incomes and family and 

being social is devalued. 

 
                     
64 Fiji is a very small country however, and the coconut wireless will quickly inform kin 
back in the village if a girl’s behavior goes too far outside of the norm. 
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Increasing cash income 

 Many farmers plan to increase their cash income by growing more kava. While 

some men will get additional pieces of land, much of this increase in production will 

come with a parallel decrease in production of food crops and/or the expansion of 

plantation boundaries further into the bush. This has serious implications for dietary 

quality,65 food security and the environment.66  

 The only households that did not have plans to increase their income were 

households comprised of elderly people. They know what they can do to make money in 

an emergency, but they told me that they did not need much and that their children would 

help them if they needed it. 

 Using money 

 After the money had been counted and recounted, it was divided up between the 

men and the group separated to do some shopping, use the internet, and to visit friends 

and family in the area. Josua and I headed back towards Nausori town where we got 

some food to eat and then we went to the market, which has much more available for sale 

than is found on Ovalau. Josua’s wife had mentioned a few specific things, like tomatoes 

that we were to look for. 

                     
65 Staple foods, fruits and vegetables are being replaced by cassava, which grows very 
quickly, very easily, and on very little land. The downside to this is that cassava is very 
low in nutrients and has virtually no fiber compared to taro, tivoli (wild yam), or 
plantains. 
66 Expansion requires the removal of trees and vegetation that hold the soil on the hills, 
creating problems with erosion and landslides. Also, it does not allow for fallow periods 
in which the soil rejuvenates it’s self. 
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 We shopped around the market and Josua talked to an old Indo-Fijian friend who he 

has sold kava to in the past. He saw some other acquaintances and sat down to drink 

some kava. I did not know it at the time, but Josua had sold to them in the past, and he 

told me he always stops by when he is at the market. They chat about the trade, and 

maintain trust that might be needed in the future. I had a bowl and then went off to buy 

some more vegetables67 and some fresh guava juice, which is purchased and consumed 

on the spot in glasses or bottled into re-used soda bottles.  

 When I returned to the kava area of the market, Josua was gone, but the men invited 

me to sit down and have a bowl68.  Josua found me and we left to head off to meet the 

others in Korovou. We stopped at a butcher and I bought some fresh beef, which is a rare 

treat,69 and then we got in a minibus. When we arrived at Korovou, we split up to do the 

shopping, since food is considerably cheaper there than on Ovalau and then stashed our 

purchases at the petrol station. 

 We headed to the local bar, which was on the second floor of a building, and only 

sold beer and a couple kinds of premixed drinks. We got a bottle and they gave us the 

typical one glass. As I was worried about getting too drunk on the local method of 
                     
67 This was during the bok choy phase of my fieldwork, which preceded the pumpkin 
period, which was before the eggplant months. As I am not fond of any of these 
vegetables, and we would eat them everyday, I was always on the lookout for things to 
break up the monotony. Green beans, tomatoes, and okra were always welcomed by me 
and the family I lived with. 
68 This was typical of my time in Fiji, wherein I was not treated as a woman, but some 
sort of alternate gender, to whom some rules applied but others didn’t. For example, in 
the village, it was imperative for me to dress to the standards of females my age, but I 
was also included in men only meetings and most often given a very high position at kava 
circles, where women rarely sit. 
69 This was the only time I saw fresh beef being consumed in the village that was not a 
funeral or wedding.  
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drinking (taki drinking, everyone doing countless shots of beer), I asked for another glass 

and was told that I would have to buy it if I wanted another. However, after we sat down, 

the bartender brought another glass over for me. 

 One by one the rest of the men began to come to the bar, which had been the pre-

arranged meeting spot. The last man (Mika) to arrive had brought his wife, who was 

heading back to the village with us. We drank beers and chatted. They told stories about 

their harvesting trips and other funny stories about people there that I had not heard 

before. After Mika’s wife went to buy some things, we also discussed the words to 

describe female attractiveness and how they have changed. I also learned why a man 

who’s nickname is a kind of tree, got that name. 

 I also got to see how people spend newly earned money. I was expecting there to be 

more shopping, but very little was purchased beyond foodstuffs to bring back to the 

village. One of the men had spent some of his money on internet café time, which, in 

Suva, costs just 20% of the rates in Levuka. The biggest discretionary purchase that I 

observed on the trip was the purchase of beer in the bar, and then a carton from the store 

for the ride home. Even though very few anthropologists still think rational actor theory 

has any merit, somehow, the inverse, the irrational native, is still often assumed. 

Education 

 Educating children is one way that households prepare for the future. While one of 

the biggest expenses people have is in educating their children, people told me that 

investing in their children was their most important goal. School fees, uniforms, 

transportation and supplies are relatively costly. Also, the average level of education 
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attainment has increased by several years in just two generations. In the village, people 

over 55 had an average of 7.4 years of schooling, while adults between 25 and 49 had an 

average of 10 years. Youths between 18 and 25 had an average of 11.8 years of 

schooling, with several of the youths still enrolled more than a year later. In this we see 

the rising level of expectations of being educated and employment is becoming more 

competitive. 

 Educational costs are relatively high for the average rural dweller. And the higher 

the level, the more expensive it becomes. The lack of a secondary school in walking 

distance means that families will spend more than just the usual fees and supplies, and 

will either have to pay for transport70 or for boarding with family or in a dorm71. These 

situations are often not ideal and a child might have to move several times before they 

find appropriate housing. Asimaca was attending Levuka Public School, a well-respected 

school and the oldest public school in Fiji. When she had started Form 1, she moved in 

with a family member in a village near Levuka. She was only there a couple of months 

when her mother decided that the relatives females daughters were a bad influence on 

Asimaca, and had her move home. She started commuting with the fish plant workers, 

leaving at four every morning. She would reach town more than two hours before school 

started and there was nowhere for her to sit and wait where she could study.72 She got 

                     
70 Technically the government pays transport operators to bring school children to 
schools, but the students from outer villages, like this one, are charged a premium over 
the government reimbursement. The people cannot complain because they depend on this 
transport company for the majority of their transportation. 
71 Dorm students must also have a list of supplies, including big items like a trunk and 
mattress, as well as hymnals, bibles, and multiple school uniforms. 
72 Levuka is a small town and at 5:30 in the morning, only the fish plant is open. 
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home from school at six every evening, after having to wait almost two hours for the 

transport. At least in the afternoon, she was allowed to sit in the library. When she got 

home, she was expected to help with cleaning up after dinner as well as other chores. 

Asimaca would sit down after dinner to work on her studies, but would often fall asleep 

on her books. She began to get discouraged with school and the commute and started 

missing days. Frankly she was exhausted, and her grades began to slip (Povinelli 2011). 

She held on until the end of the school year and begged to be allowed to board at school 

for the next term. Her adopted mother and her biological father came to a financial 

arrangement and the next term she was allowed to board. Everything was great for the 

first two terms, but then the dorm burned down because of an electrical short. All of the 

student’s possessions were destroyed and the students were forced to move into other 

rooms on the campus.    

 Tertiary education is quite expensive and due to harsh testing policies, many rural 

children are not able to go to a college, but instead attend training programs of varying 

levels of utility.  These programs are expensive, and typically credits do not transfer. 

Also, many are for-profit, fly-by-night sorts of operations, closing and re-opening with a 

different name, taking students’ tuition with them. 

 Families do not typically spend equally on their children’s education. Male children 

are more likely to be encouraged to keep attending school, with the family hoping that at 

least one child will be able to get a good paying job and be able to remit money back to 

the village.  People told me that they wanted to keep at least one male child at home to 

take care of them in old age and work their plantations. Several young families who had 
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only female children were having more in an attempt to get the male child that would 

take care of them.73 It is customary for women to move to their husband’s village and 

away from day to day obligations. These practices are becoming less rigid, and families 

can move to the wife’s village, if there is an advantage there (usually proximity to jobs 

and educational options for their children), and occasionally with daughters filling roles 

that were traditionally male, such as farming.   

Buying on Credit 

 Purchasing larger consumer goods is often bought on credit. In the case of Fijian 

family going to buy a durable good, such as a gas stove, they are presented with a down 

payment cost and a weekly payment price on the sticker or in the advertisement. If you 

look closely at the advertisement you can see the terms of the agreement, for example, 

how many weeks you have to pay, but the entire cost of the item is not spelled out. By 

law, consumers are supposed to be informed of the total cost, assuming no penalties for 

late payment, but many people just sign without reading the documents, according to a 

representative for AusAID,74 which has been focusing on debt and consumer protections. 

The down payment is often an upfront fee beyond the cost of the item. Interest and late 

payment fees also can raise the overall cost of the item significantly. 

 It would seem like one fundamental problem with the concept of humans being 

rational economic actors is the lack of accounting skills in the majority of the population.  

                     
73 There are other factors in desiring male children beyond wanting someone who will 
take care of you. 
74 I am not including peoples’ names or official titles due to the instability of the political 
situation in Fiji. 
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For example the ability to calculate compound interest, a very common financial task, is 

actually quite difficult without certain math skills and tools, such as calculators, pencils, 

and paper75, none of which is commonly had at the moment of purchase.  

 To get store credit, people need identification and a letter from their employer. 

Employers are under no obligation to provide the letter, although most do, because a 

worker that is in debt will not quit their job. A woman from the settlement kept a job she 

disliked until she paid off the gas stove her household had acquired through hire 

purchase. She now sells pies and other baked treats when she needs money, which was 

one of the reasons she wanted the stove. 

 The family I lived with had to purchase a trunk for their son to go to boarding 

school. As they could not afford the $300 to purchase one outright on Ovalau (less 

expensive ones were available on Viti Levu), they were able to purchase the trunk on 

“hire purchase” due to the mother having a job that provided consistent wages. However, 

the trunk ended up costing nearly twice as much as the original purchase price. First there 

was the initial fee of 50 FJ$, which did not contribute to the $300 price of the item, and 

then the compilation of late fees and interest.   

 Few people have enough credit history or income to be able to receive any sort of 

formal loan, so most people must borrow money from family members or from 

moneylenders.  

 

                     
75 At least two people in the village have gotten smart phones since I left in July 2012. 
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Borrowing 

 While borrowing small things, like a cup of flour or sugar or a few coconuts 

happens openly and constantly, the borrowing of currency is often a very private matter. 

It is hard for a fieldworker to be able to see the underground economy in money lending, 

as people are reluctant to talk about their own debt.  In both responses to questions during 

the semi-structured conversations and in casual conversations, people were much more 

willing to tell me about other people’s debts, even close family members, rather than their 

own. 

 People who need a loan will typically go to their kin unless they have done 

something wrong. Loans from kin are not necessarily expected to be repaid on a formal 

schedule or with interest. In the future, the repayment comes in the form of labor, cash, or 

help when needed. 

 While I do not know of anyone in the village who lends money for profit, there was 

a woman in Levuka, who I saw regularly at the ATM with an envelope, filled with 

smaller envelopes for each of her debtors. She loans people money, and keeps their ATM 

cards as security and to withdraw the debt at certain intervals, typically after the 

government issued support payments and pay checks come out. She would take each 

envelope, use the ATM card to withdraw money and put the card, cash and receipt in the 

envelope to be entered into her bookkeeping at home. The times I saw her, she had 

between 7 and 10 cards. 

 Borrowing under these conditions requires a lot of trust and/or desperation. The 

interest rates are typically much higher from these lenders than borrowing from a bank, 
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but many people do not have the requirements needed for a bank loan. Also, often one 

has to turn over a copy of their ATM card as well as their personal pin numbers creating 

security concerns. 

Financial instruments 

 People are also using modern financial technologies, but not in the ways necessarily 

intended by the programs. Old age pension schemes, including the Fiji National 

Providence Fund (FNPF) and the government disability program do not provide enough 

to financially support an individual on their own, but does supplement the households 

that care for the individual. Food from the land and the sea, and help with shopping, 

cooking, cleaning are all necessary to supplement the small cash allowance in rural areas 

that elderly and disabled people need. This is not to say that these small stipends are not 

significant to the households financial planning as they do lessen the financial burden of 

caring for a disabled or elderly person on the family. 

 FNPF funds can be used for expenses other than retirement income.  When a fund 

reaches a certain value, the funds can be withdrawn to pay for educational expenses, 

house building or for a close relatives’ funeral. The two most common uses for funds in 

FNPF accounts are for children’s’ education and house building. People are using these 

funds to build the future they desire, in the forms of houses and filial piety. Here, money 

is not the most valuable asset, or the best protection for the future. It is unlikely that 

anyone could earn enough money to be able to financially support themselves for years or 

decades after retirement (for the ones that even have full time wage labor), which is why 
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many individuals who spend their adult working lives outside of the village, building 

homes to retire to in the village, where the cost of living is considerably lower.  

 There is no hard and fast retirement for people who fish and farm. Being old in Fiji 

doesn’t mean you don’t stop doing work; some do, leaving their spouse or children to 

take care of them. The majority does continue to do the tasks associated with their 

gender. Men will have smaller plantations as their sons take over bigger parts, women 

still go get firewood, cook, fish, and take care of small children, as well as engaging in 

handicraft production (for both gifting and sale). 

 Educational expenses are high, but it is during the life stage where earning is 

highest, and is an investment in the future, which comes around when your children get 

better paying jobs and can remit money back to you to supplement other income and 

activities. This process does make economic sense, as devaluation and inflation cause 

money saved to lose value, while investing in their children is a more secure investment. 

Savings 

 When talking with men, they often they referred to their plantation(s) of yagona as 

their underground savings account. Yagona increases in value the older it gets, so the 

value is not decreasing and they can “save” the harvest for a time in the future when they 

or their kin need money.  

 In the village, 60 percent of sample households had some sort of currency-based 

savings. Half of these households had savings accounts in local banks, while 23% use an 

ATM based bank account, and 27 percent save their money in cash at home.  
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 Saving money in a savings account is typically cheaper than in an ATM based 

account. However, ATM based account are easier to access, which provides convenience, 

but also means that savings can be spent more easily.76 Some savings accounts offer a 

small rate of interest, which historically has not been enough to cover inflation or loss of 

purchasing power from currency devaluation.  

 Saving money with cash has both advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand, 

there are no fees to keep your money at home and it is easily accessible when needed, and 

one doesn’t have to fear bank collapse or fraud, but money saved at home does not earn 

any interest and currency devaluations and inflation can cause the purchasing power of 

the money to fall. However, there are many pitfalls in trying to save money at home. 

Natural disasters, like cyclones and floods, are not uncommon in Fiji. Also common are 

house fires, due to kerosene lamps and stoves still being in use. Also, individuals often do 

electrical work without formal training to expand outlets in the home, or to circumvent 

electricity bills. These factors contribute to a high rate of house destruction. Money, 

being paper, is often destroyed in these disasters. 

 Money can also be lost to theft. In the village, I never heard a case of money being 

stolen from a home by non-household members, but in urban areas, housebreaking is 

common and most homes have security bars and doors.77   

                     
76 I knew people trusted me when people started asking me to do their ATM transactions 
on my weekly trip to town. They would give me their cards with their PIN numbers 
written on a slip of paper and often a short shopping list. As transportation is expensive 
($FJ 6) and a trip takes a minimum of 6 hours, people who just needed cash or a few 
things didn’t want to make the trip. 
77 There is a small industry of dog breeders that supply German Shepherds, Dobermans, 
and Rhodesian Ridgebacks to wealthy urban households for guard dogs. 
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 It is hard to trust currency as a mechanism for saving, when there is not confidence 

in the government or financial institutions. Therefore, it could be considered more 

rational to reinvest earnings into one’s children and the community because people still 

have faith in the traditional support system. When one’s social security depends on 

family and the community, other factors, such as cooperation and harmony become more 

highly valued, compared to an individual, cash based support “earned” through payments 

into the common pool (for example, the United States Social Security Insurance 

program).  

 One of the factors in the general distrust of banks was the failure of the National 

Bank of Fiji (NBF) in 1995. Founded in 1917 as a savings and loan, after the first coup in 

1987, it became a commercial lender (Grunberg et al. 2002). The commercial lending 

branch quickly extended large loans to cronies and political allies that were not backed up 

with collateral. The NBF offered Fijians low fee/low balance savings accounts where 

funds could be withdrawn or deposited at any Fiji Post Office. 

 Many people do not trust being dependent on cash income. There is security in 

knowing the land and what it is capable of producing. There is the security that comes 

from knowing ones place in society and what rights and benefits one will receive during 

times of distress.  Cash is seen as being good to have, but due to devaluation, bank 

failures, and high bank fees, saving money is difficult and unpredictable.  

 So many things that people need, like access to inexpensive savings programs could 

be delivered through the existing networks and systems. The mobile providers are 
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working with banks to develop mobile technology, but there are still issues with access to 

technology and security for rural dwellers where the whole household shares one phone.  

Conclusion 

 The drinking that started in the bar continued in the minibus as we left for QVS, we 

had picked up an additional passenger, the chief from a village in Tailevu, and then later 

a female school teacher from QVS. She sat next to me and we chatted, I sort of hid my 

beer under my cap. The drinking continued on the boat ride back to the village, with 

everyone taki drinking. I was sitting on the edge of the boat, but I think they were 

concerned I was going to fall out, so room was made for me on one of the benches. It was 

one of the longest trips across as the speed of the boat was timed to the amount of beer 

left. As bottles were emptied, they were thrown out into the water. When all of the bottles 

were empty, the cardboard box they were in got thrown out as well. The box will break 

down very quickly, but the glass will slowly return to the silica that it was made out of. 

 This story illustrates many of the issues surrounding commodity production and 

sale, but also how people are still using “traditional” methods of circulation and exchange 

to maintain relations. This trip was about making a fairly large payday, but it was also 

about reaffirming relations with relatives and business associates/trading partners. 

 While Fijians are often characterized as behaving irrationally with finances, their 

actions are understandable if you live on an archipelago of politically unstable islands. 

Fijians cannot trust that the government is going to exist in the same form in the future, or 

that the funds saved in Fijian currency will still be available when needed. They are being 

savvy in investing their money and efforts in the investments that they know will work 



 

 98 

out long term, like educating their children, building sturdy houses, and maintaining good 

relations with kin. 
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Chapter 4: Time to Work: Endurance and Making a Living 

 Walking down the street one day in Suva, I passed a newspaper stand and the 

headline of the Fiji Times caught my eye. “44% Lazy” it screamed in tall block letters. 

The article had been written after the president of the Suva Chamber of Commerce spoke 

in a meeting to the Nadi town council. She was quoted as saying, “there are a lot of lazy 

people around a whole lot of people who do not contribute to the economy.” She cited the 

figure of 44 percent of people as economically inactive. However, what she didn’t point 

out was the problematic nature of the methodology used in generating this statistic, which 

included everyone over 15 years old. Children and young adults pursuing an education, 

housewives, retired and disabled people were included in this figure. People responded in 

op-eds and letters to the editors of the major newspapers pointing to the misleading 

aspects of the statistic. One man wrote a letter to the editor of the Fiji Times and asked if 

his 93-year-old mother should be expected to work. Also since Fiji’s population is 

skewed to the younger end of the demographic charts, some people commented that she 

seemed to be advocating for child labor over education. The author of one letter actually 

looked up the statistics and after subtracting people not looking for or available for paid 

labor, found only 8 percent of people could be counted as economically inactive. Which 

is similar to unemployment rates in more developed countries. 

 This reaction was mirrored in the village, where reading the newspaper is often a 

group activity. Locally, being called lazy is a major insult, and people in the village are 

aware of the misconceptions that urban Fijians and foreigners have about their work 

ethic.  Women expressed resentment over being told that their daily care, in cooking, 
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cleaning, and childcare (reproducing labor), was of no value. Others explained that they 

had tried to find paid employment, and resented the blame being placed on them, rather 

than the lack of opportunities for formal labor on the island. 

 Locally, part of being a good and respectable person comes from working hard and 

producing more than their household needs. Being able to be generous in both exchange 

relations and sharing in everyday life can gain status. Respect happens on more than one 

level. The hierarchical nature of village organization has been described in many of the 

ethnographies that have been written on ethnic Fijians (i-Taukei) (Toren 1991, Salhins 

1985). Everyone will show deference and the appropriate level of respect to people that 

hold powerful positions in the village in public (ascribed status). However there are 

people, who do not have high status genealogies, who are respected for being “smart” at 

their professions and appreciated for fully participating in exchange relations (achieved 

status). Of course, the same person can be in an ascribed position of power and still be 

respected for being a hard worker and a good leader as an individual. 

 The chambers president’s use of the word “economy” was also problematic because 

it focused only on wage labor and cash cropping, and not on other productive and 

reproductive activities (Gregory 1982). This statistic also overlooked the productive 

activity that occurs in a subsistence and exchange economy. While only 29% of 

households in the village had a member who was engaged in wage labor position, nearly 

every other household was engaged in activities to make cash income.78 Growing cash 

crops, such as dalo and yagona, fishing, and the production of wealth items were all 
                     
78 The only exceptions were households where all of their children have grown into 
adulthood. 
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common sources of income. However, since some of these exist in the informal economy, 

they are often overlooked in data collection as being important to the Fijian economy. 

Even though it is how the majority of households in many villages make their cash 

income and provide for their families. 

 Limiting the definition of “economy” also reinforces the common tropes that 

devalue domestic work. People who work in non-compensated forms of labor are 

participating in the larger economy. Parents caring for children are forming and creating 

the next generations of Fijians. Labor done in the home for food preparation, cleaning, 

laundry, and the production and repair of household items (mats, brooms, kerosene 

stoves, etc.) are all necessary for the health and comfort of the household members. 

Gathering firewood does not generate income, but it does help the family conserve their 

expensive kerosene supply.79 

 It is difficult to monitor and gauge the economic output of small-scale farmers. This 

information can be sensitive and they may or may not keep records of their sales. In my 

first few months in the village, my initial attempts to ask questions about how people sold 

their crops was met with evasive answers and the subject of the conversation would be 

quickly changed. Over time, as I was seen as trustworthy, people began volunteering 

information about who they sold to, why, and the range of rates for different crops in 

different markets. Economic methods, while very precise in their quantification, are made 

suspect by the difficulties in collecting this kind of data. 

                     
79 The Fijian bureau of statistics has recognized the problematic nature of not counting 
domestic and subsistence work as economic activity and will be changing their 
methodology for calculation for the next HIES (HIES 2011). 
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Time and Work 

 Chapter 4 discusses how Fijians work and care for their families in the present. For 

the purpose of this chapter, I am defining work as the things people do to make a living.  

There are many negative stereotypes held about Fijians’ work ethic in rural areas. Taxi 

drivers, development workers, pretty much everyone told me the same thing after hearing 

what I was studying in Fiji. To paraphrase, “they are poor because they are lazy”, 

“because they don’t use their land effectively”, “it’s their fault they are poor”... and on 

and on. These commentators for the most part have never lived in a village, and are 

basing their critique on very old stereotypes that colonial officials, missionaries and 

traders used to justify their appropriation of land and labor (Macnaught 1982).   

 This chapter examines the multiplicity of practices that Fijians use to support their 

households and participate in clan and village life. Work practices exist at various levels 

of visibility, with much of the work done by women, children and the elderly rendered 

invisible. Using case studies of three typical and one atypical village household 

economies, this chapter delves into the mix of techniques households use to mitigate risk 

from the failure of one crop or job loss. Intercropping, fishing, production of traditional 

wealth objects and use objects, are supplemented by income earned in the informal and 

formal sectors. These case studies illustrate the various means by which people structure 

their household economies in relation to the family composition and generation. The 

needs, wants and capabilities of the household shift over life’s transitions, from having 
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young children, to school aged children, to having adult children.80 They use a mixture of 

strategies to meet their needs, physically and socially, and mitigate the risk of failure of 

one crop or job failure, but they do not take every opportunity for making money.  

 The experience of time has changed in relation to shifts in working patterns. Work 

that was once constrained mostly by the seasons, is now set around Christian holidays 

and colonial schedules that are now government schedules. People who engage in 

farming still have a great deal of autonomy over their work, in both scheduling and 

technique. For people working for wages, their employers determine their schedules.  

 Time is not fully abstracted into a five-day work in the village, although it is for 

school children. Rather than being based around a formal workweek, Sunday is separated 

as a day of rest, a relic of the long-term missionary presence. However, women are still 

expected to spend much of the day involved in food preparation and service. Village by-

laws have continued to constrict activities on Sunday in the villages, even preventing 

laundry from being hung outside. Seventh-day Adventists will do their laundry on 

Sunday, but not hang it outside until the next day. Before 2007, very few businesses in 

Fiji were allowed to be open on Sunday, even in Suva. 

 Until around WW2, the division of labor in the village was based on mataqali 

membership. While some people still practice their ancestral crafts, these roles are not 

rigidly enforced as they were in the past. Outside of the village, there are structural 

barriers81 that make working outside of the village difficult, but not impossible. 

                     
80 Young households with preschool age children have less educational expenses, than a 
household with secondary school students, etc. 
81 Education, expense of transportation, family displeasure, etc. 
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 There is a great deal of seasonal variation in work and the availability of food. The 

contrast between the wet and dry seasons influences the scheduling of fishing and 

gathering trips and the workload of the plantation. For example, the timing of many 

agricultural tasks is determined by the seasonal needs of the particular plant being 

cultivated.  Work can be done at the time of day that the farmer prefers to work. In the 

village, many men choose to work very early in the morning, before the sun gets too 

hot.82 This early morning work is typically not seen or appreciated by people doing 

surveys in villages or by holiday visitors.  Conflicts arise in the workplace over 

conceptions of time. I argue this can be attributed to the differences in value systems in 

place.  

 Fishing is seasonal in both the availability of migratory fish in the surrounding 

waters, and in water temperature. Men who spear fish are plagued by a “cold” inside, and 

it is thought to exacerbate it by diving in the sea during the cool/dry season.  

 As the majority of adults work at their own discretion, they are less concerned with 

numbers on a clock and more concerned with working when the conditions are optimal. 

For men with plantations, working in the cooler hours of the early morning means they 

often leave the house before dawn to make the trip up to their plantations further up the 

field. They will often not return until after noon, and then eat a light meal and rest for a 

time, before doing other tasks that need done, including mending fishing tackle, 

sharpening knives, and repairing tools are all necessary to be able to keep fishing or 

                     
82 There is a parable, sometimes attributed to Indians during the British colonial period 
that says that only mad dogs and Englishmen will go out in the mid-day sun. 
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growing crops. Women with children in school have their schedule constrained by their 

children’s hours and by church and village functions that they are expected to support.  

 Since most households engage in more than one strategy to create cash income, 

people must decide which activities to prioritize and which to sideline.  There is a much 

higher degree of autonomy in day-to-day work, compared to working in the formal 

economy. In my observations, it seemed like people liked being able to control their 

work. There was a sense of satisfaction after a hard day of work in the plantation or in the 

sea. Their female kin will encourage them to eat more at dinner, and any spectacular 

produce is displayed proudly. On several occasions, people asked me to take photos of 

their catch from the sea, dalo bundles, or extra large pumpkins and yams. 

 
Figure 7  

Pumpkin Harvest 
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European tropes 

“But oh, above all, the miseries every housekeeper must daily endure in 
wrestling with a household of utter savages, even supposing her to be 
fortunate enough to get a good well-meaning set! Hitherto my ideas of 
natives servants have been derived from the faultless cooks and other 
excellent attendants of India, quick, wide-awake, and neat-handed: 
whereas here you probably begin by having one or two Fijians, who look 
very intelligent, but prove hopelessly stupid, or rather careless about 
learning our strange new ways. Day after day you must show them exactly 
how everything is to be done, and may be certain that each time it will be 
done wrong, and that the moment your back is turned they will proceed to 
twist up a bit of tobacco in a banana-leaf, and deliberately smoke their 
cigarette before touching the work you have given them. Probably they 
will follow you to ask where the matches are, and the only answer to any 
remonstrance is “malua” (by and by), a universal principles which is the 
bane of Fijian life.”           
        Gordon Cumming83 1882, 29 

 

 Over a hundred years later, I was trapped in the lobby of the South Seas Hotel in 

Suva by a long term, American expatriate who lived part of the year in Taveuni, who 

repeated this racist sentiment. He claimed to have a very close relationship with the 

village near his freehold land, but he spoke of the locals with contempt. He dwelled on 

this for several minutes explaining how “his girls” 84 had improperly hung his tee shirts, 

even after he had repeatedly told them his preferred way. He was upset that his male 

“friends” in the village would take his tools while he was gone.  

 There is a difference between stealing and borrowing that is difficult for the late 

liberal subject to comprehend. What Europeans have seemed not to understand about 

                     
83 Gordon Cumming’s traveled without a husband to Fiji in the 1850s, one of her many 
solo travels. She was not a missionary or colonial official. 
84 He used the term “my girls”. More than once. 
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kerekere85 is that you can always kerekere your things back. Tools, scissors, fingernail 

clippers, most of what is borrowed without permission are durable goods with high use 

value that are not consumed. Permission must be grated before taking a consumable item, 

like cigarettes, tape, batteries or any foodstuff. Fuel is similarly classified, people would 

even ask before taking coconut husks for their fire. Gordon Cumming, like many of the 

female travel writers of her day, complained about her scissors being pinched. She might 

have been surprised to learn that she could have just asked (or taken) for the items back86 

if she wanted to use them.  

 The European traders and the first European settlers to Fiji claimed that they 

wanted to enter into relationships with the people of the Fiji islands. Their version of 

these relations was mostly based on trade and proselytizing and started from ethnocentric 

bias and racism. 

 The South Korean economist, Ha-Joon Chang, in his book “Bad Samaritans: The 

Myth of Free Trade and the Secret History of Capitalism”, shows how many different 

cultures at different times have been maligned as being lazy workers. Even as late as the 
                     
85 “(C)ustom of making demands on relatives, friends, employers, that are difficult or 
impossible for a Fijian to refuse. Reciprocity occurred usually later, perhaps quite 
indirectly to a close relative, a favor done, some food given, schoolbooks bought, some 
help with garden labor. It might be considered vulgar to pay back too directly, too soon. 
The system was based on mutual supportiveness that is still quite functional in segments 
of Fijians society. But the social system has been changing, with some abuses occurring. 
Nonetheless, a person might be resented if he bluntly declines a request and as a result, 
Fijians usually have trouble saying “no”. It could be thought rude and unkind. Thus it is 
difficult for a Fijian to accumulate much wealth while living as a Fijian, in the Fijian 
context. Kinship relations are extremely important to the Fijian, not individual 
advancement, and certainly not the individual accumulation of wealth. (Gatty 2009:113). 
86 This took me months and five pairs of fingernail clippers to understand. All I had to do 
was ask to borrow them back when I needed them. I wouldn’t ever hold onto a pair for 
very long, but I could always find a pair to use when I needed them. 
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1920’s the people of Japan were seen as being lazy and Confucianism blamed for their 

lack of industriousness. In the present, this same Confucianism is purported to be the 

cause of the “East Asian Miracle” that came about after WWII (2008, 196). 

Take laziness - the most frequently cited ‘cultural’ trait of people in poor 
countries. People from rich countries routinely believe that poor countries 
are poor because their people are lazy. But many people in poor countries 
actually work long hours in backbreaking conditions. What makes them 
appear lazy is often their lack of an ‘industrial’ sense of time. When you 
work with basic tools or simple machinery, you don’t have to keep time 
strictly. If you are working in an automated factory, it’s essential. People 
from rich countries often interpret this difference in sense of time as 
laziness.   
          Chang 2008, 149 

 

 The classification of Fijian workers as lazy is based on a very old European trope 

about the other that has been in circulation since before the first Europeans came to the 

Fijian Isles. In urban areas, people I spoke to were completely unaware of their own 

racist assumptions in their narratives to me. Taxi drivers, teachers, and expats expressed 

contempt for Fijians from rural areas.  

 When urban Fijians, development workers, and visitors only come to the village 

during ceremonies and holidays, they do not see the work that has gone into preparing for 

the event or what life is like day to day. In the time periods leading up to holidays, 

scheduled events, and trips to visit family, farmers will work harder in the preceding 

weeks leading up to time in which they can/will not be able to work in their fields. People 

will take special fishing trips in the days leading up to a visit from a person of high status 

or a ceremony.  
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 Children from urban areas of Fiji will often visit one of their parents’ villages for 

part or all of their school breaks. From these and their adult experiences as visitors to the 

village, I argue that there is a sort of sampling bias going on, which allows for the 

perpetuation of these stereotypes by urban dwelling Fijians.87 The quality and variety of 

foods is often much higher during these events, when compared to the mundane diet, also 

misleading health workers. 

 Gendered Time 

 Most tasks are considered to be the purview of one gender. Some of these divisions 

are from their pre-European roles, while others are likely from missionary influence. 

Similar to (nearly) everywhere in the world, the introduction of market values has 

devalued caring work, especially work done by women and girls. 

 This devaluation can even extend to paid work. While I was conducting the census, 

I noticed that several men I interviewed listed their income from their plantations as their 

family’s source of income. This was in cases when I knew that their wife was employed 

full time at the fish factory. Women I interviewed would include both their sources of 

income and their husbands, but some men would not include women’s financial 

contributions to the household unless directly asked. 

 There are exceptions to the gendered division of labor.  In the village there was a 

person that was assigned male at birth, but lived as a woman. Joni wore clothes that were 

female or neutrally gendered, sang soprano in the choir, helped with the women during 

                     
87 A discussion of the historical background why Fijians of Indian heritage hold similar 
stereotypes is beyond the scope of this research. 
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village functions, and ate with the women. As Joni lived as a woman, they88 were largely 

treated as a woman and while Joni was made fun of, Joni was not physically punished. In 

another village on Ovalau, a female teenager took over her father’s plantation when he 

died. She was the oldest and she wanted to take over, and in this case the family’s 

desperate need for labor overrode their fears about her non-normative gender 

performance. 

 Wage labor is less gendered, especially at higher levels of education. Engineering 

was seen as being appropriate for male students, while education was seen as being more 

female appropriate. Banking seems to be able to be appropriate for males and females. 

Losalini, who is studying at Fiji National University (FNU), at the time of interview, was 

starting her apprenticeship at a local bank. One gender or the other often fills less 

prestigious jobs, which are the most common. Women are shunted into housekeeping and 

cooking jobs, while males are more likely to get jobs as manual laborers. At the big 

resorts, men and women serve food and do childcare.89 

Subsistence and work 

 Work, or cakacaka, is rarely done to one end. The products of a field that is planted 

with dalo can be used for subsistence, exchange relations, and/or for sale, all from the 

same field with the same labor. Women’s kitchen gardens provide both foods for the 

family on a daily basis, and for quick cash in an emergency or for school fees. Older 

                     
88 Gender non-conformation is not necessarily recognized or labeled explicitly as 
transgender. I use the gender-neutral pronoun to maintain this non-label. 
89 Men will run special activities for kids, while women are assigned to day care areas and 
caring for infants. 
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women weave mats constantly, sometimes with a specific need in mind, for example a 

relatives wedding, or in other cases to increase their supply of mats to have ready, in case 

of an emergency like a funeral, or that can be sold if unneeded.   

 So how do people get the things and services that they need to live a good life? 

Some needs are material, like food, shelter, and house wares. Some of these are acquired 

through labor, but for many there is need for at least some money. For example, houses 

are built with mostly purchased materials, but relatives do the labor. Ibe (mats) are made 

from local materials, but the kula (yarn fringe) for ceremonial mats is purchased. Money 

is also needed for school fees, as there is no other way to pay. People, cooking, cleaning, 

and childcare must meet other needs for example. While these services are not 

monetized, they are integral to the reproduction of the household and future generations 

of Fijians.   

Agriculture 

 Agriculture is a male dominated activity, but women also will sell the produce from 

their kitchen gardens. In the village, nearly every household is growing food to sell, with 

this activity being their primary source of income. The only exceptions are the 

schoolteachers, the Methodist pastor, and five households that are entirely composed of 

elderly people. Most of these households do maintain a plantation for their own 

consumption, but not for commodity production.90 

                     
90 For the people with wage labor, they will be expected to contribute to family events 
with cash, while the elder households are likely to contribute mats and other ceremonial 
wealth objects, and younger households with labor and food. This will be discussed 
further in Chapter 6. 
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 Agriculture on the island is very labor intensive, in part due to the geography. Some 

plantations are down in the coastal plane that the village is on, but the majority of 

plantations are on the hills that rise up to the east of the village. Calculations about what 

to plant and what to invest their time/labor and land into are made constantly. The lack of 

alienation from the land has allowed many people to keep their independence from 

having to work in the formal economy if they choose. 

 Crops have different needs as far as labor input. Cassava is easier to grow than 

dalo, needing less time to grow and being less sensitive to weeds in corm development. 

Also, one stalk of cassava can be cut into 4-5 pieces and produce 4 to 5 plants with a high 

success rate. One dalo huli produces one dalo plant, and they have a higher rate of 

transplant failure and they need constant weeding during corm formation or else the 

corms will be misshapen and prone to rot.  

 People irrigate very few of their plantation crops, but the introduced fruits and 

vegetables, like tomatoes, bok choy, eggplant, and cucumber can need supplemental 

water. These are typically planted in gardens closer to the village and to the river, since 

they need more regular care.  

 The farmers show diversity in farming techniques. Some farmers refuse to use 

chemical pesticides and fertilizers, saying that they are unnecessary and dangerous for the 

environments, while others use them without worry. The quantity and type of fertilizers 

used are similarly diverse. Land that has been allowed to lay fallow is often cut then 

burned, releasing nutrients back into the soil. With more land being continuously planted, 
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there are issues with decreasing soil fertility. Many farmers use chemical fertilizers, and 

this usage is linked to increasing algae blooms that damage coral reefs.91   

 The geography of Ovalau makes tractors and other farming implements impractical. 

There are a few horses on the island that are used mostly to transport crops from the 

plantations on the hill. The volcanic soils are very fragile and recently the trees and plants 

that used to act as buffers between plantations have been thinned to allow more room and 

sun for planting cash crops. In 2010 this caused several major landslides, which damaged 

adjacent plantations as well as dumping a huge amount of fertilizer-drenched soil into the 

local water supply and the bay.  

Subsistence 

 Pacific agriculture is usually characterized as being a subsistence mode of 

production. In the Fijian context, the concept of “subsistence” is problematic. Even in the 

pre-contact period, food was grown not just for the consumption of the household, but for 

tribute and for other exchange relations. Now an increasing percentage of agricultural 

land is being used for production for the cash economy. 

 In deciding what to plant and what to invest their time/labor in plantations, the 

decision about what food to produce for consumption is also being made.  Women and 

men often plant fruit and vegetables in the areas around their homes or in smaller 

                     
91 There is also a lack of safe storage solutions. Chemicals are bought in bulk and 
distributed to other farmers in plastic containers, in most cases a bottle that contained 
soda or water previously. Most farmers are very careful with where they store these 
chemicals, but there are several products available that are so dangerous that they are 
even banned in the U.S., like paraquat. 
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plantations on the flood plain by the river and these gardens vary more widely in 

plantings.  

 Until recently, there was not much market demand for crops like taro. Now, large 

fish and taro are more likely to be sold than to be consumed in the household. This 

demand came after a serious taro blight hit Samoa and the increased purchasing power 

Pacific Islanders living in Australia and New Zealand. These are some of the factors that 

have made dalo “too expensive to eat”. 

Fishing 

 Fishing is a very important method for coastal villages for acquiring both food and 

income. Fishing is done in the open sea, the reefs, bays, and rivers. There is a diversity of 

practices that are used in each of these environments to catch fish and other seafood and 

products. Fishing lines are used for trolling and hand fishing. Young men spear dive for 

fish and beche-de-mer. Nets are used from the shore, off of bilibili92 and in rivers. 

 When certain fish are running, many people will go fishing at night with a strong 

light, which attracts the fish. There are also schools of very small fish that pass by the 

village every year. The daniva, and the other small fish, each run for about a month, 

between January and March. Women primarily, fishing from the shallows with nets, 

catch these fish. During the peak times, with relative ease a person can catch many more 

fish than their household can consume. Plastic bags full of fish were dropped at our house 

multiple times per week during these months, with people wanted to make sure that their 

kaivalagi got to try each kind of fish. These fish have no market value locally, and I never 

                     
92 Bamboo raft 
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saw them being sold in the village, but I did see some in Levuka and Suva, where urban 

populations purchase them.   

 Women use specially configured nets to catch ura (Macrobrachium rosenbergii, 

Giant river prawns) in the river. The women will borrow masks and sometimes snorkels 

from their male relatives, to make it easier for them to see in the water. Once they catch 

one, the ura are put in a plastic bag that is held in a sulu wrapped around the waist. Ura is 

a highly desired foodstuff and time consuming to catch, so they are not part of the day-to-

day diet. They are often cooked in the shell in a citrus/chili sauce. 

 
Figure 8 

Preparing the Nets for Prawn Fishing 
Gathering 

 Gathering products from the bush provides food, medicines, firewood, and building 

materials. These products are significant to the functioning of households on both 
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practical and economic levels. Families that gather firewood from the bush are able to use 

less kerosene or gas, saving on fuel costs.  

 Gathering food from the bush makes up a nutritionally significant part of the diet, 

providing seasonal variety and micronutrients. Breadfruit, tivoli, mangos are all 

important bush products. Tivoli93 is seasonally important to the villagers diet and the 

roots are dug by both sexes, with small corms being replanted after harvesting. They have 

a much longer growing season than cultivated yams and are very nutritious.94  The 

importance of this practice of re-seeding the bed was shown when there was an 

announcement by the turaga ni koro that beds dug up for tivoli had not been properly 

cared for.95 An older woman had been on a digging trip and had seen several beds dug up 

without being replanted and reported it. These announcements are made to find out who 

transgressed, but also to shame the person, even if their identity is never known.  The 

bush is part of the village’s communal landholdings. No one owns the bush where the 

tivoli are, although some trees can be “owned” in a certain sense. These practices make 

the landscape more productive with a very low level of impact on the forest. No 

irrigation, pesticides, or fertilizers are used, making it a low labor and cost food source 

that is high in vitamins. In times of financial need, women will dig for a day to get tivoli 

to sell at market, but no one said it was part of their economic long-term plans. Tivoli 

also provides a welcome break from cassava and dalo, providing a bit of variation in the 

diet.  
                     
93 Wild yams, Dioscorea nummularia 
94 Higher in beta-carotene, Vitamin C, and E than taro, which has more nutrients than 
cassava (UN Pacific Food tables, 6-10). 
95 Gatty writes that this practice is falling into disuse in parts of Viti Levu (2009, 263). 
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 Wild fruits are also an important part of the diet gathered from the bush. Cocoa, 

mago (mango), moli (various citrus), kaviti (Fijian apple), and other fruits are harvested 

(and preserved when possible) in season. These fruits provide dietary diversity, including 

important micronutrients and fiber.  

 Fijian medicine uses many ingredients that grow wild in the bush. Everyone knows 

a few commons plants. Some are used topically, to kill bacteria and promote healing, and 

others are consumed, usually for stomach and other internal problems.  

 Hunting contributes a very small amount to the regular diet. Wild boars and wild 

chickens are the most desired bush meat. Hunting is often a spur of the moment thing if 

someone sees an animal, or if there are traces of a large boar in the area, a group of young 

men will go try to find it.  Iguanas, bats, birds, and bush cats96 are typically only hunted 

during times of famine or by children playing.  

Working for wages 

 On Ovalau, the largest employer on the island is a fish processing plant in Levuka.97 

Most of the workers are women who come from every village on the island. Recruiters 

periodically visit the village when they need more employees. The plant seems to prefer 

to hire married female workers, the only unmarried women from Rukuruku who worked 

there were casual (part time) workers. The plant operates on a fairly strict gendered 

division of labor. Men in the plant work in the initial stages of butchering, and cooking, 

                     
96 Eating cats is quite rare. Only one man told me that he had eaten a bush cat and when I 
asked him if it tasted like chicken, he told me that it “tastes like cat”. 
97 PAFCO is a Bumble Bee subsidiary and the filets are shipped to Santa Fe Springs, 
California where they are canned. This minimizes import duties for the company. 
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as well as packaging and loading. Women stand on a line, grading and filleting the tuna. 

All of the full time workers from the village are female and married. They leave at four in 

the morning on the carrier, returning at six, unless they are delayed by deadline at work 

or issues on the road. They get a small discount on their carrier fares, but transportation 

costs take up a quarter of their weekly wage. 

 The factory has had several shut downs over the last three years. When this 

happens, people have been laid off for up to three months. There are complex reasons for 

this including a decline in local fisheries, competition from other firms, and political 

factors. Some families were more affected than others by the loss of income.   

 Working as domestic help, which is commonly called “house girls”, are one of the 

most common forms of wage labor that women participate in. In these jobs, women will 

cook, clean, do childcare and in some cases run errands for a household. There are 

limited possibilities for this kind of work on Ovalau, but there were always at least three 

women living in the village engaged in this type of work. Across the bay, an Austrian 

family has lived for the past 30 years. They have a close relationship with a woman from 

the village who has been working for them for years. She has even traveled with them to 

their second home in Australia98 and they have helped in funding her children’s 

education. Their daughter married a local man and their kailoma99 children go to 

secondary school on Ovalau.  

 This is contrasted with another local employer who has been in Fiji for nearly two 

decades, but has never had a domestic worker for more than nine months. In this case the 
                     
98 The difference between Austria and Australia was very confusing to some people. 
99 Part Fijian/part European 
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employer doesn’t speak any Fijian beyond the pleasantries, of which she is spare in using. 

She is hypercritical of their work and refuses to pay into her employees FNPF plans, 

claiming that she would have to lower the workers salaries to be able to do it. As she is 

already paying them less than the legal minimum wage, this threat was technically illegal 

on at least two levels. FNPF contributions are not supposed to come out of an employees 

wages, and as she was only paying FJ$15 per day, with most days lasting more than 8 

hours, she was technically underpaying them as well. 

 In this household, most the workers quit rather than being fired.100 One woman 

bought a gas stove/oven on credit right after being hired. After the first week, where she 

had to wrangle full grown pigs more than once, she was ready to quit, but kept working 

until she had paid off the stove. Her experience is typical of what many women told me. 

In this case the woman didn’t want long-term formal employment, but she was willing to 

put up with mistreatment in the short term to pay off her debts.  

 There is one man who works for the Patterson’s ferry company and lives in a 

company house in Buresala, where the ferry to Ovalau most often lands. He is allowed to 

keep cattle on some of the companies land for his mataqali. These cattle are another way 

that this mataqali has been able to increase the numbers of animals that they hold in 

common.  

 Teachers are important to the village cash economy. With their earnings they are 

able to buy fish, agricultural, and bush products from people in the village. In a village 

with few refrigeration options, fish must be sold on the day that they are caught, unless 
                     
100 One person was fired, one eloped, but most just never went back after an especially 
demeaning day. 
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someone has brought ice back from the Ministry of Fisheries in Levuka, which is only 

done when a large fishing party is undertaken. With the introduction of electricity to the 

village, the two freezers that previously had been used only as refrigerators could now be 

changing this dynamic.101 

 These government workers are always from other parts of Fiji. This governmental 

policy was enacted in order to prevent preferential treatment of relatives. The distance 

between the teachers and the villages in kinship terms allows for more clear economic 

transactions through what Sahlins would call “kinship distance” (Salhins 1962). In the 

village, there were three teachers for Classes 1 through 8, with the addition of a 

Kindergarten teacher in 2012.102 Kindergarten teachers are not certified teachers with 

degrees necessarily, and are not compensated on the same scale.  

 Tourism is a major industry in Fiji. Several youth and men from the village work on 

Wakaya Island, which is a very expensive resort. They are able to travel home with some 

regularity and maintain ties with their households. More go to other islands and work in 

resorts. This is often not a permanent situation, and they do not give up their rights in the 

village by leaving.  

 In many resorts and tourist areas Fijians are employed to provide a veneer of 

authenticity to the tourists’ vacations (Bruner 2005). In most resorts a group of men are 

hired to play the guitar during yagona sessions. Fancy department stores pay men to pose 

                     
101 Before there was central electricity the freezers would be plugged in at night when 
generators were running and not opened during the day, things would not stay frozen, but 
could be stored for a short time without going bad. 
102 She married into the village in 2012. 
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in warrior attire for photos with tourists and to bring people into the store. These men 

mostly work on days when the cruise ships come into the port. 

 Fiji formerly had a significant garment industry that was based off of the cotton 

industry that began during the late 1800s. This industry declined in the 1980s with the 

increase in garment production in East and South East Asia.  

Resistance 

 Relations between employers offering wages for work and workers are fraught with 

anxiety on both sides. Some Europeans, without knowledge of the language or local 

customs, will try to forbid workers from speaking Fijian around them. In one case, the 

European wife would “go wild” on her Fijian husband if he spoke to the workers in Fijian 

around her. She had been in Fiji for 16 years and had not even picked up basic Fijian. 

One evening I had been invited up to drink kava with some tourists, and after a time 

needed to go inside to use the facilities. I stepped around the group, appropriately 

hunched over and saying “tilou, tilou” pronouncing it as people in the village do, with a 

“ch” sound at the beginning. She told me, “no, Lisa, it’s pronounced Ti-Lo”. The Fijian 

men who were present to sing and add authenticity to the visitors’ stay, chuckled and I 

went inside. On the walk back to the village that night, they started making fun of her 

pronunciation and reassured me that I was saying it the correct way for the local dialect. 

 Most Fijians on the other hand, do at least understand English, and were insulted 

when they were called lazy by their employers or heard their employers bad mouthing 

them to others. At the lodge near the village, they had a very quick turn over of house 

girls. Miliana worked there for longer than anyone else I knew of, nearly a year. She 
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would come home from work some days very upset because the owner had not let her 

take her legally sanctioned breaks. She told me that she would sit down for her 15-minute 

break with a cup of tea, and often, after as few as five minutes had gone by, her boss 

would be yelling at her to get back to work. One day, she was sitting and a tourist couple 

came and sat down with her on the porch, they were chatting about their respective 

homes and families, when the boss yelled out for her to come back to work and stop 

being lazy. Miliana was very embarrassed, as were the tourists. She told me that she felt 

she was being a good employee by engaging the guests and answering questions that they 

had about life in the village and Fijian culture. Also, she was technically on her break, so 

her time was hers to use as she saw fit.103 I spoke to the tourists later when they were 

visiting the village and they asked me about the treatment of the workers at the resort, 

leading me to believe that they were troubled by what they saw. 

The Invisible 

 Much of the work done by women is invisible to outsiders, since it is not based 

entirely on cash transactions. However, this work does contribute to the reproduction of 

the household. Mats, fans, baskets, and decorations are made, almost exclusively, by 

women. These objects are made for many uses including ceremonial exchange, gifts, 

home use, and to decorate the church and other social spaces. 

 Making mats is a multistep process. The voivoi (pandanus leaves) must be 

harvested, the spine scraped out, and then made into a bundle that is then boiled. After it 

                     
103 The lodge has only three bedrooms in two buildings, one of which the owners lived in. 
It is extremely small, even by local standards. 
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dries, the voivoi is scraped with a spoon and rolled up to be used in the weaving. Mat 

making is typically done seasonally because it is better to dry voivoi during the dry 

season and preparing to work inside during the wet season on the mats. 

 Several women in the village make pies and traditional Fijian desserts, like 

vakalolo, at a small scale of production to make cash. Asimaca would make pies about 

once a month, and send her grandson around the village to sell them for 50 cents a piece. 

She told me that this allowed her money separate from her husband. Another used 

proceeds from regular sales to pay off her gas stove, which she had bought on hire 

purchase, partially for her own cooking, but also be able to make money on the side. 

There are only a few ovens in the village, and these sweets are a special treat that cannot 

be prepared on a primus. These sweets as well as samosas and roti parcels104 are made to 

sell at soli for different social events and around the village.  

 Since there is now electricity for the two freezers in the village, I’m sure that the 

owners are now selling frozen juice pops, which are common in other villages that have 

electricity.  

Preventing spending 

 Gathering firewood, while it does not create income, saves expensive fuel, lowering 

fuel costs for the household. Repairing clothes, shoes, and electronics is commonplace. 

While shoes are more likely to be fixed during trips to Suva, clothing and household 

items are repaired by their owners or relatives. Men in the village fix simple problems 

with boat engines and generators, while more complex repairs are taken to a man in the 

                     
104 A piece of roti bread wrapped around a portion of curry. 
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next village whose family owns a small transport company. He fixed my generator twice 

during my 2010-2011 field season, once due to clogs in the fuel system and once to repair 

the upgrade that men in the village had attempted.105 The man refused payment both 

times, due to his relationship with my host family, so I asked my father what to do, and 

he told me how much to pay and how to slip him the money.  In other situations, when 

there is no kinship, or friendship, but there was a specific problem with a boat engine, a 

price would be negotiated beforehand based on the severity of the problem.  

 There is innovation in repairs and building new devices. One young man, still in 

secondary school, built his own tattoo gun, much to the chagrin of his mother. Children 

build their own toys out of scraps of discarded materials of all kinds. My younger brother 

made a fleet of boats out of wood and the insides from discarded electronics and then a 

wheelbarrow to haul things. Working alone, he was able to recreate the lorry that we rode 

into town with some scraps of wood, a wheel bearing he found in the sea, and a torn up 

raincoat, jam lids and a little paint one of the teachers gave him. The elaborate cover was 

removed when it affected his ability to haul stuff for people for change and treats.  He 

was a good saver and upset when his father didn’t want him to buy a remote control car 

with his savings.  

 Training in small engine repair and perhaps programs to help people set up small 

shops in rural areas would have the benefit of providing local repair options, which 

would save transportation costs and shorten the time the machines are out of service. For 
                     
105 Their repair of the cord worked fine, the problem came in due to them turning up the 
idle speed to produce more power. Which produced too much heat for the system to deal 
with, culminating in power surges that blew out light bulbs and destroyed chargers during 
dinner one night the next week. 
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rural areas that are largely dependent on boats, having them out of commission means 

that they cannot make a living with them and it creates a safety issue, when the main 

form of transportation is not available. Having multiple boats in the village makes it safer 

for all boats. One afternoon, I was writing field notes on my front porch and noticed a 

steady stream of people heading to the seawall. As this was obviously the most exciting 

thing that was happening, I went down to find out what had happened. Some children ran 

up to me, excitedly explaining that tukai’s boat was disabled in the water. We didn’t 

know then, but an improperly installed outboard motor had fallen off the boat and into 

shallow water. Fortunately they were able to get the engine into the boat, but they knew 

that if they tried to start it, it would almost certainly destroy the engine. Without a mobile 

phone, and out of sight of the village, the young men took turns swimming and pulling a 

rope attached to the bow. Children playing along the beach saw the men in the boat 

waving their distress, and another man with a boat was called down to the water to rescue 

the young men. He had been napping and quickly jumped in his boat. His boat sputtered 

and died, and a gasp went through the crowd. He got it started again, before it died again, 

still inside the harbor. After poling back, he started fixing the engine, while others tried to 

call on the eco-lodge owner and friends and family in nearby villages to come and use 

their boat. Eventually the first rescue boat was repaired and went out to tow the men 

back. The swim and the ride home had been agonizingly slow and the men were 

shivering and cold. There were four boats in the village at that time, which makes it seem 
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like there would always be help available, but with one out fishing, and another being an 

absentee owner, the situation could have become a lot worse.106 

 Overloaded boats were also a source of concern. On one trip to the main island, the 

driver determined that we were dangerously overloaded and called another boat from the 

village to offload half of the people. This was not the most overloaded boat I saw or rode 

in, but since the man’s brother had just bought a boat, he felt comfortable about putting 

safety over other considerations, such as pride or cost. 

 With electricity coming to rural villages, the number and usage of household 

appliances will increase, and with it the need for trained people to repair them. One 

would not necessarily make much income from this kind of endeavor, but they could 

make something as well as providing a necessary service.  

Everyone contributes 

 In Fijian rural households, everyone, from young children to elderly people 

contribute to the household economy. These contributions are typically not monetized 

and are largely invisible to researchers conducting surveys and are unlikely to be reported 

as income by village people. 

 Children spend their time in the afternoons between school and the evening meal 

roaming around with mixed age groups of siblings and cousins. During this time, which 

is often considered play or “mucking around”, children gather fruit and coconuts. Some 

of this is consumed onsite, but the kids will often bring home more for their family. This 

is more easily seen in the seasons when various fruits are in season, such as mango and 

                     
106 Stories about boat accidents are common at kava circles. 
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moli (various citrus fruits). In some cases the kids are sent on an explicit mission to 

gather coconuts or to seek out a certain fruit that the mother wants for the household. 

 Based on my observations, I argue that these activities contribute a significant 

amount of the fruit and micronutrients consumed in the household. While micronutrient 

deficiency is high among toddlers, these deficiencies lessen in older cohorts of rural 

children, which I believe is due to the increase fruit consumption that comes with 

mobility from the household. These children’s activities provides variety to the 

households diet and provides nutrients for their households as well as learning the skills 

and knowledge, specific to the bush, from children slightly older than themselves.  

 Getting older in Fiji doesn’t mean you don’t stop doing work. A small minority do, 

leaving their spouse or children to take care of them, but the majority continues to do the 

tasks associated with their gender. Men will have a smaller plantations as their sons take 

over bigger parts, women still go get firewood, cook, fish, and take care of small 

children, as well as engaging in handicraft production (for both gifting and sale). 

 Older women engage in the production of baskets and mats for use and ceremonial 

exchanges. They will often teach their granddaughters and other young women how to 

weave mats, passing on their experience and skills. Older people have the most 

knowledge about the bush. They know where the medicinal and edible plants are and 

how to use them. This knowledge was disrupted by the British colonial system, but not 
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destroyed.107 They also typically spend a great deal of time with their families and in 

some households older women are largely responsible for childcare and cooking. 

 For people who have worked in the formal economy, retirement can mean a 

pension from their employer and some people do save their FNPF to support themselves 

financially. Disability and old age payments are available through the government but 

these stipends are not enough to live on without familial support. 

Cooking 

 On a day-to-day basis, the vast majority of food is prepared and cooked by 

women.108 For feasts, vuaka (pork) and dalo (taro, Colocasia esculenta) are steamed in a 

lovo (underground oven) by men who dig the holes, cut the leaves that are used to wrap 

the food, and heat the rocks that slowly steam the food.  

 Processing and cooking food is very time consuming in the village. The root crops 

that make up the bulk of the diet must be washed, peeled, then boiled or steamed to 

breakdown the oxalic crystals to make them edible. The greens that provide important 

nutrients, like rourou (dalo leaves), also must be thoroughly cooked to avoid scratchy 

throat. Cooking also has relatively high costs associated with fuel. Most families have a 

kerosene stove, but still will cook with firewood in order to save on the expense of 

kerosene which is also used for lamps. The less income a household has, the more likely 

                     
107 Traditional Fijian medicine and healing practices were classified as sorcery by the 
colonial British system and these practices were moved underground. People are still 
reticent to discuss these matters for fear of being labeled a witch, which is still a fear 
(Katz 1999[1983]. 
108 There are some exceptions to this, mostly in cases where the female head of household 
works and there are no other women in the house. 
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they are to cook with firewood and coconut husks.109 There were four households with a 

gas stove/oven, but even for those households, the high cost of gas and the difficulty in 

refilling the canisters meant that the stove was only used for baking and special 

occasions. One of the households with a stove used it for storage more than for cooking. 

 The decisions made about which cooking techniques to use are calculated on a 

meal-to-meal basis. Women weigh the relative costs of the purchased fuel in relation to 

the time cost of gathering firewood. Kerosene is available in the village, but at a premium 

compared to the cost in Levuka. Even with the central electricity installed, houses only 

have one outlet and two fluorescent bulbs, which were installed where the households 

requested them. Depending on the configuration of the house, kerosene lamps are still 

needed in certain rooms, especially the bathroom and cookhouses. 

 For the women engaged in wage labor, there are decreases in the time available for 

food preparation and there is increased cash available for purchasing convenience foods 

(Maggi noodles, rice, bread) that are much quicker to cook and use less fuel. This has 

been implicated in the increasing rates of diseases of affluence, which have drastically 

increased since the 1980s.110  

  This increasing consumption is in part due to disruptions in the household 

economy from participation in wage labor.  Traditional Fijian food is time consuming to 

                     
109 There are health risks associated with cooking over an open flame from the inhalation 
of smoke and particulate matter. Most of this cooking occurs in cookhouses made of 
roofing iron and the ventilation can be quite poor at times. During the preparation for a 
funeral, I tried to help with the cooking, but my eyes were watering so badly from the 
smoke that I couldn’t see, yet there were infants and children in the room. 
110 Estimated at 30% of the adult population by the Fijian MOH in 2015. 
www.health.gov.fj/?page_id=377 last accessed 12 May 2015 
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prepare, both in gathering or producing the needed foods and in time to process the 

product. The need to quickly prepare food is a necessity for many women in the village. 

High costs, both in time and cash relative to cooking also necessitate the need to 

minimize cooking times. This has resulted in higher levels of consumption of 

convenience foods, such as noodles, bread, biscuits, and tinned fish than in times past. 

  Very sophisticated calculations are made about cooking techniques based on more 

than the cost of food, including the food product, the cost of the fuel, and the time 

required to cook it. These calculations take place every day, and all of these factors must 

be balanced. 

Cleaning and laundry 

 Domestic work is highly gendered and women do the majority of the tremendous 

amount of daily housework. Cooking, cleaning, and laundry are all done with limited 

technology111 and few time saving devices.  

 Early in my fieldwork, after a couple of weeks of rain that had reduced the water in 

the taps to a trickle, my clothes began to mold. I had made the decision when I moved in 

to do my own laundry instead of adding to my sister’s burden, so I set off along the 

muddy path for the river. In the wet season the path is always slippery and muddy, but 

the days of rain and the increased traffic had turned the path into a bog, which becomes 

                     
111 The introduction of “pipi” the pipe completely changed my laundry routine. It consists 
of a large PVC pipe that you can use as an agitator in the bucket and speeds up both 
washing and rinsing. 
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more difficult to negotiate with a sulu full of laundry.112 Sitting in the river washing my 

clothes, women who had been stand offish towards me warmed up and expressed surprise 

and pleasure that, for one thing, I was doing my own laundry, but more importantly, they 

were surprised that I wasn’t complaining about the situation. Many Fijians only contact 

with Americans comes while working in the tourism industry and American’s have a bad 

reputation for being demanding and complaining about things that cannot be changed. 

These interactions helped in making me appear more human, female, and trustworthy,113 

because I understood how difficult basic and necessary tasks, like laundry, can be in the 

village. 

 Laundry is a task that is still strongly gendered as a female task. Mothers and older 

daughters spend a great deal of time doing the family’s laundry every week. Doing 

laundry with only a bucket and cold-water tap is physically demanding and time 

consuming. Life in the village can get muddy during the rainy season and the red clay of 

the soil means that clothing is even harder to get clean.  

 Children typically have one or two school uniforms for and one physical education 

uniform. Caregivers try to make their charges remove their uniforms the instant they get 

home from school, with the hopes that the uniform will be able to be worn one more time 

before it must be washed. Partially out of a desire to wash fewer clothes, but also in an 

effort to preserve the uniforms. Once children start to develop body odor, uniforms must 

                     
112 It also smelled like a toilet, since people were using the bushes beside the path as a 
latrine since there wasn’t enough water to flush the toilets. 
113 This was partially from the comments that women made in my presence, from 
feedback from female friends in the village whom the women at the river had talked to 
and generally friendlier treatment from women from then on. 
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be washed everyday. Female secondary school students are expected to wash their own 

uniforms and sometimes the uniforms of their brothers. For students boarding at school, 

both boys and girls wash their own uniforms. 

 The physical cleanliness of Fijians and their homes was commented on in the 

earliest writings by Europeans in Fiji (Thomas 1990). Everyone bathes everyday, at least 

once, and while clothes may be old and worn, they are always clean. Houses are swept 

out after every meal, and bedding is aired weekly. Food and kitchen implements are kept 

clean and organized so that things will not be contaminated or eaten by pests. Of course 

there is variation in levels of cleanliness, but very few households do not maintain a very 

high standard of cleanliness. 

 Bodily cleanliness is valued very highly and people who do not meet the cultural 

norms are stigmatized as being less moral and/or lazy. In my observations, families who 

did not keep to the standard, especially with regards to their children, were stigmatized as 

being lazy, which was brought out as a reason why the families were poor.  There were 

other households that were just as poor, but since they kept their houses neat and their 

children clean, they were not critiqued on the same level. 

Case studies 

 The following case studies represent a cross section of household strategies for 

making a living in a rural village. The first three represent very typical household modes 

with different aged children to show how a family’s current composition affects how they 
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make money,114 while the fourth represents the outlier, a household with a store and a 

microfinance loan. The range of the case studies cover households at all stages of life, 

from a young family with children ranging in age from infancy to primary school, to a 

household who’s children are all adults and married with children. 

Case Study 1115 

 The first case study looks at a young family in the village. In line with recent trends 

towards ambilocality in residence patterns, in this household, the wife, Meri was from the 

village, while her husband, Loti is from a nearby island.116 As such, while living in the 

village they had less access to plantation land. I was told that his plantation was small and 

very far up the hill, but it didn’t matter since, “he is a lazy farmer” and their poverty 

explained because “he is smart to catch the fish, but the family is poor because he doesn’t 

go to the sea everyday”. His lack of agricultural prowess was partially attributed to him 

being from a small island, where fishing was more important to the economy and diet 

than agriculture. Their household was only one of two households with young families in 

the village that were not even partially dependent on the income from agriculture. 

 This household consisted of the two parents and five children, four sons and one 

daughter. The daughter turned seven shortly after the census, after school and on 

                     
114 By “age of household” I mean the age of the parents in relation to the children. A 
young family still has infant or toddler children, while an older family will only have 
adult children. 
115 Surnames are a recent adoption in Fiji and Fijian naming practices still do not involve 
the entire family sharing a surname. I was told that traditionally, houses had names, but 
these were not necessarily part of the household member’s names. As such, I chose to not 
assign names to the households.  
116 The family had lived in the village since their marriage. When I returned in 2012, they 
had moved to her husband’s home island. 
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weekends, she would take care of the family’s infant son, who was seven months old at 

the time of the interview. During our longest conversation, the little girl was there and 

alternated between caring for the baby and climbing on both Meri and myself.  

 “We sell fish that we that we get from the sea. We sell coconuts,” Meri explained to 

me. The inclusive nature of this statement is representative of the collective effort that 

goes into catching fish and gathering coconuts for sale and home consumption. The three 

older boys were 10, 12, and 13 at the time. Mild mannered and industrious, they spent 

most of their afternoons out in the bush, gathering coconuts and finding fruits. They 

found the biggest moli I saw in the village, and even though they were poor by village 

standards, they still would share these fruits with others. 

 While being called fat is a complement in many situations, in a young man, it is 

seen as a mark of laziness or potentially greed. However some did attribute his weight as 

an advantage in the water, since he wouldn’t get as cold in the water. Multiple people told 

me how good he was at spear fishing. Meri told me that “(w)e sell part of the fish from 

the sea. We sell it to the shop in Levuka or to people in the village and the 

schoolteachers. We sell the big ones and leave the small ones for the family to eat” she 

went onto explain that they also sold fish to the eco-lodge located within walking 

distance of the village.  

 Meri weaves mats and cooks entirely on firewood the boys gather in the bush. In 

2011, they were saving money to build toilet and shower room, but it was not finished 

before they left for her husband’s island. 
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Case Study 2 

 The second case study explores the economic practices of a middle-aged couple, 

with 5 children ranging in age from 12 to 26. This household owns a boat, a relatively 

large plantation, and engages in multiple strategies to make cash income. Three of the 

children are still schooling and the oldest daughter is married and (now) has four 

children. The mother is very concerned about their children’s education, and has worked 

in the formal economy for most of her adult life. Epeli grew up in the village, and takes 

great pride in being able to support his household, as well as contributing to the well 

being of the entire mataqali. There is some conflict between the father and the mother 

over contributions to family and village events. Epeli is of the spokesman clan of the 

village. From this mataqali, the turaga ni koro is selected.  

 Mere grew up in Suva, visiting the village during school breaks and holidays. On a 

trip home soon after she finished secondary school, she noticed Epeli, who was running 

an underground bar in the village. He had a kerosene-fueled refrigerator that he sold beer 

from. Mere was attracted to his ingenuity and his rebelliousness. They were married and 

had their first child, and then Mere moved back to Suva, to work in a garment factory. 

For 18 years, they lived apart, with the children attending school in Suva and spending 

school holidays in the village. During this time Mere worked in manufacturing and then 

as a “house girl” (domestic worker) for a Chinese-Fijian family. She became quite close 

to the family she worked for and was able to get a loan from them to pay the down 

payment of their boat. Most of her earnings during these years were saved and sent back 

to the village for Epeli to continue building a house for the family. Mere and four of the 
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children returned back to the village when the house was completed. While the concrete 

brick walls have not been finished, it is a very nice house by village standards. A concrete 

poured floor, concrete block walls and windows with louvers are all valued features for 

their ability to keep out weather and for durability. Also highly valued was the enclosed 

bathroom, which was connected to the home with a concrete path and tin roof (this is 

very important when going to the bathroom at night). The bathroom contained a flush 

toilet and a tap that functioned as a shower room, laundry and dishwashing facilities, 

storage and fish cleaning area. 

 Soon after Mere had returned to the village, she started a small canteen in their 

front room, but found it difficult due to her husband’s large extended family. She began 

to notice that certain members of her husband’s close family would swing by and if they 

saw her they would leave and would wait until Epeli was home alone to come by the 

canteen. These family members already had taken items on credit and were coming back 

in need of more items on credit, which Epeli would not be able to refuse, but Mere might. 

While these small shops can be a source of income, without the ability to say no, certain 

households will have a much harder time running a shop. This household, being in it’s 

middle-age, has some of the greatest responsibilities to their families. including their 

children, their parents, and their siblings. This will be discussed further in the fourth case 

study, but in this household, unable to break even, running a shop was not a viable 

option.  

 Having a fiber boat provides more than just personal transportation. Boats are hired 

to take people and goods to other islands. People with boats are able to fish in more prime 
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locations that are far from land. Epeli would take people fishing when he would go, and 

they were able to either pay five Fijian dollars towards the fuel costs, or they could work 

on his plantation for a half a day. 

 Mere and her daughters cook mostly with kerosene, although they do cook certain 

dishes over a fire. Their use of fire is more about the taste of particular fish and buns, 

which I was told was better over a fire. 

 Epeli juggled multiple streams of income generating activities, which he used to 

insure a fairly steady cash income. He in turn, paid others in his family for jobs that 

would be traditionally done as part of communal labor. These payments weren’t required, 

but they functioned as a mechanism by which Epeli could share his income with his 

family while justifying expenses to his wife. 

Case Study 3 

 This household is typical for their generation in many ways. They do not rely on 

any one source of income and everyone in the household has a part in its continuation. 

Their children are older on average than the household in Case Study 2 and they have 

fewer educational expenses as they only have two children still schooling. They also have 

two adult children with at least part time employment on Viti Levu who are able to remit 

money back to the village when needed.  

 This household utilizes several strategies to make money and produce what their 

household needs. Adi, the wife, works at the fish factory, while her husband, Tevita 

maintains a large plantation and dives for green fish (beche de mer). They have five 
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children together and Adi has a daughter from a previous marriage. They have one 

daughter still in secondary school and another is training to be a nurse. 

 Adi has worked at the PAFCO fish factory for more than 10 years. She works 

standing on the line at the cannery trimming and grading fillets before they are frozen or 

tinned. The hours are long and her feet often swell during the day, sometimes becoming 

quite painful. She says that she needs to keep working until all her children finish 

schooling.  

 Tevita takes great pride in his farming abilities. He is a member of the Namata clan, 

which he told me was historically the farming clan, and that he works hard so he can live 

up to his ancestors legacy. He is resistant to using the newer chemical pesticides and 

herbicides that many farmers use because he believes that these products are dangerous to 

the health of people and the land. He will not even eat Crest brand frozen chicken 

anymore because a friend of his worked in the plant on Viti Levu and told him that the 

birds are injected with chemicals before they are frozen. 

 This household was one of the seven households that make money regularly from 

fishing, but the fishing was about more than making money. While the family does get a 

discount on tinned tuna through the wife’s work, Tevita prefers to catch his own fish, 

because he believes that it is healthier than tinned tuna. 

 Their oldest daughter is schooling to become a nurse. The household has been 

contributing to her education, with the knowledge that she will be able to help them 

financially in the future, but also currently by providing a place on Viti Levu for the 

younger daughters when they go over for schooling or for work. 
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 Semi, their son is a 26-year-old male, lives with his maternal aunt and uncle in a 

suburb of Suva. He went over to look for work and was recruited to play rugby for 

University of the South Pacific (USP). He had difficulties keeping up academically and 

was unable to maintain his enrollment in school. He is now a casual worker for a 

construction company and playing rugby with a club team. His work does not provide a 

regular source of income and he is reliant on his family in case of emergency. He said 

“[In case of emergency] I will inform the elders in the family like my parents and they 

will tell me what to do. We will work together as a family to solve this”. He does not see 

himself as separate from his family, but sees the reciprocity between his family in the 

village and the extended family, in the form of support, money, and fresh foods from the 

village, as part of “[o]ur Fijian culture is all about sharing and giving to others or [people] 

from the same mataqali. When we share, we get to know people and have good 

relationships with others.” 

 The household also receives remittances from the mother’s oldest daughter, whose 

father passed away when she was a baby. She is a schoolteacher and is able to send 

money periodically to help with expenses and to help with emergencies, like in 2007, 

when her younger sister died. 

 When I interviewed Tevita in 2011, he told me that his current plans involved 

saving money to build a better house. At the time, they lived in a wooden house, which 

was one of the few left standing after a bad cyclone in the late 1990s. This house was 

starting to fall apart in the tropical environment and was very small. When I returned in 

2012, they had just completed construction of a tin walled house. Even with the slow 
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downs at the fish plant, which put Adi out of work for several months during this period, 

they were able to save, largely through Tevita’s plantations of kava and dalo. They also 

attributed their savings to the graduation of their second to youngest daughter and the 

subsequent decrease in money spent on tuition and other school expenses. 

 Their daughter, Watina, finished secondary school in 2010 and moved back to the 

village to help with the household. With her mother engaged in full time wage labor, 

there was a need to have a female in the house to do the cooking, cleaning and other 

domestic activities. She was bored in the village and was looking for work in a tourist 

area to allow her some time away. She also spends a great deal of time babysitting 

essentially. While this labor is typically not remunerated, she enjoys being with toddlers 

and babies and she is thought well of in the village. But she does take every opportunity 

she can to travel to family members in other villages, where she is still engaging in 

similar sorts of labor, but gets to visit with others and have a break in the monotony. 

Remittances 

 Remittances are not as significant to the local economy in Fiji as they are in other 

Pacific Island Countries, like Tonga and Samoa (Brown 2008). In Fiji, remittances come 

from workers in urban and tourist areas, people in the military and working for military 

contractors in the Middle East, and people who travel abroad for jobs in security and in 

the home health care industry 

 In the village, there are a few households where remittances come from a spouse, 

but more often they come from adult children working in urban areas of Fiji. Youths 

working in the tourism industry typically do not make a significant amount of money 
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after living expenses are deducted from their paychecks. But it does allow them to 

contribute smaller amounts to their family’s well-being.  

Case Study 4 

 This household is unlike most households in their generation. All of their children 

are grown and out of the house, but they are still economically very busy. For most 

households in the village who have raised their children into adulthood, their economic 

activities to produce income begin to decline. As men age, their sons, becoming fathers 

themselves, begin to take over more of the mataqali’s allocation of land. Older people 

told me that they only needed a little money at their age, for basic things like tea, sugar, 

and kerosene. Unaisi was the only person in her age set that told me that they were 

actively saving for their retirement. This may be in part because they only have two 

children, both of whom finished their tertiary education and have good jobs. She has no 

grandkids in the village, but they come to visit during school breaks and she is always 

sewing them cute little outfits. 

 Tukai Noa still works a large plantation, in part because both of their children are 

living on Viti Levu with their young families. Unaisi runs a store that she started in a 

room of her house, selling through the window. She went through the process to get a 

microfinance loan and was able to build out an addition on their home to function as a 

separate store. Her sitoa (canteen) stocks similar products to the other two in the village, 

but her shop is by far the cleanest and has the most consistent stock.  

 Unaisi also has a sewing machine that she uses to sew clothes for her household 

and for her grandchildren as well as taking on projects on commission. Besides the five 
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machines from the Ministry of Women, she has the only sewing machine in the village. 

She does not take all of the commissions she is offered, which indicates that there is room 

in the market for others to be sewing. 

 Unaisi is the only person in the village who has gotten a loan from a micro-finance 

institution. These accounts require people who wish to borrow money to first save money 

in the institution. These funds act as a security for the lender and are supposed to promote 

personal responsibility on the part of the borrower.  

 In a follow up interview in 2012, Unaisi told me that she had tried to get other 

women in the village involved in this program, but no one had expressed interest. She 

seemed frustrated by this lack of interest, because she sees it as a good opportunity for 

women to be able to make money in the village.  

Conclusions 

 The shift to cash crop production and other income seeking activities in Fijian 

villages has effects on food consumption, the movement of people and goods within Fiji 

and abroad, and conceptions of time, all of which have been documented in other places 

as being part of the transition to an economic system based on capitalist relations. 

However, the Fijians are not taking every opportunity to make income. Relationships 

with family members, both in time spent together and in the sharing of goods remain an 

important part of their value system, with greed and lack of participation in reciprocal 

relations still labeled as inappropriate behavior.   
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Chapter 5:  Creating the Future: Local Plans and Global Desires 

 Inoke was tense when he came home for lunch during the monthly bose ni koro 

(village meeting). Usually, he would greet everyone with a smile and a couple of jokes, 

but on this day, he was distracted. Over the course of lunch, he told us about the meeting. 

A representative from the Public Works Department (PWD) had come to propose a new 

road that would facilitate the transport of goods to market. The proposed road, and others 

like it, were part of the government’s attempts to increase infrastructure and market 

access for rural people to sell their agricultural crops.  

 During the meeting, one man had spoken out against the construction of the road 

and the coconut wireless went live as gossip about the man’s disrespectful behavior 

spread around the village. The “coconut wireless” is a term that is used to explain how 

information seems to move instantaneously in and around the village, with a high level of 

accuracy.  

 As the most clueless person in the village, I understood why people were upset with 

the man for speaking out of turn, but I didn’t understand what his objections were, since 

everyone else seemed to know already. Inoke’s wife explained to me that the proposed 

road went up the opposite side of the valley from most of the plantations, limiting it’s 

utility, since for most people to access it would require hiking from their plantations on 

the other hill, down to the river and up the other side, then walking down the new road. 
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His second objection was that the road was going to make it easier for people from the 

other villages to come and steal their crops.117  

 Economic development programs, like this are common in rural villages in Fiji. 

This chapter explores these projects in comparison to locally initiated projects. The 

proposed road project is similar to most outside organizations’ projects. Roads are an 

important infrastructure concern, but the agency decided on the project and it’s location118 

before consulting anyone in the village. However, people do not want to offend agencies 

by rejecting their offers, because that might mean that the village would be left out of 

future projects. Povinelli explains about her project with an indigenous community in 

Australia that “between the idea of the project and the effects we hoped the project would 

produce and the actual project lay a material and discursive world” (2011, 138). 

Examining the spaces between desires and outcomes can illustrate how late liberal 

ideology affects how projects are imagined and enacted.  

Development 

 The bleak track record of the development industry has been thoroughly 

documented in anthropological literature since the 1990s (Escobar 1995, Scott 1998, 

Ferguson 1998, Li 2007, Schuller 2012). Rather than focusing on these failures, I seek to 

explain how the future is imagined and created in the village through locally initiated 

projects.  

                     
117 This fear is not entirely unfounded, as new roads into other areas have seen increases 
in crop theft. Thefts of crops have not been a problem on Ovalau, but thefts were reported 
in the newspapers on Taveuni, where development projects and new roads had increased 
cash cropping. 
118 The decision was made off of survey data and landholdings. 
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 Development is a concept that is discussed constantly in many arenas in Fiji, from 

conversations in the village, to newspaper articles and op-eds, and the materials released 

by NGOs, the Fijian government, and foreign governments. There is not a singular 

definition of what development means, and there is often a disconnect between local 

people’s definitions and development organizations. Development programs often 

reclassify political problems into neutral problems that have technical or scientific 

solutions (Ferguson 2009, Ticktin 2011). For people in rural villages, development is 

often conceptualized as projects that address basic infrastructure issues, like roads, 

electricity, and water systems, rather than economic development projects, like fishponds 

and expanding cash crop production (Scott 1998).  

 Economic development agencies have great influence over government economic 

policies and the expenditure of aid monies. In Fiji, the biggest operate with budgets in the 

multimillions, most of which is spent on overhead and salaries for foreign workers 

(personal communication).  The development industry is complex and includes 

international agencies of the UN, international governments and non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), as well as domestic government ministries. In addition to 

government projects, there are many other organizations in Fiji that are working on 

economic development projects. Some of these are domestic agencies, but there are also 

regional agencies (SOPAC, MSG, etc.) and international agencies  (UNDP, ILO, etc.), as 

well as foreign governments aid agencies (AusAID, JICA, etc.). Fiji is also regionally 

important as a center for trade, NGOs, and tourism. Even after all of the coups and 
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political unrest, many regional organizations that serve the South Pacific are based out of 

Suva.119  

 Development is a future-oriented project, based in the belief that things can get 

better. Scott argued the ideology behind development projects was based on a modernist 

paradigm, which espouses that progress in the forms of technological innovation and 

scientific breakthroughs can be used to solve human problems (Scott 1998). Li explains 

this contradictory nature as starting “between the promotion of capitalist processes and 

concern to improve the condition of the dispossessed” (Li 2007, 31). Povinelli argues that 

development is oriented to a future perfect tense, where people are “aggressively 

abandoned within a temporal horizon of a future perspective: a future from whose 

perspective their present suffering has already been mourned and buried” (Povinelli 2011, 

61). 

 Many development workers are operating under faulty and racist assumptions about 

Fijians in rural areas, and have a fundamental misunderstanding of the actual economics 

of life in the village. These assumptions are based very old tropes of the other developed 

during the age of imperialism and maintained by development workers and Fijians in 

urban areas. Fijians in rural areas are often characterized as people who just live for today 

and do not plan for the future. As discussed in Chapter 4, Fijians are often maligned as 

being lazy workers who do not utilize their land effectively, placing blame on their client 

populations for their low incomes. These assumptions impact the formation and 

                     
119 Suva is centrally located in the Pacific and has the largest port in the area. 
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implementation of development projects and I argue that this is a large part of why so 

many well-intentioned projects fail.  

 With the presumption that Fijians are lazy, or do not utilize their time effectively, 

there is an assumption built into projects that the local people have excess time to engage 

in labor intensive activities, as discussed in the last chapter. There are also environmental 

implications from the expansion of farming lands into less than ideal locations and health 

implications from the removal of fresh foods from the village. Economic development is 

not a unilinear project, yet it often has been theorized as such, but there is a danger in 

using reductionist economic theory that privileges monetary transactions over all else. 

More money does not necessarily translate into a higher standard of living or increased 

levels of well-being in rural villages. 

Decision-making 

 Decision-making in the development of interventions is a point of contention 

between development workers and local people. On one level, development workers and 

organizations seem to understand the need for input from the local communities. Reading 

from the development agencies literature and websites shows that they are aware of the 

importance of input from the receiving community, but something is missing from their 

actual process that would translate into meaningful input into decision-making on the 

community level.  

 For one thing, both groups are making calculations using different scales and 

values. Most economic development projects are focused on increasing cash income, to 

the exclusion of other activities that could improve people’s quality of life. This focus on 
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individual monetary gain ignores local forms of value, which values relations very 

highly. 

 Interventions are often planned without the input of the receiving community. For 

the community receiving the offer, it is a zero sum game. Do they want it (the project 

being offered) or not. There is no time or space for discussion or negotiation beyond this 

concern. Projects are based on the organizations priorities, which are influenced by 

donor’s beliefs and preferences and political factors (Moyo 2009).  There is a fear of the 

part of locals that if they decline to participate in one project, they will be excluded from 

more desirable projects in the future.  

 The lack of input from receiving communities is part of why many projects fail in 

Fiji. An organization comes in with their ideas and plan for what they believe the village 

needs (and are willing to fund), but without a full understanding of local needs, plans, or 

desires. People are often too polite to voice their concerns or disapproval and there is not 

time built into the project for the people to be able to come to a consensus. The 

government workers planning the road looked at the topography and plantation 

boundaries and identified what they thought was the best (read: easiest) place to build. As 

the village largely maintains roads, an undesired or unused road will quickly succumb to 

the tropical vegetation and environment. 

 Research conducted in different parts of Fiji, the Pacific, and the rest of the 

developing world is assumed to be applicable to other areas. This ignores structural issues 

including geography, transportation, cultural difference, local histories and narratives that 

could have a lot of impact on the success or failure of a project. There is also a 
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problematic assumption of simplicity and similarity between villages that is both 

patronizing and detrimental to the success of projects. For example, the Eastern Division 

of Fiji includes islands like Ovalau, which is a volcanic island close to the big island, but 

also dozens of islands in the Lau group, which are small coral atolls that might only see a 

ferry once a month. The presumption of simplicity translates into one-size-fits all models 

of development and protocols that have seen success in other parts of the world being 

uncritically applied to others (Strathern 2004).  

 This is where the disconnect is seen most clearly between agencies120 and the 

people in the village. People do not want to alienate sources of funds and resources by 

appearing ungrateful to the agency, but as they are not consulted during the decision 

making process, they are being offered things they do not want, or things that are very 

low on the their list of priorities. 

Infrastructure 

 Roads and vehicles are big issues in rural areas of the larger islands. Infrastructure 

is often used as a form of political control (Larkin 2013, 330). Where roads are placed, 

maintained, or abandoned shows governmental priorities. There are villages where the 

only access is by boat, foot, or horse and roads are an important infrastructure concern 

that needs to be addressed. The road that goes to the village is very steep and winding and 

a four-wheeled drive vehicle is necessary most of the time. One of the other underlying 

issues is that in the village, no one owns a truck. Most of the land transportation is 

provided by a family in the next village that operates a carrier service and has several 
                     
120 This is just one example; there are parallels in development programs run by NGOs, 
both domestic and international. 
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vehicles and there is some degree of resentment in the village due to what they perceive 

to be as poor treatment from the carrier company.121 

 With the steep grade of the road and lack of maintenance by the Public Works 

Department (PWD), people take repairs into their own hands, especially in the rainy 

season. Landslides and erosion constantly threaten the only road, limiting transportation 

options. The carrier company from the next village will send a lorry to the village at low 

tide and a group of men from the village will all get their own tools to fill the carrier with 

rocks and coral rubble. Then the men will go in the carrier to shore up parts of the road 

that are eroding. This labor cost does not involve any financial transaction, but there are 

fewer incidents of interrupted transportation, which is in the interest of the transport 

company and the people in the village. Since this labor is not compensated in cash or 

recorded by the PWD, it isn’t tallied in any way, rendering it invisible in economic 

evaluations of local productivity. 

In the Village 

 The people in the village do not wait around for the government or aid agencies to 

take care of things that they want or need in the village. Like the roads they maintain and 

repair, the communal structure of the village is used to direct labor in ways that benefit 

the community. 

 Planning on projects within the village is kind of reverse of what happens in 

planning by development agencies. Development agencies start with the money-making 

                     
121 Complaints cannot be made openly, as they are concerned that they could lose 
potential resources. 



 

 151 

idea, while projects in the village start out with the thing (meeting hall, water system, 

etc.) they want, and then figure out how to raise the money. Rather than “let’s make 

money then we will have money to do what we want.” Planning starts from “we need a 

meeting house, how can we raise money?” The project that needs money is decided 

before the mechanism(s) that will be used to raise the money is decided. The next section 

will explore some examples of projects in the village and how they make decisions, plan, 

and implement projects to make what they want. 

 Decision-making is a time consuming process in the village. Information filters out 

from meetings through conversations and family discussions. While from the outside 

decision-making seems to be very hierarchical, there are mechanisms for including 

women and young people’s perspectives in decisions that affect the community. While 

everyone’s voices are not necessarily heard in the meetinghouse, conversations about 

local politics pass information and ideas around the village. This is where the coconut 

wireless comes in. Even before the widespread use of mobile phones, information moved 

throughout the village and between villages near-by and/or with family. 

 In the village, the bose ni koro (village meeting) happens on the first Monday 

morning of the month in this village. These meetings take a minimum of 3-4 hours, but 

can stretch into the evenings, and in rare cases, the next day with people filtering out to 

go home to eat or rest.122 Men told me about meetings that lasted for days when there was 

a conflict in the village that needed to be worked through. It is important for them to have 
                     
122 These meetings occur at different times and frequencies in other villages. Other 
villages have meetings every week, some meet in the evenings so more people can attend. 
One village I visited had one nightly meeting a month, and unlike in this village, most of 
the women in the village regularly attend the meeting. 
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enough time for consensus to be reached. Even with all of the trappings of hierarchy, 

there are mechanisms that people use to get their voice heard. 

 High status is conveyed through spatial organization, order of speech and the more 

important you are, the quieter you speak. Toren found in her long term work in Fiji, that 

one’s rank is relative and fluid depending on who else is around, and their associated 

ages, genders, and ranks which becomes spatial codified in the seating at events and the 

order in which the yagona bilo (bowl) is passed (Toren 2007, Toren 2005, Toren 1999).  

 The language used in these meetings is a much more formal form of Fijian than 

typically used in colloquial Fijian. This language is characterized by speaking in the third 

person to highly respected people, a non-linear approach to the topic at hand, and the 

repetition of certain phrases (Brison 2007, Ravuvu 1983). There is an order to who may 

speak, which changes depending on issues needing to be discussed. In this forum, it is 

mostly elder males and respected adult males who discuss the issues during the meeting.  

 The monthly bose ni koro is only one of the regular meetings that happen in the 

village. The mother’s club meets every week and there are committees for water, 

development, and the school. The information from these meetings filters out through the 

village, similar to the bose ni koro, with interested parties having time to include their 

input. 

Organizations 

 In Fiji, there is a different set of laws and regulations that govern life in the village 

(compared to settlements, townships, and cities). During the colonial period, these 

policies were designed to keep villagers in their own villages (Macnaught 1982). Villages 
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are grouped geographically into Takina (districts), grouped into Yasana (provinces), 

which are divided into Wasewase (Divisions), that are all in the Matanitu (nation-state) 

(Qalo 2008, 59). Formerly the Great Council of Chiefs (GCC) was a parallel structure to 

the parliament and exercised a great deal of control over villages, however the current 

government disbanded the GCC in 2009. Most of the government’s economic 

development projects are run at the provincial level. 

Vale ni Koro 

 A vale ni koro (meeting house) is a central part of village politics. Ideally, it is a 

neutral place, where one’s religious denomination or mataqali affiliation does not prevent 

entry or participation. A good vale ni koro is large enough for most of the villagers to be 

able to gather for meetings, feasts for weddings and funerals, and group projects. In 

addition to providing a space for village activities, it is a representation of how well the 

village is doing over all. A well-constructed and maintained village hall can be used to 

host visiting sports teams, soli123 can be held with people from nearby villages, and the 

village looks organized and productive to visiting government and development workers. 

 When I arrived in 2010, the village had a partially built vale ni koro on the site of 

the old one that had been destroyed in a cyclone several years before. There were 

concrete half-walls, but no roof or floor, which made it difficult to hold meetings during 

sunny or rainy weather. When necessary, a bamboo structure would be temporarily 

erected to host events. In early 2011, the village started fundraising and preparing to 

finish the structure.  
                     
123 Giving parties, this will be discussed further in the chapter. 
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 This project had been chosen after much discussion in villages meetings and 

conversations. In conversations with people, everyone told me that they were glad that 

the hall was being finished. During the planning meetings, many ideas for fundraising 

were discussed. Since all of the labor was to be done by people in the village, materials 

were the main direct cost. Several of the plans discussed were implemented and each 

adult male was asked to contribute one piece (16 ft) of roofing iron.124 

.  Another of these plans was a fishing trip to catch beche-de-mer. Village funds were 

used to buy fuel for the boat and to provide provisions for the fisherman. They went to 

fish for five days and were able to make approximately 1500 FJD$, after expenses. 

Another group of men went to Viti Levu for six weeks to work on a distant relative’s 

plantation. The owner of the property paid for building materials, including lumber and 

concrete, which were then shipped out to the island. While this protected the group’s 

funds, there were many delays in getting the promised materials. 

 

                     
124 Since I existed in a shifting gendered state, I was also asked to contribute one piece of 
roofing iron. The chief sent his spokesman to my house one afternoon to invite 
(command) my presence at his house. Of course I went, and we sat under a tree beside his 
house. He explained their plan for rebuilding the structure, and then asked if I would also 
contribute a piece of iron. I agreed and the next time I was in town, I went with some of 
the men from my family’s mataqali to buy our contribution. 
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Figure 9 

Communal Labor on the Vale ni Koro 
 

 The committee in charge of the project assigned the labor, which is used for village 

projects.  All (able-bodied) men, including the chief and Methodist pastor, participated in 

the manual labor. Women prepared and served tea and cakes, as well as lunch for the 

workers on a rotating schedule. Often, older women will make the food, then the younger 

women will set up mats in the shade to serve the tea and snacks. Typically, the milk and 

sugar will be already mixed into the teakettle to allow for ease of serving. After the men 

eat, the young women will sit and drink tea and finish the snacks, before going to wash 

the dishes together at someone’s home.  



 

 156 

 
Figure 10 

Preparing the tea and snacks 
 

 Outside groups are often unaware of local politics or village organization. In one 

case, one mataqali applied and got funds from a foreign government’s aid agency, 

claiming that they were going to make a meetinghouse for the village. After it was built, 

they kept control125 over the hall, creating bad feelings within the village. I was unable to 

find anyone currently at the agency that knew about the project, but it does not seem 

likely that they would have knowingly funded a project that only benefitted a small part 

of the village. People (from other mataqali), told me that they (the mataqali who had 

                     
125 Meaning that they decided which events would be allowed to take place in their hall. 
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gotten the funding) had misrepresented the project to both the village and the funding 

agency.126  

Water 

 Water is a major infrastructure concern in rural villages. The water for Rukuruku 

comes from the river that is just north of the village where there is a small, dammed area 

upstream from the village and animal pens. The water is transported in above ground 

pipes, which frequently break and leak.  There is a rudimentary filtration system, and at 

first my host family did not want me to drink the water, and would send the kids over to 

the school to get water from the rain tank.127  

 In the late 1990s, the village raised funds to install taps and toilets with sewage 

systems for the majority of households.   This system is a big improvement on the pit 

toilets that they used to have. There are fewer flies and other sanitation issues. In a place 

where “runny stomach” is a common ailment, having these facilities reduces the chance 

that people will spread dangerous bacteria widely.  

 Men from the village do nearly all of the work on these systems, in both installation 

and maintenance. The men working will be fed special lunches and have tea times, 

provided by women’s groups in the village, but they are not paid a cash wage. This is 

another task where lala (communal labor) is key to maintaining a necessary service. Part 

of the current problems started when the pipes were installed and one man decided that 

the system didn’t need pressure nipples at the junctions and returned them to the 
                     
126 It did seem to spur the village into rebuilding the old village hall. 
127 This didn’t last very long. I realized it was futile, since I was being invited to drink 
yagona at people’s homes, which was being made with water from the taps. 
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hardware store and kept the money. The subsequent pressure build up causes the system 

to break down whenever there is heavy rain, leaving people without tap water for 

drinking, bathing, and flushing toilets.128  When the pipes are broken, all drinking water 

comes from four rain tanks, which are controlled by their owners,129 Bathing and washing 

clothes is done in the river, which is muddy when it rains. 

 When it is raining the water coming out of the taps becomes cloudy, and people 

told me that was when the water was most unsafe. People with infants and small children 

are encouraged to boil the water that they drink, but many households do not have the 

time (to collect firewood) or the money (to buy fuel), that would be necessary to purify 

the water. This situation is not made worse out of some sort of ignorance on the part of 

local people, but out of the reality of their situation. In this way we can see how systemic 

problems become an issue that is blamed on individuals, which is characteristic of a late 

liberal mindset (Povinelli 2011). 

Fundraising 

 One of the techniques that local people use to fundraise for projects is by throwing 

soli (gift giving parties). Soli are held for all sorts of things, from sending kids to sporting 

events like the Coca-Cola games, to annual fundraisers to support local churches and 

schools. There are youth and mother’s clubs that raise funds with soli to do small projects 

in the village. One youth soli was held to raise funds to build a concrete path. The 
                     
128 The longest we ever went without water was 10 days. In that time, the path to the river 
became a de facto sewer. This spreads parasites in humans and animals and contributes to 
algae blooms in the bay. 
129 The school controls two and another is controlled by the mataqali with their own 
meetinghouse, and there is a very small tank by the chief’s house. 
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mother’s club does village cleanups and holds smaller soli with mother’s clubs from 

nearby villages to raise money for various projects. 

 Soli are held every year in the village to help support the school. Everyone in the 

village contributes to a group, which is based on matagali affiliation. The larger mataqali 

are their own groups and the smaller clans are put into groups to meet fundraising goals. 

These gifts are separate from school fees. During the soli, yagona is presented to 

government representatives and school children are given merit-based awards. The 

children also perform meke (dances), drill, and sing songs, including the national anthem. 

Each group sets up and decorates their own pavilion and has their own tanoa (kava bowl). 

People will wander between groups, stopping to have a bilo or two of yagona, snap 

pictures and chat.  

 
Figure 11 

Soli ni Lotu, Methodist church fundraising party 
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 Taking a very similar form, church soli (soli ni lotu) are held every year in the 

village for the Methodist church.  While there are eight denominations of Christians in 

the village, the Methodist congregation is the largest and has the biggest church. In the 

soli ni lotu, the congregants from the Methodist church are divided into roughly equal 

groups to raise the funds needed. In 2011, the village was expected to contribute 10,000 

FJ$ to the national church.130 Of this, 2000 FJ$ was to stay in the village to provide for 

the minister and his family as well as do necessary maintenance on the church. While 

there are at least seven other denominations meeting in the village, many people still 

participate in the Methodist soli, even if they are not Methodist. 

Outside organizations 

   To speak development, one must adhere to certain rules of statement that 
go back to the basic system of categories and relations. The system defines 
the hegemonic worldview of development, a worldview that increasingly 
permeates and transforms the economic, social, and cultural fabric of 
Third World cities and villages, even if the languages of development are 
always adapted and reworked significantly at the local level.  

          Escobar 1995, 17-18 

 The institutionalization and professionalization of development knowledge has 

being formative in the construction of the development industry (Escobar 1995). The 

Fijian government has been putting a lot of their efforts into rural development projects. 
                     
130 This is an astronomical sum, when compared to the average income levels in rural 
areas. The HIES 2008/2009 survey estimated a household income for rural areas of FJ$ 
11,608 per year (which was a 14% decline in real dollars since 2002/2003). However, 
this estimate is very high and contradicts other government data sources. In this village, 
there were maybe three households with income this high. 
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They have expressed concern in the increase people moving into urban areas to look for 

work (Fiji Times, Urban Drift brings about Corridor Jams, March 12, 2009). Some of the 

people who come in have family131 that they can stay with, but many are living in squatter 

settlements that have sprung up between Suva and Nausori.132 

 The people moving to urban areas for work are moving into a very competitive 

employment environment, where there are few jobs and many more expenses than in the 

village. All food, fuel/energy, rent, and transportation must be paid for. There is also 

stress on parents, who have a much smaller network of people help with childcare. It 

takes a leap of faith to let go of communal ties and obligations and base a household on 

cash income and expenditures.   

Sewing machines 

 The Eastern Division of Fiji covers dozens of small islands, spread out over 

hundreds of miles of ocean. This makes it difficult for the Provincial Government to 

implement and monitor development projects. One of the Ministry of Women’s (MOW) 

main projects has been to bring sewing machines into villages so that local women in 

mother’s clubs could both save money by sewing their children’s school uniforms and 

supplementing their income selling clothes they made. In late 2010, five machines were 

brought to the village. As there was no permanent place where the machines could be set 

                     
131 There are also crowding and other issues with people living with their relatives in 
urban areas where almost all food is purchased. 
132 These settlements are crowded and do not have the infrastructure to provide clean 
water, sanitation or adequate shelter. Poorly constructed shanties with pirated electrical 
connections and kerosene stoves and lanterns have caught fire and children have died 
(Fiji Times, Urban Drift brings about Corridor Jams, March 12 2009).   
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up, a couple of men from the village started to put them together and set them up in the 

chief’s kava house. The instructions were sparse and very little was in English and none 

was in Fijian.  

 These machines are bought in bulk from China and are modeled after the foot 

pumped Singers so they can be used without electricity, but without quality parts. Even 

the development workers understood how terrible these sewing machines were. Several 

development workers joked with me that they should tell people in the villages to only set 

up three out of the five machines, so they would have parts to fix them as the machines 

would inevitably break down. 

 Two machines were set up and a couple of women tried them out with scraps of 

fabric. The third machine was partially set up, but some flimsy pieces had warped and 

had to be modified. Even I spent several hours on that machine, but it never worked 

properly. There was an initial flurry of excitement, with kids helping by pushing the foot 

pedals, but there were no patterns, fabric or thread to start any projects. Also, because 

where the machines were set up, women could not come in whenever they wanted to 

work, but had to come in on one day a week, where no more than two women could sew 

at any time.133 

 After the machines had been in the village with no materials or training for several 

months, representatives from the mother’s club came to me to have me try to call the 

MOW to see about getting the training and materials for the women. After several 

attempts to call the woman who was responsible for scheduling the training that had been 

                     
133 Some women did bring hand sewing to work on when they were still meeting. 
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promised, I was dispatched to Levuka to try and find the woman to ask her about the 

training. The first time, she was out on a site visit to the outer islands for two weeks, the 

second time, she was out of the office in town and I was able to catch up with her on the 

street.134 She told me that she was trying to get the materials together, but the trainer was 

not going to be back on Ovalau for a couple of months.  

 Materials were another issue. There were no patterns, but some women did take old 

clothes apart to create patterns. The cost of fabric, thread and notions are also a factor 

because on Ovalau, these items sell at a significant premium over prices on Viti Levu.135  

On the outer islands, I imagine that materials are even more expensive. Without materials 

to practice on, and very little access to cash, it doesn’t necessarily make sense to buy 

fabric just to practice on. 

 The delay in training was not caused by incompetence, but on the ministry’s lack of 

staff and resources. There are just too many islands and villages and not enough 

personnel. It is much easier to distribute boxes of sewing machines to villages than to get 

trainers and materials out to the villages for several days. Trying to distribute things 

evenly across the islands means that support personal are stretched thin trying to do 

trainings and workshops. Some of these projects have been successful, even in rural 

areas. In one village, the project was successful because there were several women in the 

village who had worked in garment factories and were able to train the other women 

                     
134 There is one main street in Levuka, which makes finding people easy. 
135 In Suva, fabric is as cheap as FJ$ 0.98 per meter. On Ovalau, the least expensive 
fabric, which was very similar fabric, cost FJ$ 4 per meter. This fabric is too fragile to be 
used for clothes that need to be used as much as school uniforms. I saw it used for 
curtains and other house wares. High quality fabric is similarly high in price. 
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without the help of the MOW.136 In urban areas, more women have worked in factories, it 

is easier logistically for training workshops to be conducted, and material costs are lower. 

 When I returned in 2012, the machines were not set up for use, but the women still 

were hoping that the trainer would come. These machines existed in a gray area, where 

access and rights were undetermined. This issue comes up in many projects, including the 

fishponds that were installed in the village in 2011. 

Fishponds 

 A special meeting of the development committee was called one night at the chief’s 

kava house. The supply of food for the fishponds that the government had installed a 

couple of months before had run out and the group needed to decide how to proceed.  The 

local representative from the local Ministry of Fisheries (MOF) office specialized in the 

management of reefs and ocean fish populations, not aquaculture, and he had given them 

an insufficient amount of food to be able to properly raise the fish. 

 My father and I got to the meeting a few minutes after it had started. Since the 

meeting was in the evening, kava was being served, but the tone was serious. The 

discussion opened up with the chief discussing the situation. He spoke very softly and 

everyone sat silently, intently listening to what he had to say. The discussion continued 

with people voicing their concerns about how the MOF was not helping and collectively 

decided that they needed to gather the money to buy fish food so the fish would survive. 

It took two hours more to work out how the money would be raised. After the meeting, I 

                     
136 This village also has more than 40 women working in the fish factory, with their own 
incomes that they can invest in materials to learn to sew. 
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asked my father if I had misheard that the bag of fish food would cost 20 FJ$, surprised 

that such discussion would take place over a relatively small amount of money. After I 

thought about it though it made much more sense. The problems brought to light in this 

meeting was about much more than twenty dollars and the beginning of these issues 

started before the village was even informed that they were getting the ponds. 

 Similar to the road discussed earlier in this chapter, representatives from the 

Ministry of Fisheries had come to the village and announced that they were going to pay 

for the installation of fishponds. They promised to teach them how to keep the ponds and 

to help with the marketing of the fish for the first batch. Young men got to work digging 

the ponds, they were filled, and trainers came for a workshop. 

 The workshop was held over a two-day period, and young men were brought in 

from every village on the island. They were taught how to take care of the fish and 

maintain the ponds, but they were not taught how to run a business, or make money for 

the community. There also was a lack of discussion about who was in charge of the 

project, who was to work on it and for what compensation, or the development of any 

sort of business plan. For a project like this, that requires local people to labor on the 

project, without clear ownership, who will be compensated for what becomes very 

contentious. Also, with no financial plan, this project has not been able to keep going, as 

profits from the previous year are not allocated to keep the ponds going in the next 

growing cycle. While the government delivered the first few batches of fish, getting both 

the juveniles and mature fish delivered to and from the village is very expensive.  
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 Having these sorts of discussions before a project start would be difficult, but 

having them during or after a project has or is failing, is more difficult, or even futile. 

Without a clear plan for how the proceeds from the endeavor will be spent or saved to 

keep the project going, they are set up to fail, at least in a financial sense.  

 The committee was able to reach a consensus during the meeting about how to 

solve the immediate problem, as well as making tentative plans about how to approach 

the MOF. My observations of this project are quite limited as they were installed a few 

months before I left in 2011. When I returned in 2012, the fishponds were murky and 

they had not decided if they were going to get more hatchlings or discontinue the project. 

When I asked people what had happened, there were several reasons given, one of which 

was the exhaustion of the man who was doing the day-to-day care of the fish. He still had 

his own plantations to take care of and his other responsibilities, and after a year of 

juggling both with virtually no compensation, his endurance was exhausted (Povinelli 

2011). 

Kindergarten verses computer lab 

 Private charities also implement projects in villages. In 2009 a UK faith-based 

organization donated money for a kindergarten (kindi) to be built in the village. During 

the construction on the school grounds, the school committee decided that the school 

needed a computer lab much more than they needed a building for a kindergarten. The 

plans were changed and regular sized desks and outlets were installed for computers. 

Representatives from the organization were upset when they came to the village when it 

was nearly finished and the building was retrofitted into a kindergarten.  
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 There were mixed feelings in the village about the kindergarten. It was not that 

people were against the idea of it,137 but many people felt that a computer lab would give 

the school-aged children an advantage in their educations. The school does not have any 

computers or internet access and the kids are unprepared to use computers when they 

attend secondary school. On school holidays, I had the opportunity to help a couple of 

secondary students with papers that they were writing for classes. They had never been 

taught how to type or how to use basic word processing programs. As their secondary 

schools have limited computers to work on, their allotted time had been insufficient to 

finish typing their papers. These issues have implications for rural children’s success in 

higher education. In my conversations with young adults who had attended some college, 

most of whom had been unable to finish, many spoke about their difficulties conducting 

online research and being able to type and format the papers that were expected of them. 

Volunteer organizations 

 There are several international volunteer programs that place people in rural 

villages like Rukuruku. The Gap program, based out of Great Britain and the 

Commonwealth countries, brings in young people to volunteer in schools for up to 8 

months. The United States Peace Corps (USPC) also sends volunteers for two-year stints 

in business development, health programs, and environmental education. Formerly, 

volunteers were used to teach in elementary and secondary schools, but the Fijian 

                     
137 The kindi students only attend school in the morning and spend most of their days 
outside. In 2014, the village built a thatched roof play area/classroom for them, but the 
building is still officially the kindi and there is no computer lab. 
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government has disallowed this practice since the volunteers do not stay very long and it 

damaged local teacher development.138  

 While these programs give (mostly white, European) young people life experience, 

the “help” that they are supposed to provide is of questionable effect. Most of the projects 

that volunteers start are not successful, and beyond these failed projects there are the 

issues raised by having young foreigners living in rural villages. Unfortunately, from 

what I observed, there is a lack of training in culturally appropriate behavior and dress for 

people who are going to live alone in rural villages, which has led to assaults and other 

problems.   

 There are also medical teams of doctors, who are training in the Commonwealth 

countries, who go out to villages to run health clinics. During the time I was there, none 

of the clinics were held in Rukuruku, but on several occasions they would bring out the 

doctors to visit the village and drink tea and kava and eat snacks. They had often spent 

the day doing a clinic, but in a village near Levuka, where transportation is cheaper and 

quicker. They would talk about the clinic they had run with the people from Rukuruku, 

who told me after the teams left that they didn’t understand why they did not get a clinic. 

Their transportation costs are much higher and the trip more difficult for sick people. In 

this case, the convenience of having the clinic, over road concerns about getting help to 

the villages that are the most underserved. The village women were still expected to 

prepare snacks and tea for the visitors (Verani-Norton 2009). 

                     
138 Also, most PCVs are not trained teachers, and with their limited skills in the Fijian 
Language, they were not effective teachers. 
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 There are also many pay to play “volunteer” organizations. On Motoriki, a nearby 

islet, a water charity brings in constantly rotating groups young people who are supposed 

to help build water infrastructure. Volunteers from the project were brought to the village 

in fiber boats several times while I was there. The organization pays a family in the 

settlement to provide a “traditional” Fijian lunch, but the volunteers pass through the 

village. These interactions were strange, as the young people would not even make eye 

contact with the people in the village. One afternoon, I was sitting on the seawall with a 

few ladies, and they were very insulted when they called out greetings, they were 

ignored. On another day, the volunteers used a water tap, without permission, to wash off 

their feet and broke the tap. They didn’t try to fix it or apologize to the family whose tap 

they had broken, and just walked off leaving the water still running. These volunteers 

presence was a source of contention, as they did not bring anything to the village, they 

were rude by local standards, and their trips were intentionally arranged to bypass local 

forms of permission and compensation.  

Failure 

 A lot of little stuff can go wrong in projects. Typically most of the resources and 

training will filter through one person or a small committee of people at the village level. 

I have seen and been told of interpersonal issues with these delegates which damaged 

projects. In one case the host family for an international volunteer was not respected in 

the village and spread a great deal of disinformation to explain their disreputable position 

in the village. This confused the volunteer, but more importantly, proximity to them 

tainted the volunteer’s reputation and she had difficulty integrating into the community. 
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In a government project to produce eggs for the Nausori market, the local project 

committee was using the resources from the project to fund their own trips to town.139 

The project had fairly slim profit margins and their extra trips were a drain on the 

margins, yet invisible to everyone until a government worker carefully went over the 

books.   

 If projects are to be successful they must function as a partnership between the 

agency and the local population. It’s very difficult to get a project to succeed if the 

outcome is not something that the people are concerned about. An example of this 

occurred in a nearby village. A PCV loved to bake and decided she wanted to start a 

bakery. The people in the village had easy access to bakery bread, as they were within 

walking distance of town, had low cost transportation options every day, and a much 

higher percentage of the population working in Levuka, compared to Rukuruku. After a 

brief flurry of excitement, women started not showing up for the early morning baking. 

The PCV was upset that the women were not participating in her project, but that was the 

crux of the problem, it was her project, not the women’s in the village. People coming in 

to propose plans must understand that generally, it is seen as rude to say no to visitors, 

and a “yes” answer does not necessarily mean that the people want the project or are 

willing to participate in it. Waking up at four A.M. everyday is difficult to maintain, 

especially since there are many other demands on women’s’ time (Verani-Norton 2009). 

In this village, more than half of the adult women worked in the fish factory, and the 

                     
139 They were taking in smaller lots of eggs in order to make more frequent trips. As they 
had to hire a van to take the eggs to the market, it added up quickly. 
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others helped the working women by feeding their kids and other tasks. This is another 

example of how exhaustion creates inertia during projects (Povinelli 2011).  

“Sustainable” Development 

 Sustainable development is a term used constantly in development literature. 

However, this has to be more than a buzzword that gets peppered into grant proposals. 

Most projects are only a year or two long, with a few being planning to cover three to 

five years. Evaluations are difficult with typically a fuzzy goal to “increase income”. 

These plans are often lacking in actual cost benefit analysis for the actual impact in the 

village. For example, if land formerly used for subsistence production is moved to cash 

crops, they will have more money eventually from the cash crops, but at least part of the 

money then must be earmarked for food, to replace what would have been grown. 

 One could make the argument that there is not a lack of research being done on 

economic and health problems in the Pacific. The problem is that outcome of research, 

reports, and task forces are unclear and do not filter out to the people who could actually 

use the findings (Riles 2001).  The time and money invested in this processes is huge, and 

looking at the ratios of money spent on administration, travel to do “research”, etcetera, 

compared with the actual funding of projects raises serious questions about the use of 

development funds. Rile’s argues that Fijian NGOs spend of a great deal of their efforts 

producing documents rather than working to implement policy changes or projects. She 

argues that the constant meetings, conferences, and documents to produce for the next set 

of meetings and conferences becomes more important than the implementation of 

projects (Riles 2001). 
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 Development agencies that employ expats have a constant turnover of workers, 

with most only staying a year or two. This damages ongoing projects continuity, creating 

distrust with clients. To be sustainable, a project needs to have the resources to keep the 

project going after the agency is done. Sustainable projects should not damage the 

environment, or create a situation that lowers quality of life, for example, declining food 

security with increases in cash cropping. 

Conclusions 

 Most of these failures are non-events. There is not a catastrophic failure, but usually 

a slow ending that is not marked with the feasts and merriment that mark the beginnings 

of projects (Povinelli 2011). The ongoing experience of failed projects creates distrust 

that comes from being promised things that do not pan out. These failures damage future 

projects since people are not going to dedicate time and energy if they think that it is 

going to fail. 

 The consequences of not seeking meaningful local input can be severe, ignores 

local practices that could be bolstered, and privileges cash income over other productive 

forms, like food production for consumption. Beyond studying the why specific projects 

have failed, I argue we need to trace the underlying issue(s), asking the people who were 

involved in the project locally what they think went wrong. Further complicating this 

situation is the rhetoric that is used in the information put out about development 

programs. Terms like “sustainable development” and “local input” have to mean 

something, yet they are thrown around, justifying the development worker’s presence and 

concealing the actual reasons for these projects. 
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 By examining how grass roots efforts are formulated and executed, better 

interventions could be designed. Meaningful input from locals could make future projects 

more successful by actually addressing the concerns of the locals, rather than the pet 

projects of more developed countries (Scott 1998).  
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Chapter 6: Networks of Sharing: The Role of Exchange Relations in Creating Social 
Security 
 
 Strips of fabric stretch through the door of the house and out across the grass 

towards the village meeting hall, held up at intervals by family members. It connects a 

woman, dressed in masi cloth and holding a tabua (whale’s tooth), to her husband. They 

have been legally married since they eloped nine years ago, but they have not been 

married by village protocols. Their union was not formally recognized by their respective 

mataqali and since they have made a transgression against the social order, apologies, in 

the form of a bulubulu ceremony, must be made to establish formal relations between the 

families and secure the children’s place in the kinship network. 

 Preparations for this ceremony had been underway for months on both sides of the 

family. The woman’s family had to find at least two whale’s teeth for the presentation 

and provide a whole pig and dalo (taro). The food is presented cooked and represents 

feeding the children born from the union, formalizing their place in the mataqali. This 

food is not part of the feast, which also must be provided for the guests and both families. 

The man’s family has brought one 50-gallon drum and four drums of kerosene and yards 

upon yards of fabric. The woman’s family has prepared the feast and amassed mats, fans, 

and the tabua. All of the formal gifts from both sides are presented with speeches during 

the ceremony. These gifts were amassed through group effort on both sides of the family, 

showing both groups acceptance and support for the union. In the past, money was not 

needed for these ceremonies, but now, fuel, fabric and food are purchased in addition to 

the locally sourced food and ceremonial wealth objects. 
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 The bulubulu is a ceremony to apologize for some transgression, often the eloping 

of two people, which is what was happening this case. In the bulubulu, the exchange and 

ceremony is used to “bury” resentment, as if in a grave (Gatty 2010, 31). The ceremony 

has some parallels with weddings in gifting and purpose, but departs in other ways. It is a 

way for couples that have, in most cases, defied their families, to prove that they are 

capable and willing to participate fully in society.  Since both sides of the family must 

contribute as well as the couple, these contributions function as a sign of approval from 

the kinship network.  

 While ceremonies and ceremonial exchange practices have changed over time, they 

still fulfill an important role in Fijian villages in cementing the bonds between individuals 

and groups. These bonds encourage care, which provides social security in times of needs 

and during life transitions (Biehl 2013). 

Introduction 

 In the context of a rural village, being socially secure means more than having a 

regular source of cash income. Cooking, cleaning, and mobility are all complicated by the 

geography of the landscape and the relative lack of infrastructure. It includes knowing 

that one’s quality of life will not be destroyed by the loss of a spouse, illness, injury, 

aging, or individual crop failure. Fijians in rural areas create their own social security 

through a combination of practices that are characterized locally as traditional and 

utilizing financial technologies to anticipate their needs in the near and distant future. 
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 This chapter explores how people in rural areas of Fiji create networks of caring 

through the creation and maintenance of relationships. Entering into formal relations 

expands kinship circles, mitigating the risks of being without outside of local regimes of 

care as well as spreading out the cost of expensive life transitions, like weddings and 

funerals. While there has been extensive research on reciprocity in the Pacific, most of 

this research has focused on the ceremonies and formal exchange practices. Instead, I 

focus on the protection that is provided through the relationships created by ceremony. 

While these practices have changed over time, they are still integral to the maintenance of 

networks of sharing between mataqali, households, and individuals. These networks are 

complex and not bound geographically or temporally, making it difficult for the outsider 

to see the full extent of them. Each link in the network, seen in relationships, has a 

history, which includes kinship ties, personal interactions, and family narratives. These 

networks create and maintain strong bonds between people, providing social security 

with food, shelter, and money during times of need. Maintaining these networks through 

formal exchange relations and day to day sharing, keeps these support systems strong.  

All of these networks have requirements for participation and benefits provided 

depending on age and gender. They are not static and adjust to account for shifts in the 

economic, spatial and temporal order. Ceremonies help to maintain this order, but it is 

also reinforced through quotidian acts of hospitality and sharing discussed in Chapter 2. 

 There are multiple and cross cutting networks of obligation and protection that 

mitigate the experience of risk in life, during both expected life transitions and 

emergencies. As discussed in previous chapters, anticipating need and preparing for the 
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future is not based on calculations made at the individual level, but in relation to multiple 

spheres of influence, including households, clans, village affiliations, and churches.  

 Communal obligations are one of the factors that provide food security.  A common 

assertion in the development literature is that the social obligations placed on people in 

villages, hinders their economic development.  I argue that these social relations create 

networks of care that provide social security during expected life transitions and in 

emergencies, that cannot easily be monetized. Much of this shared labor is invisible to 

outsiders, and so the value of these practices is underestimated.  

 First, I will explore how ceremonial exchanges create kinship networks in the 

village and beyond. The second section will explore how kinship networks protect 

vulnerable populations, like children and elderly people. The third section looks at 

emergency situations and the help that the community provides for those who are in dire 

straights.      

Ceremonial Exchange    

 The practice of ceremonial exchange has been thoroughly documented in the 

anthropological literature on Fiji and the Pacific (Becker 1995, Brison 2007, Ravuvu 

1983, Weiner 1992). I have chosen to focus on the processes by which these exchanges 

come to be. How do clans gather the food, ceremonial wealth objects, and other items 

needed for a large-scale exchange? Do these ceremonies cause undue burdens on 

household economies? How have these ceremonies changed over time? 

 Ravuvu explains that a magiti is “any amount or kind of food that is ceremonially 

offered to another party...(it) can be presented cooked or raw” (1991, 628). The food 
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offered is often accompanied by a bundle of dried yagona root and in formal occasions, a 

tabua (whales tooth, ceremonial wealth object). The “proper meal” for the magiti should 

consist of both the kakana dina and the i coi. Imported and store bought foods are now 

incorporated into these rituals, and one does notice very little difference from what is 

consumed in day-to-day life with the exception of the variety of dishes, quantities of 

chicken and seafood, and the addition of fresh pork and beef. The magiti is given for 

many reasons, life transitions such as death, marriages, rites of passage, as well as to 

thank workers who have done labor for the chief or community. In June 2012, after the 

workers from the FEA and DPW departments finished installing the electricity, a big 

feast was thrown in their honor and much of the village contributed and attended. 

Prestige for the village or mataqali hosting the event can be gained by being as generous 

as possible (Ravuvu 1991, 28).  

 Ceremonial offerings of food take place at the beginning of the harvest season in 

many Pacific Islands societies in which people must present certain food crops and 

vegetable products to hierarchically proscribed people (Schiefenhovel and Bell-

Krannhals 1996, 233). In Fiji these gifts were given to the chief and then the chief was 

supposed to redistribute the bulk of what he or she had collected through the use of a 

tuirara (village steward). The chief himself made an offering so that the village would 

have prosperity in the future (Sahlins 1962, 343). Gailey called attention to the way in 

which the chiefs in Tonga were able to manage surplus, but also how they could deploy 

kin-based claims to manage the labor of their people and use the resources created to 

increase their own status (Gailey 1987, 91-93). The form of these exchanges have 
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changed over time, with some villages still practicing these ceremonies formally, while in 

other villages there is no formal ceremony.   

Collecting the gifts 

 The items needed for a ceremony are acquired through collective action. Besides 

the food needed for the magiti, there are also often wealth objects and gifts that will be 

distributed after the ceremony. One doesn’t have to contribute in cash to be able to fully 

participate, but can contribute by providing labor before and during the event. Monetary 

contributions come from wealthier households in the clan, from inside and outside of the 

village. For families residing outside of the village, providing cash for items that need to 

be purchased maintains their place in the kinship network, even though they are not there 

for the day to day sharing of foods and other resources.  

 The yagona, fish, and dalo are usually acquired through family members labor and 

plantations. The men gather to discuss how much taro, yagona, and cassava each 

household will be expected to provide. Most farmers strive to provide more than what 

was requested of them, to show their abilities as farmers and producers. Similarly, groups 

of young men will be sent on fishing trips in the days leading up to a feast to catch as 

many fish as possible. Cows and pigs are raised in the village or purchased depending on 

the situation of the clan. These animals are very expensive and if they need to be 

purchased, money will be gathered from multiple households in the clan. Some foods for 

the magiti and for exchange are almost always purchased. Chop suey noodles, frozen 

chickens, cooking oil, tinned meats, and vegetables like cucumbers, onions, garlic, and 

ginger are commonly purchased. 
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 Mats are made by women in the months leading up to a wedding or another planned 

ceremony,140 or in rare cases, will be bought from the market in Suva. Most middle-aged 

women know how to weave, but have little time due to constraints from work and having 

children. Many young women do not know how to weave, or are weaving less as young 

people when compared to their older female relatives. After I learned the basics of tale 

ibe (making mats), older women would use my presence to shame young women in their 

families. “Look, even that kaivalagi141 can make mats, why can’t you make mats?” While 

some older women do weave mats for sale, young women see it as too time consuming 

for the potential income. Older women told me that it was getting harder to gather the 

mats necessary for funerals and other ceremonies and they were concerned that the 

practice of weaving was declining. 

 The processes that people use to acquire tabua have changed over time.142 In the 

village, most people acquire tabua through their kinship networks, rather than purchasing 

them.143 In the bulubulu I observed, the mother of the wife had approached her 

grandfather to kerekere one of the tabua and an uncle for the other one. She explained to 
                     
140 The mats are made by women for their own household’s contribution, or in some 
cases, a family will commission a mat from a woman in the village. This occurs most 
often in households without elder women and where the adult women work outside of the 
home. 
141 Foreigner, typically used to describe people of European heritage.  
142 In the past, when civil servants would visit the village on government business, tabua 
and mats other gifts had to be offered as an incentive or else the village would not get 
services. The people who spoke with me about this were aware about the change in laws 
under the new government, which forbids public officials from requiring or accepting 
gifts and they were very happy about the changes. Before the ban, tabua became more 
expense, both in terms of difficulty to find and in monetary cost, which they attributed to 
the growing demand from this illegal siphoning of this important wealth item.  
143 There are a couple of pawn shops that re-sell tabua. They cannot be removed from the 
country and can only be sold under certain conditions.  
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me that she had to ask very carefully and properly, as well as her history in acting in a 

proper manner in the village and in her children’s behavior. 

 This group action spreads the burden of expensive life transitions onto the entire 

kinship network. Instead of one household going into debt to pay for a funeral or 

wedding, they can plan and save with the help of their family members.   

Weddings 

 “Lisa! Lisa! Lako mai! (Come here!)” I see Lusi beckoning me to a small house. 

We were in another village for the wedding of a young woman from the village. After a 

year and a half in Fiji, I had yet to see a village wedding and was uncertain about the 

order of events. She took my hand and we ducked through a small back door and into the 

presentation of the tabua. It’s very hot in the house, with people packed in from every 

doorway. The Methodist pastor sits in the high part of the house with both of the 

betrotheds’ fathers. The bride is smiling shyly, her hands clasped around her pregnant 

belly. Speeches and prayers focus on the obligations of this union, between the spouses as 

well as their clans.  
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Figure 12 

The wedding gifts for the new household 
 

 Weddings are expensive everywhere, and rural villages in Fiji are no different. 

Traditionally, both sides of the family each work to collectively meet obligations to 

provide the objects that must be exchanged between their respective mataqali. These 

objects include tabua (whale’s teeth), ibe (mats), masi (bark cloth), yagona (kava), pigs, 

fish, and dalo.  New items have entered these ceremonial exchanges, including furniture 

and house wares for the new household and purchased foods. Wedding rings are now 

commonly exchanged during a church service, which itself was introduced during the 

colonial period. Both sides can show prestige through group purchases of large items 

such as home furniture like beds and dressers. The wedding discussed above was the 

biggest gifting event I ever saw in Fiji.   
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 Marriages are being delayed for many young people. There is less shame over 

living together and marriages are not necessarily forced if a young woman gets pregnant 

out of wedlock.144 In a girl’s only kava session one night, I asked the young women, all in 

their twenties, when they planned to get married. Everyone tittered, and Lewa145 told me 

that they wanted to be able to work and travel a bit before they settled down. Some of the 

girls are planning on settling down in a village, while others would like to marry men 

from urban areas or foreigners and move away. Tila told me that she would like to get 

married, but she was related to most of the boys in the village and it was hard for her to 

meet men outside of her family.  

Death 

 While weddings can be delayed, funerals cannot and funerals and weddings are 

typically the “most significant life expense” that will occur over a person’s life (Graeber 

2011, 9). The ability to put together a respectable funeral for a loved one takes the 

collective action of the entire kinship network. As deaths are unpredictable, and 

sometimes completely unexpected, the resources of the network mitigate the impact, both 

socially and financially, on the household that lost a member. 

 After a death occurs, close family members begin making plans. If the deceased 

died in the hospital on Viti Levu, their body must been returned to the village. In the case 

of an unexpected funeral, both the body and two cattle were brought over in fibers as 

there were not cows locally available. Young men from the family are dispatched to the 
                     
144 In these cases, most often this first child will live with a grandmother or aunt if the 
mother later marries.  
145 Lewa means “girl” in Fijian and is also used as a nickname. 



 

 184 

cemetery to dig the grave, which is up on the hill to the south of the village. These men 

are fed, but they are not paid for their labor. This is another example of how everything 

cannot be reduced to monetary transactions. To pay four young men to dig the grave in 

two days would cost the family at least FJ$120. In this way we can see the impact of non-

compensated forms of labor on people’s well-being. This might not sound like much, but 

for these events, fishing trips (fuel) are undertaken, store bought food must be bought 

(potatoes, onions, ginger, garlic, cooking oil), animals must be acquired (in some cases a 

family member or the mataqali owns animals that can be used, but more commonly, cows 

and pigs must be purchased). Cows and pigs are very expensive and the money needed to 

pay for them will typically come from many households. During the four days, everyone 

who is helping to prepare for the feast and the service as well as visiting relatives are fed 

meals. 

 People told me that traditionally, funerals were supposed to last four days.  Besides 

being seen as protocol, this allows enough time for people to travel to the service as well 

as amass the food and ceremonial wealth objects, especially the mats and masi that are 

needed for the burial. However, there is pressure to shorten the ceremony, reducing the 

costs from feeding large numbers of people for four days. A Fijian government worker I 

interviewed told me that the people in rural areas should shorten their funerals and follow 

the trends from Suva, where funerals have been shortened down to a day.146 I think this 

perspective overlooks the social aspects of funerals. For many people, it is a chance to 
                     
146 This would be difficult for several reasons. The collective action to accumulate the 
needed items still requires a lot of labor that would still need to be fed. Also, families are 
not going to leave the village after a day after going to the expense to get there, unless 
there is a pressing work problem. 
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see family from other villages and islands, or get to travel to see family. For married 

women from other villages, these trips are chances to go home, to show off their children 

and to meet new relatives. Funerals and the giving involved are another way that people 

reaffirm their relationships and provide support for each other.  

Distribution 

 The day after a wedding of a young woman from the village to a young man from 

another village on the island, the women from the bride’s mataqali gathered to portion 

out 50 KG bags each of rice, flour, and sugar. The women had all brought plastic 

containers in all forms, buckets, water pitchers, and bags to collect their shares. The 

women present were mostly from the mataqali, but the start of the distribution was 

delayed, waiting for the Rodini (pastor’s wife) who had helped with the food preparation. 

The three bags were set at intervals down the wall, with room for people to sit in between 

them, with concentric waves of containers around each bag. The women dividing up the 

products were all older, well-respected women who each have a scoop that they use to fill 

each container as equally as possible. Everyone watches closely and points out when a 

container is missed on a rotation. There are a few children, but only the upset ones, as 

the rest are playing outside. The process seemed to take a long time, flies were brushed 

away with towels and container lids, but the bags shrank, and finally collapsed. These 

bags are kept and re-used by the women to bring their crops to market, store mats, or be 

used in many different ways.  
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Figure 13 

Distribution of staples after a wedding 
 

 The distribution of gifts,147 like the allocation of responsibilities for acquiring gifts 

to give, is a complicated process. Since the gifts given on are different for each side, there 

is no expectation of getting back exactly what you put in. After large scale ceremonies, 

the gifts received must been divided up between the mataqali members and others who 

participated in the exchange. 

 The division of staples like flour and sugar are fairly straightforward, but the 

contribution and distribution of ceremonial objects, fabric, and other items can be fraught 

with tension. Alumecia, a young woman told me, “Sometimes if we give the food and 

rest of the family doesn’t know we have given, there will be a quarrel and family 

members will get angry on me”. However, even these quarrels are very quiet, since 

                     
147 Vota, to apportion or divide. i votavota, a portion or share. Which is divided up by the 
tuirara (Gatty 270, Capell 268). 
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expressing discontent over a gift was traditionally very insulting. Sera, a mother of two 

young children, expressed this tension when she explained, “if we give it and it’s not 

what they expect, they can’t tell us and they will be disappointed they are not given 

enough”. 

Conflicts in Gifting and Sharing 

 It is the afternoon before the bulubulu, we are sitting on the porch, Una was setting 

up her prawn fishing net and discussing the plan for the next day. The conversation 

moved to the gifts that had been dropped off in the past few days that were accumulating 

in the house. Vitiana remarked that the people were bringing things early so no one 

would see how little they had contributed. “They will bring one small bottle of oil today, 

and bring five people to eat tomorrow.” 

 Economic pressures are one of the factors affecting change in exchange relations 

and kinship networks. People attributed these changes to the same factors discussed in 

chapter 2, which are similarly implicated in the decline of day-to-day sharing. 

Individuality, in religion and job seeking behavior, and the pressure of trying to make 

money are commonly cited reasons for this shift. 

Vulnerable Populations 

 In rural villages, there is very little state intervention in the care of vulnerable148 

populations, like children, differently-abled people, and the elderly. As such it falls on the 

kinship network to care for this populations. Some elders have small pensions to 

                     
148 Locally, children, differently abled people, and elderly people are considered to be 
vulnerable and of need of extra protection. 
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contribute to their households and people with physical differences can get disabilities 

payments from the government. These stipends are not sufficient to live on, and the 

unpaid work of caring for vulnerable people rests on their families and kinship networks. 

Elders 

  Elders are highly respected in Fijian culture. People respect the knowledge they 

have acquired during their lives and older people are thought to be more level headed in 

decision-making.  As people age the burden of heavy labor transfers to their children and 

they are not expected to perform community labor (lala). As discussed in the previous 

chapters, when one’s social security depends on one’s children and the community, other 

factors, such as status, family, and community become more highly valued, compared to 

an individual, cash based support “earned” through payments into the common pool (for 

example, the United States Social Security Insurance program).  

 Some elderly people maintain a great deal of independence. Tokasa, an elderly 

woman, had no children in the village. Every day she would go to the bush to get 

firewood and foods that were in season. When she passed away, her husband moved in 

with his son in Suva because he couldn’t take care of himself.  

 Many urban dwellers I met had plans to return to the village for their old age where 

life is cheaper and they will have the support of family and friends. This is very different 

from patterns in the US, where older people are encouraged to move to more populated 

areas and live in housing designated especially for seniors. For many of the Fijians I 
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spoke to, the difficulty reaching medical care from a rural area was less important than 

the possibility of being outside of the networks of care provided in the village.  

 One day I was sitting on my porch with Tokasa, who was teaching me how to tale 

ibe (weave mats), and she told me that since her household, in which she lived with her 

husband, was older, they didn’t need money as much anymore. She told me that they 

would only go to the market to sell something when they needed some cash for fuel or 

sugar.  Since their children were adults, they had no school fees to worry about. “At the 

moment we just need to have money for our food. Since we are old.”  Many elderly feel 

like they do not need as much cash because their children will help with their expenses.   

 When asked who they shared food with most often, many people spoke to their 

desire to provide for those less fortunate than themselves, like the elderly, the disabled, 

and orphaned children. Even people who were older themselves expressed that they 

wanted to help older, weaker people who were less fortunate. Some of these elders have 

physical ailments or disabilities that made it difficult for them to get around. Another 

hardship for elderly people is to not have children in the village to help with hygiene, 

cooking and other necessary activities. As discussed in Chapter 4, as men age, and their 

sons become adults, there is a transfer of land management, as the young man grows up 

and gets more land as well as responsibilities like a wife and children. Junior, a young 

man schooling in Suva, told me that his household gave to “mostly elders around our 

house. If people need food, my uncle will tell me to give to them, especially cassava. We 

give mostly to old people who can’t go to the garden to pull cassava”. Alumetia, a young 

woman from the settlement said “(I)t is part of our culture. Fijians do it all the time. We 
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can share food to families that have no food or those that have lost their parents in the 

village 

Children 

 Losalini doesn’t want to sit down during the magiti after the bulubulu ceremony. At 

two and a half years old, she doesn’t have to sit nicely, but flits around, only stopping to 

eat bites from her grandfather’s plate or to eat or drink from her mother’s and sister’s 

food. Semi, a seven-month-old boy from another village is being passed from person to 

person, his teenaged male cousin goes over to kiss and pinch his babies face and legs. I 

was told about how, in the past, the first born son of a high ranking family would not 

even touch the ground until they could walk. Even now, babies are still adored everyone 

makes a fuss over them.   

 Infancy and childhood are vulnerable years. Small children and infants are 

dependent on others for almost every aspect of their survival. In addition to their parents, 

Fijian children in villages have a wide network of relations that provide childcare in the 

form of supervision, feeding, and domestic help. Infants and children are highly valued 

by males and females, without the sort of age bias by teenagers and youth, seen in most 

late liberal societies. 

 Young children are allowed the freedom to enter into their family member’s houses 

without announcement or permission. They will often be fed snacks during these visits 

and they are allowed a certain amount of latitude to demand food. As they grow up, they 

learn how to act more culturally appropriately, calling out and waiting for permission to 
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enter other homes, not demanding food, and following the spatial hierarchy inside homes 

and on peoples’ bodies. 

 
Figure 14 

Bulubulu magiti (feast) 
 

  At first glance the children seem virtually unsupervised, but there are patterns 

that show how the network works to prevent injuries in toddlers. Even before children 

can walk, they are carried to their relation’s households on visits. When they start running 

around with the older children, they seem to cycle around their closest family relations 

households. They are taught where their people are and the older children and youths also 

will watch out for their siblings and cousins especially closely. In this village, anyone 

will pick up a screaming child or stop children doing something dangerous. While the 
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children are given a lot of freedom, there are always adults close by and they develop 

their own relationships with their cousins and friends.  

 While adults are reluctant to go to the hospital themselves, infants are brought in 

regularly for well baby care and when they are sick.  

Differently-abled adults 

 Jona is out playing rugby with some middle-school aged boys. At 18, he is much 

taller than the younger children, but he has limited mobility on his left side due to a bout 

of meningitis when he was three months old, so he poses no danger to the smaller kids. 

His problems had started at birth. Jona’s mother died during labor and doctors went 

against the family’s wishes and performed a cesarean section to remove him from his 

dead mother. He had been without oxygen for some time, and his development was 

delayed. He was still in the hospital when he acquired meningitis, which partially 

paralyzed his left side. 

 Since his mother had died, when Jona left the hospital he went to live with his 

grandmother in the village. The combination of physical and mental disabilities was very 

hard on his elderly grandmother and he was sent to live at St. Giles, an institution near 

Suva for the mentally disabled. He escaped a couple of times, and was brought back to 

the village. In the village, Jona likes to go muck around with people of all ages, but he 

loves it when he is able to work with men in his clan. 

 One day he was up in the settlement where his brother (cousin’s brother) lives. 

Mika gave him a cane knife to cut the grass, forgetting that he had just sharpened the 

blade. Jona sliced through the top of his left foot. Since he has limited sensation on his 
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left side, he didn’t even feel the wound and kept working until Mika saw the gushing 

blood. He was taken to the hospital in the Levuka the next day and the doctors stitched 

him up. The health workers told the grandmother that Joni should not walk on his foot for 

several weeks. She tried to explain to them that there was no way that she could keep him 

in the house and that his lack of pain would make it difficult for him to rest. The health 

workers dismissed her concerns, sending Joni home the same day. 

 After returning home, Jona refused to stay in the house and went off to visit his 

friends in the village. He broke a couple of stitches and his grandmother sent for me to 

check on him.149 His wound had opened a bit, but most of the stitches were still holding. I 

asked to see what medicine the hospital had sent him home with and was shocked to see 

that they had sent ophthalmic cream, which did contain one antibiotic, but was very 

runny and didn’t stay on the wound.150 I cleaned and dressed the wound with my supplies, 

and suggested that they take him back to the hospital to be admitted; since there was no 

way that they could restrain him in the village. This time he was admitted for a couple of 

days and his foot started to heal.  

 The day after he returned, his grandmother sent for me again, and asked if I would 

come every day to change his dressings and give stern lectures on why he needed to stay 

still. Joni and I were friends and she felt like he might listen to me, since as a teenager, 

he didn’t want to listen to his grandmother.  I tried, but his boredom drove him out of the 

house and it took months for his foot to properly heal. His grandmother explained to me 

                     
149 One of my main contributions in the village was acting as a medic, treating minor skin 
conditions and providing bandages, antiseptics, and ointments. 
150 The hospital is plagued with shortages of all sorts, from medicine to linens. 
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that she was worried about what would happen to Jona after she or her husband died, 

because he was already difficult for her to handle. 

 In the village, the care of differently-abled people is almost entirely on their family 

members. The state does provide a small stipend for disabled people, but this is 

insufficient to live independently.151 Jona was one of several people in the village who are 

not able to participate fully in village life, but who are protected and cared for through 

kinship networks.  

 In another household, the father is completely blind, and has been since birth. He 

cannot maintain a plantation, but his mataqali provides food and assistance to his 

household. His mother also lives with them, and she is unable to walk, but people come 

and sit with her every day and wash the pads that she uses to deal with her incontinence.  

 There are also two people who have recognized mental illnesses. They have both 

been institutionalized at various points, but in both cases, their family members took 

them home after seeing how much they declined in the institution. In one case, the young 

man’s mental illness is blamed on the marijuana that he smoked as a teenager. He spends 

most of his time walking around, talking to himself, and on good days, and talking to 

other people. He lives with his brother and his family and helps out on the plantations 

when he is able. He has never been violent and people just ignore him when he is 

experiencing an acute phase of his illness. In another household, the sister of the female 

head of household has a more severe mental illness. She lives in the family home when 

                     
151 The disability payments of the people I spoke with were between 60 FJD$ and 90 
FJD$ per month. This sum of money would be impossible to live on without the 
contributions in labor, food, and money of family members. 
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she is in a good spell, and when she starts to spiral out, goes to live in the cookhouse near 

the family home. She prefers to be alone most of the time and every day she goes to the 

bush to gather yams, fruit, firewood and medicinal plants. In this way she contributes a 

great deal to her household, and is able to spend her time away from the people that she 

believes are talking about her.152 

 While these people cannot fully participate in village life, they are provided for and 

protected by their kinship networks. They are able to live in their homes, and contribute 

what they can without having to worry about losing the security that comes from living in 

the kinship network. Without this network, the blind man couldn’t have gotten married or 

had children, and the people with mental illnesses would end up spending their lives in an 

institution, as most mentally ill people from urban areas have to.  

Crises and emergencies 

 Up on the hill above the village, angry red stripes of exposed clay cut through the 

verdant green of the bush. The same rainstorm on Easter Sunday in 2010 that had 

washed out the bridges on the road from the village caused three landslides on the hills 

rising up behind the village, two of them belonging to the same man. Seti’s plantations 

had been recently planted with yagona, dalo, and cassava. He had taken down several 

                     
152 I witnessed her paranoia on the lorry on the way back to the village one day. She had 
jumped on the truck when we were almost back to the village. She sat in the back, across 
from two teenaged girls that were coming home from school for the weekend. They were 
laughing and giggling and the woman thought that they were talking about her. She 
began to get more agitated and suddenly she stood up and slapped her knife on one of the 
girl’s leg before jumping out of the moving vehicle. Everyone tittered nervously and then 
went back to their conversations. 
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trees and cut some additional bush so he could plant more cash crops, but the loss of the 

deep-rooted plants doomed his expanded plantation.153 The new dalo huli (propagation 

material) had rotted in the muck and couldn’t be saved, but some of the cassava and 

yagona cuttings were still viable. Seti’s brothers rallied around and they dropped their 

work to help him shore up his plantations and replant. They salvaged the plant materials 

that could be replanted and gathered new plant cuttings154 from their own plantations.  

 The plantation was Seti’s family’s only source of income. With two school age 

children and another on the way, their household could have been destroyed in the five 

months it takes for cassava plants to mature, with no plantation food and no income. 

However during this time whenever his brothers would go to their plantations, they 

would bring back a bundle of cassava or dalo. His brother’s also contributed to his 

children’s school fees. 

 This could have been a devastating blow to their household economy. They had 

planned on the food and income from the plantation that was destroyed, but they were 

still able to pay for their children’s school fees and they did not go hungry. Without the 

support of the kinship network, this family would have been in dire straights, but with the 

food, labor and financial help, a disaster was turned into a minor setback in their long-
                     
153 I was told that the landslide was caused by the removal of trees and brush that 
surrounded his fields. Trees are removed to increase light exposure on fields and to 
expand production. This is another example of the situation discussed earlier in the 
dissertation, where people are expanding their productive space in an attempt to increase 
their cash income, with resulting ecological problems. 
154 Dalo plants are grown from the tops of mature dalo (the huli), cassava and kava are 
grown from stem cuttings. These materials cannot be stored for long periods of time and I 
never saw them for sale on Ovalau. Huli are the center stalks of mature taro plants that 
are cut, then hardened before being replanted to grow another corm. 
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term plans. The mother had adequate nutrition and gave birth to a healthy child during 

this period.  

 Crises, both large and small happen constantly in the village. Most of these are 

what Povinelli would call quasi-events, in that they are not marked or recognized by the 

state (2011). In a rural village, sickness, injuries, and natural disasters are handled locally, 

except in the most dire of situations. Without social support, either from friends and 

family, these crises could be devastating to a household’s future prospects.    

 As part of the semi-structured conversations, I asked what they did in an emergency 

that required cash, like a trip to the hospital or funeral.  Borrowing or asking for money 

from relatives made up 51% of the responses.  Other people said that they would first use 

their own savings before relying on their family. 

Natural disasters 

 Fiji and other Pacific Islands are especially vulnerable to weather and geological 

events. Frequent storms and the associated damage from flooding, wind, storm surges, 

and landslides often require a local response. This is partially due to their geographical 

isolation and the length of time it takes for government workers to respond. Locally, 

when a house is damaged in a storm, the household will be taken into a close family 

member’s home(s), and relatives will help to repair or rebuild the structure. Even public 

infrastructures, like roads and the water system, are maintained by people in the villages.  

Sickness and Injury 

 With the tropical environment and the current water supply, which is not purified, 

“runny stomach” and skin conditions are common. These issues are often not prioritized, 
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since they are so ubiquitous. For more serious periods of sickness or injury, the network 

of family and friends takes care of necessary work. If a woman is sick, her children will 

be fed and cared for in a relative’s home, and meals will be brought to her. If a man gets 

sick or injured, his male relations will take care of his plantation while he cannot work. 

This care allows sick and injured people to rest and recover. Pregnant women are urged 

to rest in the later part of their pregnancies and for the period after birth and female 

relations will be present to take care of the new mother’s needs.  

 There are people in the village who are known to be skilled in treated different 

conditions. Many people are not comfortable discussing these practitioners because of the 

colonial legacy of equating traditional healing practices with “witchcraft” or sorcery so it 

was beneficial to the research that I lived with a family and was able to observe the 

treatment of family members as well as getting treated myself. These remedies included 

massage, herbs, both orally and topically, and lifestyle advice (rest, diet). For chest colds 

and respiratory problems the shoulders and back need to be massaged. Massage is also 

used to treat muscle pain and to help the “cold inside”.155 These healers are not typically 

compensated in cash, but are given a solevu (gift), often of food (Sahlins 1962, 358). In 

this context, exchange practices mitigate the need for monetary resources in seeking care 

for aches and pain and non-severe sicknesses. 

 

                     
155 Cold inside is not associated with any biomedically described disease. People told me 
that you could get it from being in cold water too long or sleeping with the windows open 
in the cold. Also an improper diet or drink is thought to contribute. I asked several Fijian 
medical doctors what they thought and was told that it is a loosely defined umbrella term 
that they don’t clinically recognize.  
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Transportation, so close, yet so far.  

 If a person needs care for a severe illness or injury, they must be transported to the 

hospital. The one ambulance on the island of Ovalau is not able to reach the village due 

to the condition of the road, so it is on the locals to get people to the hospital. Finding 

transportation can be quite difficult in an emergency. While Ovalau Island is only a 12-

minute plane ride away from the Nausori Airport, and the village is only an hour from 

Levuka, the geography, expense and the sea prevent a speeding up process. Even with the 

best surface, the road is always going to be winding, hilly and dangerous in wet weather. 

Boats can safely only go so fast and airplane travel is prohibitively expensive for most. 

As all of the transportation options are expensive and people will put off going to the 

hospital as long as they can.156 

 The transportation that is available in emergency situations is contingent on many 

factors, including fuel, access to phone services, and personal relations. There are no 

public transportation options on this island, but there are private taxis, personal vehicles 

(which are hired out in many cases in a semi-legal grey area.), and small transport 

companies. In an emergency, people will start by calling the people closest to the village 

who have a vehicle. There are only three families with transport (pickups and/or carriers) 

in nearby settlements and other villages. As there is no bausa (petrol station) open after 

six pm or on Sundays, if the driver doesn’t have enough fuel to get to town two times, 

they will be stranded and are unwilling to drive to town unless there is a serious 

emergency.  
                     
156 All of the transportation options require an uncomfortable trip, which is much harder 
when one is sick or has a broken bone or thinks they have meningitis. 
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Figure 15 

Lorry stuck in the road 
 

 The boats in the village can also be used, but there are similar issues with fuel. One 

man told me that he prepares for emergencies by always keeping enough fuel to get to 

town. My host family tried to keep pre-mix as well, but there were many times when 

there wasn’t enough fuel to get to Levuka or Viti Levu. Also boat travel at night is 

avoided as it is much more dangerous.157 

 So when there is an emergency, people utilizes the contacts they have in their 

networks. This can involve making phone calls, physically going around to village to 

collect fuel or find a boat (or phone credit).  In every case I saw, even if the transport was 

delayed overnight, people were able to get to biomedical care. 

                     
157 Boats owned by people in the village do not have lights and boats must travel slower 
to avoid hitting floating objects and reefs. 
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 Even in a non-emergency situation people are reluctant to go to the hospital. While 

the hospital does not charge Fijian citizens to get care, they must find their own way to 

the hospital. To get to the hospital in Levuka costs a minimum of six dollars Fijian just 

for the patient. To get to Suva, one-way, costs at a minimum FJD$ 20 per person. All of 

these insults add up, eating into savings. It doesn’t take much to wipe out a year of saving 

in one emergency.  

New networks 

 Relationships with friends, employers, and church members can also increase the 

range of the networks available to households. I saw this mostly in urban areas, where 

kinship bonds are strained by the distance from home, so clubs and associations are 

formed. These relationships can also become strategic alliances. One household was able 

to purchase a boat, because the mother of the family had lived in Suva and worked for a 

Chinese-Fijian family, and they extended a loan to her so they could make the down 

payment on the boat. As discussed in the past chapter, a boat is a valuable resource for 

catching fish and making money and it would have taken years to save up enough money 

to buy the boat on their own. 

 Associations, both civic and religious, form their own savings clubs, like those 

discussed in earlier, and run fundraisers to help various causes. These groups form 
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similar networks of care that integrate people into society, providing a deep sense of 

belonging.158 

Conclusion 

 To sum up the role of the exchange and sharing of foods in the Pacific Islands 

would cover nearly every aspect of life. Everyday eating, acknowledging and celebrating 

births, deaths, marriages, the building of houses, the ascension of chiefs, all involve the 

sharing and gifting of foodstuffs. These gifts, and formal gifting relations, link people in 

networks of resources. As discussed, the creator, procurer, or farmer of an object imparts 

qualities of themselves into their products. To share of these products is to share the self. 

And to give is to create ties of mutual obligation and relations that can be called on in 

times of stress, and deal with other more functional realities like the distribution of 

surplus perishables. 

 Livelihood and well-being cannot be reduced to household income or solely 

defined in monetary based transactions. There is security in knowing one’s place in 

society, and that assistance will be provided during expected life transitions as well as in 

emergencies. Educating children, sharing food and participating in communal labor 

create and maintain reciprocal ties that can be called upon in times of distress, 

maintaining networks of support that mitigate the affects of the encroaching capitalist 

system.  

                     
158 There are several very active LGBT organizations in urban areas in which people who 
are marginalized from their home villages can create social networks that provide 
support, both economically and socially. 
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 Although these practices have been condemned by economists, they are not taking 

into account the economic and social benefits of having many people to help with house 

building, communal food preparation for community and family events and many other 

facets of Fijian life today.  If all labor within the village were paid, it would increase the 

costs of many projects, from building a house to keeping the jungle from growing over 

the village.  Even tragedies are not experienced individually, but by larger family 

structures, who feel obligated to help in times of need. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusions: Diseases of Affluence, Without the Affluence: Paradoxes of 
Value 
 
 “Lako vaka malua Lusi!” (Go slowly Lisa) Bu Susi called out to me as I tore 

through the village towards the road. Running inside the village is not proper behavior for 

an adult, but I was late for the transport and pushing it. “Io, yadra vinaka” (yes, good 

morning) I replied, slowing a bit. I scrambled up the hill to the road, only to see the lorry 

disappearing around a corner.  

 Usually, missing a trip to town would be no big deal, and I would just wait a few 

days until the next transport, but days of clouds and rain had blocked the solar cells on 

the mobile phone towers159 and there had been no mobile service or internet for several 

days. I had tentatively scheduled interviews with several people in Suva for the next 

week, and needed to confirm availability with them and purchase my ferry ticket. Also, 

we were out of kerosene, as were all of the village stores, so if I didn’t get it, someone 

would have to go hunt firewood in the bush so we could have dinner. 

 I ran back to my house, taking the smaller path that runs beside the village, so I 

could go fast. My father saw me running down the path and grabbed the fuel canister and 

the bucket with the supplies for the boat. His brother called the driver of the lorry, while 

we all piled in the boat. Several kids jumped in, nieces and nephews, cousins, excited to 

get to take a boat ride before school. It was a beautiful morning to be out in the fiber, but 

I was anxious that I was going to miss the lorry. As we got closer to the next village, I 

moved to the outer edge of the boat. We slowed down, but in my haste to disembark, I 
                     
159 At this time, the mobile phone towers that serviced the village were located on Naigani 
Island and are solar powered. In Levuka, the towers are powered by the power plant that 
services the eastern and southern side of the island. 
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slipped over the edge into thigh deep water. In my clothes, with my backpack, containing 

my computer. My father killed the engine and reached over to pull me up. I had never 

seen him so angry looking, and I knew I had made him very worried with my 

carelessness. 

 A group of older women were sitting on the seawall with a group of small children, 

laughing at me; sulu askew, and dripping wet from the chest down.160 As I staggered out 

of the water, we exchanged pleasantries. I walked slowly through the village, hearing 

giggles behind me, but not willing to risk another humiliating fall. The lorry was waiting 

by the bridge, and a young man at the back and reached down and took my pre-mix drum 

and kerosene bottle, stowing them under a seat in the back.161 My drums were marked 

with my father’s name, so I knew I would be able to get them back when we arrived in 

Levuka. 

 Some of my female friends from the village started to make room for me to sit on 

the bench between them, but I could see their faces as they saw the lower part of my body 

as I climbed into the truck. I thanked them and moved to an empty space on the floor 

behind the cab. People teased me about my fall as I checked on my computer, which 

amazingly was not wet. Several people told me that I needed to be more careful, and 

reminded me to go slowly in the future. 

                     
160 Also unusual, I had my computer in my backpack, hoping that the cellular internet 
signal would be strong enough at a local cafe, where I could drink coffee with real milk. 
161 All of the fuel containers are usually stored in the back of the lorry, this is partially 
because of the fumes, which can get intense in the covered truck, and also so they can be 
easily removed if there is a fire.  
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 We arrived in Levuka about 45 minutes later, first dropping people at the hospital 

on the north edge of town, and then stopping in front of the seawall in the center of town 

to unload. I climbed out, and Leila passed me my two canisters. I turned and saw Tukai 

Sameseli, an elderly man from the village, coming towards me. “Lisa, did you fall out of 

your father’s boat?” I replied that I had, surprised that he had already heard. Tukai had 

come into town on the four A.M. fish truck and was sitting at the market when we 

arrived. The coconut wireless had spread news of my calamity to town faster than the 

lorry could. 

 While the coconut wireless can pass information around the village very fast, going 

slowly, carefully, is extended to decision-making processes in households, clans, and 

villages. To rush is to risk injury, either physical or emotional, and using caution is seen 

as mature, proper behavior. Impulsive decisions are limited to the small things, for 

example, for the children to jump in the boat for a short trip, but decisions that will 

impact the household are made with much more reflection and discussion. These 

decisions are complicated by the tensions between the conflicting value systems.  

 In the recent past, rural villagers did not have many options for life outside of the 

village. This, and the lack of alienation from the land allowed for normative people to 

have a secure life in the village with very low cash incomes. I do not have the data to 

explain why people feel they need more cash now than in times past beyond pointing to 

several factors that people in the village attributed these changes to.  These include 

increasing expectations of education levels, building materials for housing, and newly 

accessible technologies like phones and electricity. 
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 The increasing rates of diseases of affluence are often blamed on individual choices 

and changing food preference. I have attempted to explain the myriad of factors that are 

affecting dietary change in the food economy in rural villages in each of the chapters. In 

this conclusion, I will discuss the implications of this research for medical anthropology 

and the development industry and my suggestions for further research.  

 
Figure 16 

The Seawall in Rukuruku During Storm 
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Precariousness of life by the sea 

 Living at a few feet above sea level, within meters of the sea, people in coastal 

villages like Rukuruku one are constantly aware of the weather and sea conditions. This 

is partially because this is how they make their living, but also because of the 

vulnerability that comes with living on the edge of the sea. Also the finite nature of the 

islands’ geography makes the externalization of costs that capitalism requires very 

difficult. Every decision a household makes impacts the rest of the household. 

 Many people I met in Fiji were concerned about the predicted effects of climate 

change, especially rising sea levels and cyclones becoming larger and more dangerous. 

There are articles in the local papers regularly, focusing on these changes in Fiji and in 

other PICs and foreign experts have been brought in to evaluate sea walls in low lying 

villages. Fiji has also sold large tracts of land to other PIC governments, who fear that 

they will lose their homes and farmlands in the near future. 

 While Fiji will most like be less drastically affected by rising seawaters than other, 

more low-lying PICs, there will still be thousands of people displaced when seawaters 

rise. The weak infrastructure is battered by every storm, which damages roads, bridges, 

and the electrical grid. Village projects to reinforce seawalls are common in coastal 

villages, but are often too insubstantial to make a long-term difference.  

 Their environmental precarity is mirrored in the precarity of their government and 

currency. Since 1987, there have been four military coups and at the time of writing, has 

just had their first election since 2006. The ongoing political unrest has damaged local 

industries, like tourism, and been implicated in devaluation of the currency. While there 
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is still some political unrest over the result, there has not been any military or police 

action. It will be fascinating to see how this new coalition will be able to work together.  

Implications  

 Increased income is not necessarily an indicator of increased well-being because 

increased cash income will not necessarily benefit the household if the changes cause 

unexpected expenditures or long term costs, or in the worst case they become food 

insecure as a result of changes in livelihood. To mitigate these risks, research needs to 

take into account the ramifications of the project on the local community by including the 

client population in designing development programs. 

Importance of local decision-making 

 Gibson-Graham argue that we need to move into a postdevelopment discourse by 

focusing on what they have and what they need in map forms (2005). The first step is 

having people tell stories to the people collecting data about earlier group projects helps 

to create an asset map, which includes physical assets, as well as social capital and local 

institutions. The second are needs maps that looks at what the community itself feels that 

it needs and their priorities. These maps making is a way for development workers to 

engage with the community and become aware of the local situation. 

 They propose that rather than trying to force developing economies into one of 

capitalist productivity, they argue that we need to think about the “diverse” economy.  

The diverse economy “is arranged according to three sets of economic relations: 

transactions of foods, services and finances; the performance and modes of remuneration 

of labour; and the production, appropriation and distribution of surplus with different 
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kinds of enterprise.”  (Gibson-Graham 2005, 12 italics in original). I propose that 

exchange relations could be seen as a type of enterprise in this model.  

 This model starts from the position that client populations have a better idea of 

what they want and need. However, to actually engage the recipient community would be 

very time consuming, and therefore, “expensive” to development agencies. These issues 

are not necessarily anything new, but this research should serve as a reminder of the 

importance of local input in decision-making. 

 In Fiji, for example, in the management of landscapes that are perceived as non-

economic, like the bush, are not seen as a resource that needs to be protected, but wasted 

space that could be put under production to produce cash crops. However, the bush is 

actually a productive landscape that provides an additional source of food security and 

dietary diversity. Foods like tivoli, fruits, and nuts in addition to medicines are all found 

in the bush. The bush also helps to prevent ecological problems like erosion and 

landslides and provides habitat for local animals.  

Long-term strategies 

 To be sustainable in the long term, economic development programs need local 

managers. Since most projects are designed to be supervised for a couple of years, with 

the goal of the project to continue after, local project managers need to be involved in the 

day to day operation of any project from the very beginning. The frequent turnover of 

expat development workers means that tasks that were done by the worker, can be 
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delayed or forgotten in the transition when they leave. In their desire for relevance,162 

expat workers often hold on to a lot of control over “their” projects while they are still in 

country. These tasks include many things from setting up buyers for products, 

maintaining the project budget, and controlling bank and lending accounts. These tasks 

are essential to the sustainability of an economic development projects. Even when the 

expat worker is replaced with another expat worker, there is typically not enough overlap 

for the entirety of the project to be explained and a smooth transition implemented. Also, 

a new expat comes in with their own pet projects and ideas, and often want to work on 

their plans, rather than continuing an existing project. 

 These misconceptions create presumptuous decisions on the development workers 

part. Often local concerns are dismissed as “irrational” and being blamed on some sort of 

ill-defined, immutable “traditions”. Blaming “tradition” or “culture” for the current 

economic situation is the village is a major over simplification. Villages, while not 

contributing much in taxes, reproduce the islands labor force. Most of the work available 

is in the tourist sector and is low-paying with little opportunity for advancement. 

However, without the constant stream of young, smiling people willing to work for very 

little, the resorts and shops of the tourism industry would have to restructure their 

business models.  

 

                     
162 I know this section could be read as judgmental of development workers, so I want to 
stress that most workers are very well-intentioned, ideological people, who do want to 
help.  
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Suggestions for further research 

 In future research, I would like to implement a social network analysis project, 

gathering data on all food and money that comes in and out of the household and 

consumption patterns. From my observations, I saw a great deal of instances when people 

would borrow small amounts of money and food. In this project, I was unable to quantify 

the day-to-day sharing of resources, and other research has suggested that this can be 

quite substantial (Egan, personal communication 2009) 

 A parallel project could be to trace the business networks and contacts that Fijians 

in rural areas develop with buyers and suppliers in other parts of Fiji to facilitate their 

businesses. From my observations during my fieldwork, I saw that people sell to a wide 

range of middlemen. However, it seemed like each person sold in a smaller network that 

they maintain a certain degree of social contact with.  

 It would be interesting to gather longitudinal data on the cohort of children who 

participated in the drawing exercise. How have their patterns of consumption and 

preference changed as they age and become parents themselves? How do they feed their 

children? 

Final Conclusions 

 Participation in the global food marketplace has not had the effects that many 

people hoped it would. Hughes and Lawrence found that processes of globalization, such 

as increased participation in the cash economy, have “resulted in diminished control of 

their food supplies and food security” (2005, 303). They link this dependence to 

decreasing local control of governance and a threat to cultural and dietary diversity. 
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Schoeffel writes “[t]he result has been a shift in food preferences to imported foods and a 

decline in subsistence production” in many places in the Pacific (Schoeffel 1994, 364). 

The situation in Fiji has parallels with other PICs, but due to policy decisions (against the 

alienation of land) and geographical facticity (larger, high volcanic islands), Fijians in 

rural areas still have a great deal of autonomy over their livelihoods.  

 These shifts in production and consumption have been tied to increasing rates of 

non-communicative chronic diseases, like diabetes (Evans et al 2001).  These patterns 

emerge not just in Fiji, but also in developing areas all over the world, with implications 

for food security, dietary diversity, and the maintenance of food systems. 

 In island societies, food security can become compromised very quickly if 

production of food for the domestic within the country declines. If the national currency 

falls in value in comparison to other currencies (through devaluation, flawed monetary 

policy, political unrest, etc.) the ability to buy import substitutions will be compromised. 

In cases of natural disaster, political uprising, or war where transportation of goods is 

disrupted people can quickly become food insecure without local supplies of food.  

 The consumption of food is a marker of identity and can show participation in the 

cash economy as well as ties to traditional values such as the sharing of food. The need to 

quickly prepare food is a necessity for many women in the village. High costs, both in 

time and cash relative to cooking also necessitate the need to minimize cooking times. 

This has resulted in higher levels of consumption of convenience foods, such as noodles, 

bread, biscuits, and tinned fish. Understanding how and what shifts consumption of food 

patterns is important to think about when designing development and national health 
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education policies. The sharing of food, on so many levels, creates health in the village. It 

promotes dietary diversity and helps to create food security. 

 Shifts in the economy of rural villages and the consumption of food can be seen 

manifesting in the physical bodies of the Fijian people. Policies that encourage the 

exporting and domestic sale of the islands products are encouraging the consumption of 

imported and processed foods by removing the local food from the village. There is not 

the available land in most places in Fiji to expand agricultural production without serious 

long-term environmental consequences. There has been a great deal of research on how 

political and economic factors can be seen in the bodies of the people, but this research 

seeks to add to the literature on how these market forces affect the values that people 

place on foods and the various forms of knowledge that influence decisions made in the 

production, distribution, and consumption of food in the local setting.   

 Some Pacific Islanders are critical of processes of globalization and suggest 

alternate readings of the present and the past to better deal with these changes. Epeli 

Hau’ofa stresses that “...we could use the notion of natural cycles and of our own 

ecological relationships to formulate our own philosophies and ideologies for resistance 

against the misapplication of modern technologies on our societies. We cannot do away 

with the global system, but we can control aspects when we see then in order to create 

space for ourselves” (Hau’ofa 2000, 465). I see this happening in the village as people 

make decisions and plans based on their own value systems, balancing their need for cash 

with other needs and desires. The current generations of technologically savvy young 
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people are using social media to organize and raise awareness for causes they feel are 

significant.  

 In Rukuruku, people resist being fully enveloped into late liberal ideology. Values 

like sharing and maintaining relationships still take precedence over individual 

accumulation of material wealth. While Fijians are often placed into a “savage slot” and 

characterized as being irrational, my observations showed very pragmatic and practical 

processes and decision making in most situations. Of course, to understand what is 

practical and rational, one would need to understand the local situation. What is rational 

in one economic system is not necessarily rational in another. In making decisions about 

how to earn and spend money, Fijians are carefully weighing out the short and long term 

costs of various strategies and maintaining and modifying traditional practices to create 

the futures they desire.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 216 

References Cited 
 

Adams, Vincanne, Michelle Murphy, and Adele E. Clarke. "Anticipation: 
  Technoscience, Life, Affect, Temporality." Subjectivity 28 (2009): 246–265. 
  doi:10.1057/sub.2009.18. 

Adelson, Naomi. 'Being Alive Well': Health and the Politics of Cree Well-Being. 
Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000.  

Baer, Hans A., Merrill Singer, and Ida Susser.  

Baer, Hans A. "Toward a Political Ecology of Health in Medical Anthropology." 
Medical Anthropology Quarterly 6, no. 4 (1996): 451-454. 
doi:10.1525/maq.1996.10.4.02a00020.  

Baer, Hans A., Merrill Singer & Ida Susser Medical Anthropology and the World 
 System. Westport, CT, Praeger. 2003. 
 
______ Medical Anthropology and the World System: A Critical Perspective. Westport, 
Conn: Bergin & Garvey, 1997. 

Becker, Anne E. Body, Self, and Society: The View from Fiji. Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1995.  

Biehl, Joao. "Ethnography in the way of Theory." Cultural Anthropology 28, no. 4: 573-
597. 2013. 

_______ Vita. Berkley: University of California Press, 2005.  

Borofsky, Robert. Remembrance of Pacific Pasts An Invitation to Remake History. 
Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2000.  

Bourdieu, Pierre. Distinction: a social critique of the judgment of taste. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1984.  

Brison, Karen J. Our Wealth Is Loving Each Other: Self and Society in Fiji. Lanham, 
MD: Lexington Books, 2007.  

Brown, Richard. "Remittances and Development in the Pacific: Effects on Human 
Development in Fiji and Tonga." UN Economic and Social Affairs, 2008.  

Brown, Stanley B. Men from Under the Sky: The Arrival of Westerners in Fiji. Rutland, 
Vt: C.E. Tuttle Co, 1973.  



 

 217 

Bruner, Edward M. Culture on Tour: Ethnographies of Travel. Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press, 2005.  

Burton, Michael L., Karen L. Nero, and James A. Egan. "The Circulation of Children 
Through Households in Yap and Kosrae." Ethos, 2001. 
doi:10.1525/eth.2001.29.3.329.  

Cerwonka, Allaine, and Liisa H. Malkki. Improvising Theory Process and Temporality 
in Ethnographic Fieldwork. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007.  

Chang, Ha-Joon. Bad Samaritans: The Myth of Free Trade and the Secret History of 
Capitalism. New York, NY: Bloomsbury Press, 2008.  

Chapman, Chris. Foreword to “Fiji: the challenges and opportunities of diversity.
 Minority Rights Group International. March. 2013. 

Collins, Daryl. Portfolios of the Poor: How the World's Poor Live on $2 a Day. Cape 
Town, South Africa: UCT Press, 2009.  

Counihan, Carole. The Anthropology of Food and Body: Gender, Meaning, and Power. 
New York: Routledge, 1999.  

Counihan, Carole, and Penny Van Esterik. "Deciphering a Meal." In Food and Culture: 
A Reader, 36-54. New York: Routledge, 1997.  

Crawford, Robert. Issues in the Political Economy of Health Care, edited by John B 
McKinlay. New York: Tavistock Publications, 1985.  

_____"The Boundaries of the Self and the Unhealthy Other: Reflections on Health, 
Culture and AIDS." Social Science & Medicine 38, no. 10 (1994): 1347-1365. 
doi:10.1016/0277-9536(94)90273-9.  

Crocombe, R. G. Asia in the Pacific Islands: Replacing the West. Suva, Fiji: IPS 
Publications, University of the South Pacific, 2007.  

Derrick, R. A. A History of Fiji. Suva: Print. and Stationery Dept, 1950.  

Diener, Ed, and Eunkook M. Suh. Culture and Subjective Well-Being. Cambridge, Mass: 
MIT Press, 2000.  

Diener, E., S. Oishi, and E. Suh. "Subjective well-being across cultures." International 
Journal of Psychology 35, no. 3-4 (2000): 300-300.  



 

 218 

Douglas, Mary. Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. 
London: Routledge, 2004 [1966].  

_____Douglas, Mary. "Deciphering a Meal." Daedalus 101, no. 1 (Winter 1972): 61-81. 

Douglas, Mary, and Baron C. Isherwood. The World of Goods: Towards an 
Anthropology of Consumption:  with a New Introduction. London: Routledge, 
1996.  

Doyal, Lesley. The Political Economy of Health. London: Pluto, 1979.  

Dundon, Allison. "Tea and Tinned Fish: Christianity, Consumption and the Nation in 
Papua New Guinea." Oceania 75, no. 2: 73-88. 2004.  

Egan, James A., Michael L. Burton, and Karen L. Nero. "Building Lives with Food: 
Production, Circulation, and Consumption of Food in Yap." In Fast Food/Slow 
Food: The Cultural Economy of the Global Food System, edited by Richard R 
Wilk. Lanham, MD: Altamira Press, 2006.  

Emberson-Bain, ‘Atu. Labour and Gold in Fiji. Cambridge [England]: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994.  

Errington, F., T. Fujikura, and D. Gewertz. "Instant Noodles as an Antifriction Device: 
Making the BOP with PPP in PNG." American Anthropologist 114, no. 1 (2012): 
19-31.  

Escobar, Arturo. Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third 
World. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1995.  

Etkin, Nina L. Edible Medicines: an Ethnopharmacology of Food. University of Arizona 
Press, 2008.  

_______ "Ethonopharmacology: The Conjunction of Medical Ethnography ad the 
Biology of Therapeutic Action." In Medical Anthropology: Contemporary 
Theory and Methods, edited by C.F. Sargent, 151-164. Westport: Praeger, 1996.  

______ "Cultural Constructions of Efficacy." In The Context of Medicines in Developing 
Countries Studies in Pharmaceutical Anthropology, edited by Sjaak Geest and 
Susan Reynolds Whyte. Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands, 1988.  

Evans, Mike, Robert C. Sinclair, Caroline Fusimalohi, and Viliami Liavaa. 
"Globalization, Diet, and Health: an Example from Tonga." 79, no. 9 (2001).  



 

 219 

Evans, R. G., and G. L. Stoddart. "Producing Health, Consuming Health Care." 1994.  

Fabian, Johannes. Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1983.  

Ferguson, James. The Anti-Politics Machine: "Development," Depoliticization, and 
Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1994. 

Ferzacca, Steve. ""Actually, I Don't Feel That Bad": Managing Diabetes and the Clinical 
Encounter." Medical Anthropology Quarterly, 2000. 
doi:10.1525/maq.2000.14.1.28.  

Feunekes, Gerda I., Cees D. Graaf, Saskia Meyboom, and Wija A. Staveren. "Food 
Choice and Fat Intake of Adolescents and Adults: Associations of Intakes Within 
Social Networks." Preventive Medicine 27 (1998): 645-656. 
doi:10.1006/pmed.1998.0341.  

Fiji Bureau of Statistics. Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2008/2009. Suva, 
Fiji, 2011.  

Fischer, Edward F. The good life: aspiration, dignity, and the anthropology of wellbeing. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014.  

Fisher, Dennis and Till Bruett. “Can Fiji’s MFIs Be Sustainable?” Pacific Financial 
Inclusion Programme. Vol. 1. August, 2010.  

Foster, Robert John. Materializing the Nation: Commodities, Consumption, and Media 
in Papua New Guinea. 2002.  

Fraenkel, Jonathon, and Stewart Firth. From Election to Coup in Fiji The 2006 
Campaign and Its Aftermath. Canberra: ANU E Press, 2007.  

Gailey, Christine Ward. Kinship to Kingship: Gender Hierarchy and State Formation in 
the Tongan Islands. Austin, Tex: University of Texas Press, 1987.  

Gatty, Ronald. Fijian-English Dictionary: With Notes on Fijian Culture and Natural 
History. Suva, Fiji: R. Gatty, 2009.  

Geddes, W. R. Deuba: A Study of a Fijian Village. Wellington, N.Z.: Polynesian 
Society, 2000 [1945].  



 

 220 

Geest, Sjaak, and Susan Reynolds Whyte. The Context of Medicines in Developing 
Countries Studies in Pharmaceutical Anthropology. Dordrecht: Springer 
Netherlands, 1988.  

Gewertz, Deborah B., and Frederick Karl Errington. Cheap Meat Flap Food Nations in 
the Pacific Islands. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2010.  

_______"The Alimentary Forms of the Global Life: The Pacific Island Trade in Lamb 
and Mutton Flaps." American Anthropologist 109, no. 3 (2007): 496-508. 
doi:10.1525/aa.2007.109.3.496.  

Gibson-Graham, J. K. "SURPLUS POSSIBILITIES: POSTDEVELOPMENT AND 
COMMUNITY ECONOMIES." Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography, 
2005. doi:10.1111/j.0129-7619.2005.00198.x.  

Gordon Cumming, C. F. At Home in Fiji. New York: A.C. Armstrong & Son, 1882.  

Graeber, David. Debt: The First 5,000 Years. Brooklyn, N.Y.: Melville House, 2011.  

Gregory, C. A. Gifts and Commodities. London: Academic Press, 1982.  

Grynberg, Roman, Doug Munro, and Michael White. Crisis: The Collapse of the 
National Bank of Fiji. Suva, Fiji: University of South Pacific Book Centre, 2002.  

Harvey, David. A Brief History of Neoliberalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005.  

Hau'ofa, Epeli. "Epilogue Pasts to Remember." In Remembrance of Pacific Pasts An 
Invitation to Remake History, edited by Robert Borofsky, 453-472. Honolulu: 
University of Hawai?i Press, 2000.  

Hau’ofa, Epeli, Eric Waddell, and Vijay Naidu. A New Oceania: Rediscovering Our Sea 
of Islands. Suva, Fiji: School of Social and Economic Development, The 
University of the South Pacific in association with Beake House, 1993.  

Herzlich, Claudine. Health and illness; a social psychological analysis. London: 
Published in cooperation with the European Association of Experimental Social 
Psychology by Academic Press, 1973.  

Howe, K. R., Robert C. Kiste, and Brij V. Lal. Tides of History The Pacific Islands in 
the Twentieth Century. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1994.  



 

 221 

Hughes, Robert G., and Mark A. Lawrence. "Globalisation, Food and Health in Pacific 
Island Co Untries." Asia Pacific Journal of Clinical Nutrition 14, no. 4 (2005): 
298-306.  

Kahn, Miriam. Always Hungry, Never Greedy: Food and the Expression of Gender in a 
Melanesian Society. Cambridge [Cambridgeshire]: Cambridge University Press, 
1994 [1986].  

Kaplan, Martha. "Meaning, Agency and Colonial History: Navosavakadua and the 
"Tuka" Movement in Fiji." American Ethnologist 17, no. 1 (1990): 3-22. 
doi:10.1525/ae.1990.17.1.02a00010.  

Katz, Richard. The Straight Path of the Spirit: Ancestral Wisdom and Healing Traditions 
in Fiji. Rochester, Vt: Park Street Press, 1999[1983].  

Lal, Brij V. Broken Waves: A History of the Fiji Islands in the Twentieth Century. 
Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1992.  

Larkin, Brian. "The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure." Annual Review of 
Anthropology 42 (2013): 327-343.  

Larson, Nicole, and Mary Story. "A Review of Environmental Influences on Food 
Choices." Annals of Behavioral Medicine 38, no. 1 (2009): S56-73. 
doi:10.1007/s12160-009-9120-9.  

Leatherman, Thomas L., and Alan Goodman. "Coca-colonization of diets in the 
Yucatan." Social Science and Medicine 61 (2005): 833-846.  

Lederman, R. "GLOBALIZATION AND THE FUTURE OF CULTURE AREAS: 
Melanesianist Anthropology in Transition." Annual Review of Anthropology 27 
(1998): 427-449. doi:10.1146/annurev.anthro.27.1.427.  

Lee, Helen Morton. Becoming Tongan: An Ethnography of Childhood. Honolulu: 
University of Hawai'i Press, 1996.  

Li, Tania. The Will to Improve: Governmentality, Development, and the Practice of 
Politics. Durham: Duke University Press, 2007.  

Lock, Margaret M. Twice Dead: Organ Transplants and the Reinvention of Death. 
Berkeley, Calif: University of California Press, 2001.  

 



 

 222 

Lupton, Deborah. Risk. London: Routledge, 1999. 

______Food, the Body, and the Self. London: Sage Publications, 1996.  

Macnaught, Timothy J. The Fijian Colonial Experience: A Study of the Neotraditional 
Order Under British Colonial Rule Prior to World War II. Canberra, Australia: 
Australian National University, 1982.  

Mauss, Marcel, and W. D. Halls. The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in 
Archaic Societies. New York: W.W. Norton, 1990.  

McMullin, Juliet. The Healthy Ancestor Embodied Inequality and the Revitalization of 
Native Hawai'ian Health. Walnut Creek: Left Coast Press, 2009.  

_______ "The Call to Life: Revitalizing a Healthy Hawaiian Identity." Social Science & 
Medicine 61, no. 4 (2005): 809-820. doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2004.08.051.  

Mintz, Sidney Wilfred. Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History. 
New York, N.Y.: Viking, 1985.  

Miyazaki, Hirokazu. The Method of Hope: Anthropology, Philosophy, and Fijian 
Knowledge. Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2004.  

Morgan, Lynn M. "Dependency Theory in the Political Economy of Health: An 
Anthropological Critique." Medical Anthropology Quarterly 1, no. 2 (1987): 
131-154. doi:10.1525/maq.1987.1.2.02a00010.  

Moyo, Dambisa. Dead Aid, Why aid is not working and how there is a better way for 
Africa. New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2009.  

Nabobo-Baba, Unaisi. Knowing and Learning: An Indigenous Fijian Approach. Suva: 
Institute of Pacific Studies, University of the South Pacific, 2006.  

Parkinson, Susan. Food Intake. In Food and Nutrition. Suva, Fiji Islands: University of 
 the South Pacific Press. 1990. 
  
Phillips, L. “Food and globalization”. Annual Review of Anthropology 35:37-57. 2006.  

Pollock, Nancy J. These Roots Remain: Food Habits in Islands of the Central and 
Eastern Pacific Since Western Contact. Laie, Hawaii: Institute for Polynesian 
Studies, 1992.  



 

 223 

Povinelli, Elizabeth A. Economies of Abandonment: Social Belonging and Endurance in 
Late Liberalism. Durham [N.C.]: Duke University Press, 2011.  

Qalo, Veniana. Bilateralism and Development: Emerging Trade Patterns. London: 
Cameron May, 2008.  

Rakuita, Tui. Living by Bread Alone: Contemporary Challenges Associated with Identity 
and Belongingness in Fiji. Suva, Fiji: Ecumenical Centre for Research, 
Education and Advocacy, 2007.  

Ravuvu, Asesela. The Facade of Democracy: Fijian Struggles for Political Control, 
1830-1987. Suva, Fiji: Reader Pub. House, 1991.  

______The Fijian Ethos. Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies, University of the South 
Pacific, 1987.  

______Vaka I Taukei: The Fijian Way of Life. [Suva]: Institute of Pacific Studies of the 
University of the South Pacific, 1983.  

Riles, Annelise. The Network Inside Out. Ann Arbor [Mich.]: University of Michigan 
Press, 2001.  

Sahlins, Marshall. Islands of History. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985.  

_______Marshall. Moala: Culture and Nature on a Fijian Island. Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 1962.  

Sargent, Carolyn Fishel, and Thomas M. Johnson. Medical Anthropology: 
Contemporary Theory and Method. Westport, Conn: Praeger, 1996.  

Scheper-Hughes, Nancy, and Margaret M. Lock. "The Mindful Body: A Prolegomenon 
to Future Work in Medical Anthropology." Medical Anthropology Quarterly 1 
(1987): 6-36. doi:10.1525/maq.1987.1.1.02a00020.  

Schiefenhovel, Wulf, and Ingrid Bell-Krannhals. "Of Harvests and Hierarchies: Securing 
Staple Food and Social Position in the Trobriand Islands." In Food and the Status 
Quest An Interdisciplinary Perspective, edited by Polly Wiessner and Wulf 
Schiefenhovel, 235-252. Oxford: Berghahn Books, 1996.  

Schoeffel, Penelope. "Social Change." In In Tides of History: The Pacific Islands in the 
Twentieth Century, edited by K.R. Howe, Robert C. Kiste, Brij V. Lal . 
Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1994.  



 

 224 

Schuller, Mark. Killing with Kindness Haiti, International Aid, and NGOs. Rutgers 
University Press, 2012.  

Scott, James C. Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human 
Condition Have Failed. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998.  

Strathern, Marilyn. Partial Connections. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2004.  

______The Gender of the Gift Problems with Women and Problems with Society in 
Melanesia. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988.  

Thomas, Nicholas. Entangled Objects: Exchange, Material Culture, and Colonialism in 
the Pacific. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1991.  

______"Sanitation and Seeing: The Creation of State Power in Early Colonial Fiji." 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 32, no. 1 (1990): 149-170. 
doi:10.1017/S0010417500016364.  

Ticktin, Miriam Iris. Casualties of Care Immigration and the Politics of 
Humanitarianism in France. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011.  

Toren, Christin. “Sunday Lunch in Fiji: Continuity and Transformation in Ideas of the 
Household." American Anthropologist 109, no. 2 (2007): 285-295. 
doi:10.1525/aa.2007.109.2.285.  

_____"Laughter Truth in Fiji: What We May Learn from a Joke." In Figuring the 
Intercultural in Aboriginal Australia. 268-283. 2005. 

______Mind, Materiality, and History: Explorations in Fijian Ethnography. London: 
Routledge, 1999.  

Trnka, Susanna. State of Suffering Political Violence and Community Survival in Fiji. 
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008.  

Tsing, Anna Lowenhaupt. Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection. Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2005.  

Varani-Norton, Eta. "The Church Versus Women's Push for Change: the Case of Fiji." A 
Journal of Contemporary Fiji 3, no. 2 (2005).  



 

 225 

Ward, R. Gerard. "Land, Law and Custom: Diverging Realities in Fiji." In Land, 
Custom, and Practice in the South Pacific, edited by Elizabeth Kingdon and R. 
Gerard Ward, 198-249. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995.  

Ward, R. Gerard, and Elizabeth Kingdon. Land, Custom, and Practice in the South 
Pacific. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995.  

Weiner, Annette B. Inalienable Possessions The Paradox of Keeping-While-Giving. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992.  

Weiss, Meira. "Signifying the Pandemics: Metaphors of AIDS, Cancer, and Heart 
Disease." Medical Anthropology Quarterly 11, no. 4 (1997): 456-476. 
doi:10.1525/maq.1997.11.4.456.  

Wiessner, Pauline Wilson, and Wulf Schiefenhovel. Food and the status quest: an 
interdisciplinary perspective. 1996.  

Wilk, Richard R. Fast Food/Slow Food: The Cultural Economy of the Global Food 
System. Lanham, MD: Altamira Press, 2006.  

Wolf-Meyer, Matthew. “Therapy, Remedy, Cure: Disorder and the Spatiotemporality of 
Medicine and Everyday Life” Medical Anthropology: Cross-Cultural Studies in 
Health and Illness 33:2, 144-159. 2014. 

Worsley, Peter “Non-Western Medical Traditions” Annual Review of Anthropology 
 11:315-348. 1982. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 226 

Appendices 
 
 

Appendix A 
 

Fijian words and phrases used in text  
 
Fijian words 
Bula  health, also a greeting 
Dalo   taro, colocasia esculenta  
Kailoma   Part Fijian, part European person 
 
Kaivalagi  foreigner, mostly commonly used with people of European heritage 
Kaiviti  Person of Fijian heritage 
 
Kakana  food 
Kakana dina  true foods, root crops like dalo and tivoli (Ravavu 1986) 
Kana   eat 
Levu  big, large 
 
Nursi ni koro Village nurse 
Tavioka  cassava, manioc esculenta, brought in by British colonial officials to  
  feed indentured workers  
Tivoli   wild yams 
Vale ni bula hospital, formerly called the vale ni mate, the house of death. 
Vale ni koro/vale ni vanua Village meeting house 
Vale ni lotu Church 
Vinaka  good, thank you 
Vou  new 
Vudi    Plantain, banana’s older brother, must be cooked to eat. 
 
Common phrases 
 
Kana vaka levu  eat a lot, often followed by “Lisa” 
Lako vaka malua   go slowly, also means to be careful 
Vinaka vakalevu thank you very much 
 
 
 
 




