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Great Expectations: Gender and Political
Representation in the Pacific Islands

Women make up just 6.1 per cent of Pacific parliamentarians. Increasing
women’s representation is a key area of focus for political leaders and aid
donors, both as a human rights issue and as a vehicle for the substantive repre-
sentation of women. Women’s participation in politics in the Pacific Islands is
often seen as a form of social contract between women. Female voters are
expected to vote for female candidates. In exchange, female parliamentarians
are expected to act, not just for the constituency that elected them, but for
women as a group. This article examines the expectations that are placed on
the political participation of Pacific women, and argues that attempts to
increase women’s participation in politics in the region should avoid reinforcing
these expectations through an emphasis on substantive representation.

Keywords: gender, representation, parliament, elections, Pacific Islands

NOWHERE IN THE WORLD IS THE POLITICAL UNDER-REPRESENTATION OF

women more pronounced than in the Pacific Islands region. Overall
there are just 30 (6.1 per cent) female parliamentarians in the region,1

and two Pacific states have no women in parliament. In the four
national-level elections held in the region in 2015, women made up
just 9 per cent of candidates. The Pacific women who do participate in
politics are often caught in a gendered double-bind. When female
candidates are unsuccessful, female voters are often blamed for sup-
posedly voting against their own interests. Conversely, when female
candidates are successful, they are tasked with not only representing
their constituencies in parliament, but representing all women; when
they are perceived to fail at this task, they are vulnerable to a backlash
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at the next election. While there are notable exceptions, in general the
few women who are elected in Pacific politics are rarely re-elected.

This article examines how this double-bind affects women’s parti-
cipation in politics in the Pacific Islands region, notable for both the
small size of its democratic polities and its overall extremely low level
of women’s representation. Furthermore, it argues that attempts to
increase women’s political representation in the region should avoid
reinforcing expectations placed on female voters, candidates and
representatives alike to prioritize gender over other politically salient
factors as both voters and elected representatives. Jacqui Leckie (2002:
175), writing on Fiji, argues that ‘historical, cultural and special
specificities complicate an understanding of women’s agencies and
alert us to the dilemma of treating the category “women” either as
unified or as infinitely fragmented’, noting the political divisions of
ethnicity, culture and class. Recent work on women’s political repre-
sentation in the Pacific Islands has focused on the intersectionalities of
multiple identities – including class, religion, race, ethnicity, cultural
background, party affiliation, age and kinship ties – that complicate
women’s involvement in politics as candidates, voters and representa-
tives (see Chattier 2015; Corbett and Liki 2015), complementing
similar work by scholars outside the region (see, for example, Young
2002; Yuval-Davis 2006). Yet despite these intersectionalities, women
are commonly seen as a relatively homogeneous group in terms
of political activity. The related expectations – that female voters
should vote for women, and that female representatives should act for
women – are seemingly accepted by political leaders, women’s groups
and donors in the region, and the campaigns of women candidates are
often structured around them.

Using a mixed-methods qualitative approach, this article draws on
the principles of political ethnography in participant observation of
election campaigns, as well as semi-structured interviews and focus
groups (see Appendix), and first-hand published accounts from
politicians. The article draws on fieldwork undertaken between 2012
and 2016 in Papua New Guinea (including Bougainville), Solomon
Islands, Samoa and Tonga, with additional interviews carried out in
Australia. Participants interviewed were predominantly current or
former female members of parliament and unsuccessful women
candidates, although interviews were also conducted with campaign
managers for women candidates, civil society leaders, public servants
and representatives from donor agencies. While there are also
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opportunities to effect political change outside of parliamentary
institutions, including through leadership roles in civil society and
the public service, that many Pacific women might view as more
attainable or desirable than a political career (see Spark and Corbett
2016), the data set for this research for the most part comprises
interviews with women who were actively engaged in formal political
processes as candidates, representatives or advocates for greater
women’s political representation.

The Pacific Islands region is commonly defined as the 22 countries
and territories that make up the Pacific Community, a regional
development organization.2 For the purposes of this article I have
expanded this definition to include Bougainville, an autonomous
region of Papua New Guinea, given that it has its own legislature and
a unique political status among Papua New Guinean provinces.3 In
terms of political science inquiry, the Pacific Islands region has
been called a ‘laboratory’ for research (Wesley-Smith 1995; see also
Fraenkel and Grofman 2005; Reilly 2002) due to the small size of its
political units and the diversity of political statuses, voting systems and
constitutional arrangements within the region. With regard to the
study of gender and politics, the Pacific Islands region has the world’s
lowest levels of women’s representation, with particularly low levels in
its 12 independent states (see Table 1), and a slow rate of growth over
time; in the two decades from 1995 to 2015, women’s representation
in legislatures rose only slightly, from 2 per cent to 5 per cent
(Drage 1995; IPU 2015). The study of democracy in small states
can contribute significantly to the field of political science (see
Veenendaal and Corbett 2015); examining women’s participation in
politics in the small democracies of the Pacific can shed some light
onto the relationship between women’s political representation and
democratic legitimacy more broadly.

GENDER AND DEMOCRACY IN THE PACIFIC ISLANDS

In many parts of the world, democracies – both new and established –

are ‘widely perceived to be suffering a serious crisis of representation,
participation and legitimacy’ (Waylen 2015: 495). The political
representation of women is significant both in that women’s under-
representation is viewed as symbolic of this ‘crisis of democracy’, and
in that increasing the presence of women is seen as a potential way to
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ameliorate it (Waylen 2015). In the academic literature on the politics
of small states, it is often claimed that small states are more likely to be
democratic (Anckar 2002; Hadenius 1992; Srebrnik 2004; see also
Veenendaal 2014). Indeed, the Pacific Islands region is made up entirely
of small island developing states,4 which have been – despite sometimes
high levels of political instability, and much debate over whether
democracy is relevant to and appropriate for Pacific cultures (see
Larmour 1994) – largely continuously democratic, in the sense that
elections are frequently held and that the executive is accountable to an
elected legislature, since the post-colonial era began in the 1960s (see
Corbett 2015b; Reilly 2002).5 Yet despite this history, women remain
severely under-represented, or absent altogether, from Pacific legislatures.

Various arguments are employed to make a case for greater women’s
representation in politics, based on the importance of equal opportu-
nity, the political advantages to increased women’s representation or the
positive symbolic effects for wider society (see Sawer 2000). There is also
the claim that the presence of women in legislatures makes a substantive
difference to political debate and decision-making, and that women
legislators are in a unique position to represent women substantively.
According to Jane Mansbridge (2005: 622), ‘descriptive representation
by gender improves substantive outcomes for women in every polity for
which we have a measure’. Critics of this argument note that women are

Table 1
Women’s Political Representation in the Pacific Islands Region (as at

16 December 2016)

Country
Women
MPs

Total
MPs

Percentage of women
MPs

Fiji 8 50 16.0
Palau (Lower & Upper Houses) 4 29 13.8
Samoa 5 50 10.0
Marshall Islands 3 33 9.1
Tuvalu 1 15 6.7
Kiribati 3 46 6.5
Nauru 1 19 5.3
Tonga 1 26 3.8
Papua New Guinea 3 111 2.7
Solomon Islands 1 50 2.0
Federated States of Micronesia 0 14 0.0
Vanuatu 0 52 0.0
Total 30 495 6.1

Source: Adapted from IPU (2016).
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not a homogeneous group with identical interests, and that even if
‘women’s interests’ could be articulated, the presence of women in
legislatures does not guarantee the adequate representation of those
interests (Sawer 2000).

In her work, Anne Phillips (1995, 1998) has argued that while
women do not all have common needs, the lived experiences of
women create complex and not clearly defined, but nevertheless
gender-specific, interests that only women can represent within
legislatures. Iris Marion Young (2002) claims that broad groups,
including women, are impossible to define through needs and
interests; they do, however, share a social status because of structural
inequalities, and thus women can make a distinctive contribution to
political debate. While one representative cannot fully represent any
group as a whole, representation of societal groups such as women
allow for the representation of this shared social perspective (Young
2002). Phillips and Young approach this issue from different per-
spectives, yet both advocate that women legislators are in a unique
position to represent women substantively.

In many parts of the world today, gradually increasing levels of
women’s representation have meant that the issue of one repre-
sentative standing for the larger group is less relevant, as women from
a wider variety of backgrounds are coming to be represented, albeit
still at lower rates than men in most legislatures. Given the extremely
low levels of women’s representation that endure in the Pacific
Islands region, however, some Pacific female parliamentarians
remain the sole voice for women. For example, in countries includ-
ing Solomon Islands and Tonga, there has never been more than one
woman member of parliament at any time. One-third of Pacific
Islands countries have a single woman member of parliament, and a
further one-quarter have no female parliamentarians.

The issue of the under-representation of women in politics has
been identified as a key area of focus for political leaders and aid
donors in the region (Corbett and Liki 2015; Zetlin 2014). The
absence of women from decision-making positions in the Pacific has
been described as an ‘embarrassment’ by the prime minister of
Samoa (quoted in Abbott 2012), and former Papua New Guinea
national MP Dame Carol Kidu argued that it threatened the legiti-
macy of political institutions: ‘How you could legitimately call that a
representative democracy is beyond my comprehension . . . when
there is only less than 1% of half the population in Parliament’
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(quoted in Garrett 2013). Gender equality, and in particular
women’s political representation, were key issues discussed at the
2011 and 2012 Pacific Islands Forum leaders’ meetings, leading to
the 2012 Gender Equality Declaration, which included support for
the use of temporary special measures.

From the perspective of donors, women’s political representation
is seen as important through two lenses: firstly, from a standpoint that
stresses the importance of equal opportunities for women and men
to participate in politics; and secondly, because female representa-
tives are expected to act for women (see Corbett and Liki 2015). The
first perspective is preoccupied with a rights-based approach; a UN
representative speaking on temporary special measures noted that it
was important ‘to ensure that women increasingly take their rightful
places in Pacific parliaments’ (UNDP 2015). The second is largely
focused on how women’s representation could advance development
outcomes. Pacific Women, an Australian government aid programme,
identifies as one of its four key outcomes increased women’s parti-
cipation in decision-making. In its design document, it notes that
‘increasing women’s voice in formal and informal decision-making
processes from community through to national levels is important to
ensure their inclusion in and contribution to development’ (DFAT
2014: 4–5). Its website argues that there is a link between increased
women’s political representation and economic and social develop-
ment (Pacific Women n.d.). In interviews, representatives from several
international aid agencies stressed a connection between women’s
representation and development:

We want to see more women taking part in decision-making, because we
know from research and statistics that when there’s equal decision-making on
different [levels], there’s more improvement in societies and in family lives
and the wellbeing of people . . . political participation is one aspect but it’s
high on our agenda because politics can influence a lot of things in our
country. (personal communication, September 2013)

There’s good evidence to show that women in decision-making improves not
only their own lives but the lives of people around them, their families and
ultimately, you know, countries that are more equal have better economic
development. There’s a correlation there . . . So my own view is that more
women in decision-making generally, surely will have a flow-on effect to
better development choices. (personal communication, August 2013)

The goal of having more women parliamentarians in the Pacific
Islands is seen as improving women’s representation both descrip-
tively, in terms of the number of women involved in politics, and
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substantively, through better development outcomes.6 This article
argues that a focus on the latter tends to reinforce the burden of
extremely high expectations that Pacific women in politics face,
especially when they are the sole female representative – or one of
very few – in parliamentary politics. A strategy for increasing women’s
representation with a goal of greater descriptive representation
would be likely to help ease this burden, and be more likely to
succeed in its aim.

WOMEN AS CANDIDATES

In the aftermath of elections, the question of why female voters do
not vote for female candidates is often raised, not only by candidates
but also academic observers (Zimmer-Tamakoshi 2013) and political
actors. In his inaugural address as prime minister of Tonga, ‘Akilisi
Pohiva (2015) raised the issue of the absence of women from
parliament following the 2014 election and advocated voter
education for women:

The issue of non-representation of women in the Legislative Assembly is not
taken lightly by my government and we will endeavour during this four year
term to support all initiatives that reach out to educate women who are voters
to be the primary advocates of women representatives. We need balance in
the Legislative Assembly for sure, but the hand that deals the cards in this
instance, are women voters who represent in fact the majority of voters. It is
tragic that although there are over 50 percent of women voters, that no
representatives have been voted into the Assembly since the 2010 election.7

The lack of support given by female voters to female candidates is
often listed as a key obstacle to political power (see Huffer 2006;
PPSEAWA et al. 2004).

For female candidates, blame for an election loss is often placed
on female voters in the constituency. One candidate in the 2015
Bougainville election claimed before counting: ‘if I win, it’s a victory
for the men. If I lose, it’s thanks to the women’ (personal com-
munication, May 2015). A Tongan candidate in the 2014 election
claimed a lack of support from female voters as the reason she was
unsuccessful: ‘I didn’t feel supported by women. No woman wants
the success of another woman . . . that’s why I failed. I blame the
women’ (personal communication, March 2015). At the same time, if
women are successful it is often exclusively male voters that are the
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subject of praise for voting for them. One woman described going on
a radio programme following the 2012 Papua New Guinea election to
thank male listeners for voting for female candidates, claiming you
have to ‘pat them on the back’ so they will continue to support
women in politics (personal communication, March 2015).

Women who had contested elections in Papua New Guinea noted
that one barrier was that female voters were not interested in
supporting or voting for women (personal communication, March
2015). Women running against other women in elections was also
seen as a problem, as it potentially split the loyalties of female voters
(personal communications, March 2015, March 2016). A female
candidate in Tonga alleged that a high-profile advocate of greater
women’s representation was publicly encouraging voters to vote for
women, yet was supporting a male relative in her own constituency.
One Tongan public servant expressed her support for the use of
temporary special measures in parliament to increase the number
of women over voter education initiatives, arguing that ‘you can’t
educate women to vote for women’ (personal communication,
March 2015).

This discourse contributes to a sense of responsibility for the
success or failure of female candidates that is conveyed almost
exclusively onto female voters. In this discourse, female voters are
expected to give precedence to gender above all other considera-
tions, even though their expectations and aspirations for their con-
stituency representatives are often the same as or very similar to those
of men – namely, service delivery as a key priority, especially in
Melanesia (McLeod 2002). Male voters, on the other hand, are
allowed a more complex calculation, taking into account kinship ties,
political beliefs and customs of reciprocity. Elise Huffer (2006: 45) in
her account of women’s under-representation in the Pacific drew
attention to this double standard: ‘Why is solidarity expected
from other women when it is not expected of men with respect to
other men?’

An approach that focuses on winning the ‘women’ or the ‘women
and youth’ vote is commonly utilized, with the fact that women
generally make up close to or over half of registered voters in the
region used as justification for this strategy (personal communica-
tion, May 2015). Evidence from recent elections in the region,
however, shows that those who espouse this strategy tend to perform
poorly (see Baker 2015). It inadvertently creates the impression that
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women are viable candidates for female voters only, as well as
underestimating the impact of the dynamics within families and
communities that influence voting. The approach can create a
perception of female candidates as ‘women’s candidates’, a poten-
tially significant obstacle. In the 2015 Bougainville election, one
candidate reported that male voters would not attend her campaign
events as it was thought that only female voters should go to listen to
female candidates (personal communication, April 2015). Other
female candidates noted that prominent men in the community
might publicly encourage women to vote for female candidates, yet
would often stop short of promising their own votes. Community
gatekeepers – leaders and other politically influential people who
have key roles in shaping political thinking – tend to be older men,
and their lead is often followed at the ballot box as a result of explicit
or implicit pressure. This gendered bias is reinforced by campaign
activities which are often traditionally centred on masculine fora,
such as kava circle campaigning in Tonga (Campbell 2011; see also
Corbett 2015a; Huffer 2006).

One election-related issue that is often discussed is the ability of
voters, and in particular women, to cast their votes freely (see Haley
and Zubrinich 2013; Haley et al. 2015; Huffer 2006; Sepoe 2013). In
the debate around the shift from a first-past-the-post to a limited
preferential voting system in Papua New Guinea, proponents argued
that limited preferential voting would be advantageous to female
candidates; it was thought that even if women were pressured by their
family or community to cast their first preference vote a certain way,
they might have more freedom to allocate their second and third
preferences (May et al. 2013). Of course, this rests on the assumption
that women, in the absence of intimidation, would choose to vote for
female candidates.

In the 2007 general election – the first held using limited pre-
ferential voting – it was noted that women’s choices were often
influenced by male relatives and that bloc voting was commonplace,
enforced by the threat of violence or estrangement (Sepoe 2013).
Money politics – the distribution of gifts and cash in exchange for
votes – was also more frequently practised by male candidates (Sepoe
2013). In the 2012 general election, it was noted that while turnout by
female voters was high, assistance in casting votes was often forced on
women and many were observed to not have filled out their own
ballot paper (Haley and Zubrinich 2013). Women were more likely
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than men to report either having experienced intimidation or having
been prevented from voting (Haley and Zubrinich 2013). The free-
dom of women to vote without intimidation is not of concern only in
Papua New Guinea, with intimidation of female voters prevalent in
other countries as well (Huffer 2006). In neighbouring Solomon
Islands, almost one in three women surveyed after the 2014 election
reported having experienced voter intimidation, as opposed to one
in four men (Haley et al. 2015). Other research on Solomon Islands
has also highlighted the impact of pressure from male heads of
households on the voting behaviour of women (see Corbett and
Wood 2013).

This intimidation takes many forms. In some areas of Papua
New Guinea, female voters have been assaulted at polling stations when
attempting to mark their own ballots (Haley and Zubrinich 2013). The
threat of violence is a frequently used tactic to exert pressure on
women to vote for a certain candidate (personal communication,
March 2015). Elsewhere, the intimidation experienced by women takes
place for the most part in the home or community. In these cases too,
however, there is often an explicit threat of retaliation that prevents
women from exercising their right to vote freely (Billy 2002).

Voter intimidation, while widespread, is not experienced by all
female voters in the Pacific Islands. Yet even where women can cast
their votes freely, it would be wrong to assume that they would always
choose a female candidate. The idea that being a woman trumps
competing identities in choosing how to cast a vote is not borne out
by past experience. In a 2014 survey in Fiji, only 17 per cent of female
respondents reported that they would prefer to vote for a woman;
73 per cent reported they had no gender preference; and 11 per cent
reported they would prefer to vote for a man (Dumaru and Pene
2014). Some Pacific women would not agree with the statement that
increased women’s political representation is a good thing (Sepoe
1996). Yet even for those who agree in principle that there should be
more women in politics, it does not follow that they would necessarily
give their own vote to a female candidate.

Political parties can be influential. Several Pacific Islands have
strong political party systems, including countries with relatively high
women’s representation, such as French Polynesia, New Caledonia
and Fiji. Parties are often seen as having an important gatekeeping
role in recruitment processes that impact the number of female
candidates (Franceschet 2005; Matland 2005; Norris 1997; Norris and
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Lovenduski 1995). Party affiliation can also significantly influence
voter choice. In the 2014 Tonga election, one unsuccessful female
candidate noted the influence of the prevailing political ideology on
the voting patterns of her local community, most of whom ultimately
chose to vote for her male opponents (personal communication,
March 2015). The influence of political parties, however, varies
significantly throughout the region. In many parts of the Pacific,
party systems are weak and fragmented and parliaments have large
numbers of independent MPs, while some Pacific parliaments have
no parties represented at all (Fraenkel and Grofman 2005). In these
cases, party affiliation has little or no impact on the election process
and is often only important in the ‘election after the election’ – the
selection of prime minister and cabinet.

In much of the Pacific Islands, politics is intensely local. One of the
higher-performing female candidates running in a non-reserved seat
in the 2010 Bougainville election, while acknowledging the gendered
nature of some of the challenges she faced in campaigning, attrib-
uted her loss mainly to kinship networks within the constituency. She
stated that while she had the support of her own community, they
were a minority in the constituency, and members of a larger group
voted for another candidate because of community ties: ‘He’s their
wantok,8 so that comes first’ (personal communication, September
2013). These kinship ties are often of significant importance, and
female voters can prioritize kinship networks over gender at election
time (McLeod 2002).

This paramountcy of kinship ties is an oft-criticized element of
Pacific politics. Yet it is, as Terence Wood argues in the case of
Solomon Islands, frequently a rational response to the political
context:

Voting locally is a sensible act in a poorly governed state. In Solomon Islands,
the government is both weak and cumbersome; its reach into most people’s
lives is minimal and, because national political movements are non-existent,
the outcome of political contestation in any individual electorate is de-
coupled from the potential to change this. Under such circumstances, the
only way elections are likely to bring improvements for voters is if they vote
for a candidate who will help them or their community directly. This is the
logic of local voting. (Wood 2013: 1)

The clientelist strategy of ‘people tending to vote for candidates who
are related to them on the assumption that the winning candidates
will reward wantok before passing on largesse to more distant
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associates’ is well documented (Zimmer-Tamakoshi 2013: 413). In
this political environment, concerns about women’s representation at
the national level are superseded by concerns about service delivery
at the local level – and the ability of the local MP to provide this.
Attempts by female candidates to capitalize on gender identity to win
elections through pushing notions of women’s rights and gender
equality in election campaigns have typically had little resonance,
especially in rural areas of Melanesia (Corbett and Liki 2015: 332;
Sepoe 2013), and led to accusations that the candidate does not
understand or respect local culture (personal communication,
November 2014).

In her study of the campaign of a female candidate in the 2007
Papua New Guinea national election, the anthropologist Laura
Zimmer-Tamakoshi (2013: 408) drew on the theory of Ira Bashkow
(2006) of ‘whiteness’ as a moral concept that implies a disconnect
from tradition in her discussion of how the candidate was often
accused of being ‘white’. Similar accusations of ‘whiteness’ and
related cultural ignorance were made of female candidates in the
2014 Solomon Islands election (personal communication, November
2014) and the 2015 Bougainville election (personal communication,
May 2015). As Zimmer-Tamakoshi (2013) points out, male candi-
dates are often subject to the same scrutiny and have their connec-
tions to the local community debated and tested during election
campaigns. Yet there is a gendered aspect to this criticism of female
candidates that is linked to the traditional role of women within
society and the masculinized ideal of the political candidate. For
some voters, the simple fact of standing for election as a woman
implies an unacceptable distance from traditional custom.

Candidate training for women organized by international organi-
zations has potentially contributed to this perception of female
candidates as ‘white’ and culturally removed. Training for female
candidates generally involves workshops led by an international
facilitator, possibly in coordination with some local organizations, to
teach campaigning and leadership skills. Past training initiatives have
been criticized for focusing on urban women (personal com-
munication, March 2015). It has also been argued that this training
emphasizes women’s rights and gender equality rather than issues
that have more resonance for voters, such as service delivery (Corbett
2015a: 72). There is limited evidence that candidate training as it
has been carried out in the past has produced stronger female
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candidates; in the 2010 Solomon Islands election, women who had
attended training on average received just 3 per cent of the vote
share (Wood 2015).

Training also often focuses on the difference of women in com-
parison to male candidates. One difference often emphasized in
their subsequent campaigns is that women are ‘clean’ – that is to say,
not corrupt – candidates. In the 2015 Bougainville election, this
apparent point of difference between female and male candidates
was often emphasized by female candidates: ‘men don’t do clean
campaigning’ (personal communication, May 2015). Clean cam-
paigning was defined by female candidates as not getting involved
in money politics or gifting, and not attacking other candidates. Vote-
buying and gifting are practices that can easily be construed as corrupt;
yet they are also, in many parts of Melanesia, an accepted – and
expected – component of contemporary politics (see Allen and
Hasnain 2010; Haley and Dierikx 2013; Standish 2007). In the 2012
Papua New Guinea election, money politics was a noted feature of the
campaign period in all regions, with candidates who participated in
these activities in general performing better than other candidates
(Haley and Zubrinich 2013).

The perception of women as ‘clean’ candidates who do not
engage in money politics can be advantageous. In Bougainville,
Josephine Getsi in Peit constituency campaigned – and won – on a
strong anti-corruption platform that helped to distinguish her from
her male opponents, especially those who were former politicians
(personal communication, May 2015). For other female candidates
in that election, however, anti-corruption messaging resonated less in
their communities. In a political context in which service delivery is
considered a primary function of a politician’s role, the idea that
women are ‘clean’ candidates – and may not deliver for constituents
if elected in the way members are expected to – can work
against them.

For many candidates in Papua New Guinea, election losses were
blamed on money politics (personal communications, March 2015,
March 2016): ‘The men on the other hand use money, they use
money, they gave money out freely. That was quite obvious . . . that’s
where women could not come face-to-face and be able to meet the
challenge on par with the men. We didn’t have the money’ (personal
communication, September 2013); in these cases voters – and espe-
cially female voters – are often seen to share the blame with male
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candidates, because they were willing to receive money or gifts in
exchange for their votes (personal communication, March 2016).

Another stated point of difference for female candidates is that
women are good managers, because of their roles as wives and
mothers. This idea was used by female candidates in both the 2014
Solomon Islands election (personal communication, November
2014), and the 2015 Bougainville election (personal communication,
May 2015). A common sentiment was: ‘Women are good managers in
the house . . . [they] manage their families so that prepares them for
parliament’ (personal communication, May 2015). This discourse
was so widespread that one of the female candidates who described
her skills as a manager in terms of her qualifications as a wife and
mother was in fact unmarried and had no children. These types
of essentialist notions of women’s qualifications for parliament
contribute to the idea that women are a homogeneous group
with common interests, and that gender should be the overarching
concern for female voters.

WOMEN AS REPRESENTATIVES

For those few women who are elected to Pacific parliaments,
preconceived notions of what a female politician should be can
constitute a significant hurdle. In Melanesia in particular, turnover
is high in elections (Fraenkel and Grofman 2005). In Papua New
Guinea, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu, historically around 50 per
cent of incumbent politicians lost their seats every election (Morgan
2005; Van Trease 2005; Wood 2014). Even in countries with lower
turnover, female politicians can face difficulties in winning re-
election, especially those who have won with the ‘sympathy vote’,
being elected after a male relative or spouse who was in politics has
died (Corbett 2015a: 71). In these contexts, where re-election is
already a difficult prospect, the high expectations on female repre-
sentatives can be a significant impediment.

Female politicians are often expected to be less corrupt than their
male counterparts. This is linked to the commonly cited argument
for increased women’s representation that it leads to good govern-
ance and lower levels of corruption (see Dollar et al. 1999; Swamy
et al. 2001). Such arguments have been critiqued by many scholars,
who argue that many of these claims are ‘based upon essentialist
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notions of women’s higher moral nature and their propensity
to bring their finer moral sensibilities to bear on public life, and
particularly on the conduct of politics’ (Goetz 2007: 90; see also
Sung 2003).

While the perceived link between good governance and increased
women’s representation has been challenged, the perception
remains. Women are seen as better than men at resisting bribes
(Dumaru and Pene 2014). Former Papua New Guinea MP Josephine
Abaijah (1991: 306) wrote that her constituents ‘put me on a pedestal
and said that, being a woman, I was beyond the corruptions and
foibles that afflicted many men’. While this perception can be an
advantage for women in earning the trust of voters, for those who fall
off the pedestal the consequences can be worse than for men
involved in scandal. Male politicians are often assumed to be corrupt
(Corbett 2015a), while the expectation on women is that they are a
‘better’ class of politician.

The behaviour of female MPs in Papua New Guinea is heavily
scrutinized online and in the media. Shortly after she was elected, the
marital issues of Lae Open MP Loujaya Kouza were widely reported
on; after she requested an Interim Protection Order against her
husband (Buckley 2012), a call was made for Kouza to resign from
her ministerial position, with a senior public servant claiming: ‘we
expect the minister responsible [for child and family welfare] to be
the leader in promoting good family lives’ (quoted in Papua New
Guinea Post-Courier 2013a). A letter to the editor published in a major
national newspaper stated that Kouza’s marital troubles proved ‘that
women are irrational beings who use their emotions rather than
logic to assess situations and make decisions’ (Papua New Guinea
Post-Courier 2013b). She has been publicly critiqued for breaching
cultural norms of how women should act. After claiming that the
governor of Morobe had called her a ‘wicked witch’, Kouza was then
criticized for making the allegation by a local woman leader who said
it was disrespectful and further stated: ‘It is against our cultural
principle for Ahi women to criticise Ahi men’ (quoted in Kivia 2014).

Criticism of the behaviour of female MPs is often articulated in
terms of their status as role models for women. After Sohe Open MP
Delilah Gore was ejected from a flight for refusing to turn off her
phone, a community leader in her electorate said: ‘The Minister’s
actions were unbecoming of a leader and a female politician whom
the women of this country can look up to’ (quoted in Salmang 2014).
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A witness to the incident stated: ‘She is one of the only three female
parliamentarians and is looked up to by many young ladies’ (quoted
in Willie 2014). Even some women leaders expressed concern over
the public images of the female MPs, arguing that they impacted
on the reputations of all female candidates, and that voters wanted
to vote for women with husbands (personal communication,
March 2015).

Once elected, female representatives can find themselves in pre-
carious positions, often with slim majorities and seen as ‘easy targets’
for electoral petitions or challenges to re-election. A long-serving
female MP in Samoa noted the difficulties of retaining a parlia-
mentary seat as a woman: ‘Women are seen as easy targets, you know,
especially for court challenges and so forth, so the getting in is hard
enough, staying in is even harder, whether it’s through court chal-
lenges or coming back for re-election’ (personal communication,
August 2012).

Of the 13 women who served as MPs in Samoa between 1970 and
2011, only four served multiple consecutive terms, and over half
served only one term or less.9 A further three women have been
elected to parliament, but lost their seats due to electoral petitions. In
Tonga, no woman representative – either elected or appointed – has
served more than one parliamentary term.

In countries with a history of extremely low levels of women’s
political representation – as in most of the Pacific Islands – female
MPs are seen as carrying the responsibility to represent women as a
group, as well as their own individual constituencies. This can con-
stitute a ‘dual sense of ownership’ (Corbett 2015a: 72), and fur-
thermore a dual set of expectations on their performance as MPs.
Some Pacific female MPs reported often being sought out by women
from other constituencies who preferred to deal with another
woman, rather than their own member (Corbett and Liki 2015: 337).
Hilda Kari (quoted in Pollard and Waring 2009: 73) said that, as the
first female MP in Solomon Islands, ‘I was everything to everybody’.
In addition to these perceived extra responsibilities, female parlia-
mentarians find themselves treated as outsiders in a masculinized
environment, which can lead to a sense of isolation in parliament
(Corbett 2015a; Corbett and Liki 2015).

For women in reserved seats, such as the three regional seats
that are set aside for women in the Bougainville House of Repre-
sentatives,10 the situation is different albeit with its own difficulties. In
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Bougainville, the regional women’s members are tasked with repre-
senting women, meaning the dual constituency problem outlined
above is not an issue. Yet despite the regional seats covering much
larger areas than the open constituencies – the largest regional seat,
North, covers the same area as 14 open constituencies – regional
members receive the same amount in constituency development
funds as open members.11 Bougainvillean politicians often claim the
amount of constituency development funds that they receive is
inadequate to deliver projects on the scale demanded by their con-
stituents (Baker and Oppermann 2015), and this issue is exacerbated
for the regional members given their significantly larger electorates.
Regional members in the 2010–15 term and their staff reported their
difficulties in demonstrating service delivery to their constituents: ‘My
region is a very big area. I haven’t reached the other end yet . . . [at
the next election] people will probably vote me out, and another
woman can come in’ (personal communication, September 2013);
and ‘For our current member, [voters] expect much more involve-
ment from her. They complain that she does not do much for the
people of Konnou because she’s from our area. So they are com-
plaining that she did not do much . . . they see her as a[n open]
constituency member’ (personal communication, May 2015). Turn-
over for the regional seats was 100 per cent in both the 2010 and 2015
Bougainville elections, compared with 69.7 per cent and 57.6 per
cent respectively in the open seats.

In addition to the disadvantages that stem from serving larger
electorates, the women’s regional members were also frequently
criticized for not collaborating on projects. A common refrain was:
‘These three women leaders in parliament are not really working
together’ (personal communication, September 2013). As repre-
sentatives for women, they were expected to work collaboratively, an
expectation that was not directed towards either the open con-
stituency members (who in the 2010–15 term were all men) or the
regional ex-combatants’ members.

When a woman is elected in the Pacific Islands, she is often the
only woman, or one of just a handful of women, in parliament. This
can mean that expectations of their efficacy are high, given that
being elected as a woman in the Pacific Islands is a significant
achievement. Conversely, it can mean that they are isolated in a
parliament where women form a token presence, making it hard to
effect legislative change. A former MP in the Tongan Parliament
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said: ‘it’s a different story walking in, especially as the only woman.
I was nervous and had no confidence in the beginning’. She further
noted that being the sole woman hampered her efforts to pursue
substantive reform on gender issues: ‘it’s difficult for male MPs to
support women’s issues. We need a number of women, not just one
or two, for when the voting happens’ (personal communication,
March 2015).

Of course, the idea that increased women’s representation will
make it easier to effect substantive change on gender issues also
assumes that women in politics will cooperate with each other. This
expectation that female representatives should be working together is
indicative of the assumption that they share a common agenda.
Women in politics are often expected to act as the default spokes-
people for international norms of women’s rights and gender
equality, as set out in a number of regional and international
declarations and development strategies.12 Some female MPs resent
this role, and the implication that gender advocacy should be their
primary function as politicians (Corbett and Liki 2015). While small
states are more likely to be democratic, they are also likely to have a
more conservative political culture (see Baldacchino 2012; Corbett
2015c; Lawson 1996), meaning that social change can be a slow and
difficult progress requiring significant political capital. Even for
women who are committed to these gender equality goals, it is dif-
ficult to balance this work with the work of representing their own
constituencies. While the former may even be their primary motiva-
tion to go into politics, the latter is essential to win re-election. Thus,
the pursuit of national-level policy aims can be difficult to reconcile
with the constituency-based work necessary to remain in politics, an
issue by no means restricted to female politicians in the Pacific
Islands (see Morgan 2005). Carol Kidu was a member of the Papua
New Guinea Parliament for three consecutive terms from 1997 to
2012 and was minister for community development from 2002 to
2011. In her time in politics, Kidu spearheaded the passage of the
Lukautim Pikanini (Child Protection) Act 2009 as minister for
community development, as well as the Equality and Participation
Act, which amended the constitution to allow for the possibility of
reserved seats for women in parliament. She credited her re-election
in 2002 to the strategic use of constituency development funds in her
first term to, as she put it, ‘leave my “handmark” on the electorate’
(Kidu and Setae 2002: 51).
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As Kidu demonstrates, a ministerial portfolio is one way to pursue
substantive policy goals effectively. Women are under-represented at
the executive level in most countries, and where women are repre-
sented in cabinet, they are often found in portfolios that are con-
sidered ‘soft’ or less prestigious, such as education, health or social
welfare (Davis 1997; Reynolds 1999). While there are signs of gradual
change in some areas, where women are present in greater numbers
and in more prestigious positions (see Escobar-Lemmon and Taylor-
Robinson 2005; Krook and O’Brien 2012), the number of female
ministers in the Pacific Islands region remains very low. While more
than one in three women MPs in the region also hold a ministerial
position, only 7.2 per cent of cabinet ministers in the region are
women. Four Pacific countries have all-male cabinets, and no country
has more than two female cabinet ministers (see Table 2).13 The first
female head of government in the Pacific region is Hilda Heine,14 who
assumed office as president of the Marshall Islands in January 2016.
Also in 2016, the first female deputy prime minister of a Polynesian
country, Fiame Naomi Mata’afa of Samoa, was appointed.15

While there is a female presence in most Pacific cabinets, women
can be sidelined within political executives when they are given

Table 2
Women’s Representation in Cabinets in the Pacific Islands Region (as at 16

December 2016)

Country
Women in
cabinet

Total in
cabinet Percentage

Federated States of Micronesiaa 2 11 18.2
Marshall Islands 2 11 18.2
Nauru 1 6 16.7
Samoa 2 13 15.4
Fiji 2 14 14.3
Palaub 1 8 12.5
Solomon Islands 1 24 4.2
Papua New Guinea 1 33 3.0
Kiribati 0 14 0.0
Tonga 0 12 0.0
Tuvalu 0 8 0.0
Vanuatu 0 13 0.0
Total 12 167 7.2
Total (excl. FSM and Palau) 9 148 6.1

Notes: aThe cabinet of the Federated States of Micronesia is appointed and
includes non-elected members.
bThe cabinet of Palau is appointed and includes non-elected members.

560 GOVERNMENT AND OPPOSITION

© The Author 2017. Published by Government and Opposition Limited and Cambridge University Press

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/g

ov
.2

01
6.

54
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2016.54


unequal responsibilities or less prestigious portfolios (Murray 2013).
Many – but not all – past and present women cabinet ministers in the
Pacific Islands have held so-called ‘soft’ portfolios, most commonly
community development (which often includes responsibility for
women’s affairs), health and education. Even where women hold
different portfolios, many are conscious of their status as the sole – or
one of two – women in cabinet, and feel a responsibility to represent
women at the executive level regardless of whether they hold the
women’s affairs portfolio. One articulated this sense of responsibility:
‘I am the minister representing women, women’s interests. That’s
why even though the minister [for women’s affairs] is a male minister
now, I continue to help him with women’s issues’ (personal com-
munication, September 2013).

CONCLUSION

Does the presence of women in legislatures make a substantive dif-
ference to political debate and decision-making? This idea has been
advanced by many scholars (see Catalano 2009; Kittilson 2008;
Mansbridge 2005), yet others reject the existence of a definitive link
between women’s descriptive and substantive representation (see
Cowell-Meyers and Langbein 2009). Women are not a homogeneous
group with identical interests, and female (and male) representatives
have intersecting identities apart from gender that may influence
their legislative behaviour. Young (2002: 123) argues that women
have shared experiences that create a gender-specific perspective;
she stresses, however, that ‘no single representative could speak for
any group, because there are too many intersecting relationships
among individuals’. Yet the issue in the Pacific Islands is that at all
levels of politics the number of female representatives is so low that a
single woman is often the voice of women as a group.

In the campaigns of female candidates, certain slogans are often
repeated across Melanesia, such as ‘women can be the change’, and
‘women are good managers’. This type of discourse is influenced by
moralistic notions that female politicians are ‘different’ and ‘better’.
In this way, an international perspective on the value of women’s
representation in terms of transforming parliamentary politics
intersects with local ideas of a ‘good woman’, often held to a different
standard from a ‘good man’ (see Wardlow 2006; Wood 2015). Female
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politicians are held to higher standards than men and given the tasks
of, firstly, cleaning up supposedly corrupt institutions; and secondly,
substantively representing the interests of all women. This creates
expectations higher than those for male politicians in terms of
standards of behaviour and substantive contribution to policy, and
means that women face steep consequences for being perceived to
fail to meet these standards. In other words, women in politics are
placed on the ‘pedestal’ described by Josephine Abaijah (1991: 306).

An equally oppressive element of political participation for women
in the Pacific Islands is the assumption that women should vote on
gender lines. This leads to resentment towards female voters from
unsuccessful female candidates. Furthermore, it provides a scapegoat
for male politicians who are asked to explain the absence of women
from legislatures, with the female voters who often make up the
majority of the voting population assuming the blame. This
assumption diminishes the importance of intersecting identities and
often ignores the realities of local political contexts. Even in cases
where female voters want to vote for female candidates, intimidation
from a male spouse or relative can make this impossible.

The under-representation of women in politics is a key issue for
the Pacific Islands region that speaks to ideas about democratic
legitimacy and the role of women in the public sphere. To make
progress on increasing women’s representation – and increasing
women’s chances of being re-elected once in parliament – a re-
evaluation of goals would be beneficial, particularly in terms of donor
programming, to focus specifically on the aim of greater descriptive
representation. This is not to say ideas of curbing corruption and
introducing more women-friendly policies should be abandoned;
they should, however, not be made the cornerstones of efforts to
increase women’s representation. A focus on numbers rather than
perceived quality could help to lift the burden of great expectations
for the region’s female parliamentarians.
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NOTES

1 Data from both unicameral and bicameral houses (of the Pacific independent
states, only Palau has a bicameral system).

2 American Samoa, Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, Cook Islands,
Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, French Polynesia, Guam, Kiribati, Nauru,
New Caledonia, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Pitcairn Islands, Republic of the
Marshall Islands, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, and
Wallis and Futuna.

3 For more on the political status of Bougainville, see Regan (2010: 85–108).
4 Papua New Guinea, with an estimated population of 8 million, is the only Pacific
Islands state with a population larger than 1 million. All Pacific independent states
with the exception of the four Melanesian states (Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Solomon
Islands and Vanuatu) have populations of less than 200,000; the two smallest,
Tuvalu and Nauru, have estimated populations of around 10,000.

5 There are notable exceptions – for example, Fiji, which has had multiple coups
since 1987 and most recently returned to democracy in 2014 after eight years of
military administration, and Tonga, a constitutional monarchy in which the
monarch retains key powers (now reduced since significant democratic reforms
in 2010).

6 On types of political representation, see Pitkin (1967); on Pitkin’s typology of
representation in relation to women in legislative and leadership positions, see
Sykes (2016).

7 See www.mic.gov.to/speeches/statement-prime-minister/5179-inaugural-address-of-
the-prime-minister-hon-samuela-akilisi-pohiva-to-the-civil-service-and-the-nation-.

8 Wantok is a tok pisin word that can be literally translated into English as ‘one talk’; it is
most commonly used to make reference to fellow members of a local language group.

9 Faimalotoa Kika Iemaima Stowers-Ah Kau became the fourteenth Samoan woman
to serve in parliament when she was elected in a 2014 by-election and re-elected in
the 2016 general election; two other women MPs entered parliament for the first
time in 2016.

10 Three seats for women, as well as three seats for ex-combatants, are reserved in the
Bougainville House of Representatives. The women’s reserved seats are designed to
be permanent, while the ex-combatants’ reserved seats are designed to be more
temporary and are due to be disestablished after a referendum on independence,
scheduled to be held before mid-2020. While in theory a woman who has
been recognized as an ex-combatant could stand for an ex-combatants’ seat, in
practice all the candidates for these seats in all three elections to date have
been men.
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11 Constituency development funds are state funding that is distributed directly to
elected members to spend in their constituencies (see Fraenkel 2011).

12 These include the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW), the Revised Pacific Platform for Action (2005–15), the
Pacific Leaders Gender Equality Declaration (2012) and the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (2015–30).

13 Fiji has two female assistant ministers in addition to two female cabinet ministers.
14 New Caledonia, a territory of France, has had two female presidents: Marie-Noëlle

Thémereau (2004–7) and Cynthia Ligeard (2014–15).
15 Other women who have held political leadership positions in the Pacific region

include Déwé Gorodé (vice-president of New Caledonia 2001–9), Sandra
Pierantozzi (vice-president of Palau 2001–5) and Teima Onorio (vice-president of
Kiribati 2003–16).
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