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Grounding Debates about Land
Gender Inequality, Property and the Role of the State

Today, people everywhere around the world are fighting for land.1

Andrew Te’e, commander of the Isatabu Freedom
Movement, in the militia’s newsletter,

Isatabu Tavuli, March 2000

Olketa woman no save tok lo saed lo land.

Phrase commonly heard throughout Solomon Islands, which may be translated as
women cannot, may not, or should not speak about land.

In his 2012New Year’s address to the nation, Solomon Islands’Governor General
Sir FrankKabui warned that land tenurewas the issuemost likely to spark conflict
in the country. He expressed concern that Solomon Islanders were ‘caught
between our cultural way of life and the cash economy’, and identified a number
of key challenges including the need to register land held collectively by kin
groups in order to make it ‘marketable’; the inequitable distribution of resource
revenue, not only within landholding groups but more significantly, between
landholders and corporate investors; and the ‘illegal occupation’ of land in the
vicinity of the national capital, Honiara, by migrants from other islands. He
exhorted Solomon Islanders to ‘adjust their mindset’ in order to benefit from
capitalist investment and move forward ‘as one people and one nation’.2

This speech came in the aftermath of a period of land-related conflict
known as ‘the Ethnic Tension’ (1998–2003) and in the midst of a multibillion

1 Andrew Te’e, ‘Land Is Sacred to Me’, Isatabu Tavuli (2 March 2000).
2 Previously discussed in Rebecca Monson, ‘The Politics of Property: Gender, Land and

Political Authority in Solomon Islands’ in Siobhan McDonnell, Matthew Allen and Colin
Filer (eds.), Kastom, Property and Ideology: Land Transformations in Melanesia (ANU Press,
2017) 383.
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dollar state-building mission undertaken by Pacific Island Forum member
countries (2003–2017). The core themes of the address occupy a prominent
position in politics not only in Solomon Islands but many parts of the Pacific
(Map 1.1), where the laws of independent states ensure that the vast majority of
land is held under customary tenure. The merits of these arrangements are
frequently discussed around cooking fires, market stalls and in churches; in
the plush hotels in which logging deals are negotiated; and in the courts in
which those transactions are subsequently contested. People bemoan the
prevalence of land disputes, debate the advantages of customary tenure vis-à-
vis state regulation, and discuss the ongoing reconfiguration of traditional
notions of land, leadership and social relations in the face of colonisation,
resource extractivism and increasingly, climate change. In Solomon Islands
these matters have been a recurrent flashpoint for violence: in late 2021,
protests against perceived political corruption and foreign control over natural
resources once again led to rioting and looting, demands for increased provin-
cial autonomy and the deployment of police and troops from across the
region. However, these debates are certainly not unique to Solomon
Islands – as observed by Andrew Te’e, an influential figure in the Solomon
Islands’ conflict, there are people across the world engaged in similar struggles
and debates.

This book takes gender relations as a critical entry point for understanding
debates about land and the ways in which seemingly ‘local’ property disputes
are bound up with multiscalar struggles over natural resources and political
ordering. I first visited Solomon Islands in 2004, in the immediate post-conflict
period and largely on the invitation of Solomon Islander friends I had met
through student and civil society networks in Melbourne, Australia. During
that first visit, I was already aware that Solomon Islands was widely perceived
to exemplify broader regional concerns regarding land tenure, economic
development and ‘weak states’. I quickly learnt, too, that it was impossible to
understand any aspect of social life, including people’s expectations of me as a
young, white Australian woman, without paying serious attention to people’s
gendered, kin-based relationships with and through specific places – whether
those places were the islands of their parents or grandparents, the village of a
Member of Parliament or the swimming holes in which I bathed with other
women while men did so further upstream. In this book I trace processes of
negotiating claims to land across scales, particularly from the so-called ‘local’
through to the ‘provincial’ and ‘national’. In so doing, I expose some of the
ways in which struggles over legally defined property rights are bound up with
the (re)production of gendered, racialised and territorialised identities, with
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map 1.1. One view of the region showing Melanesia, Polynesia and Micronesia
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significant implications for political participation, public authority and
state formation.

In making these arguments I draw together several bodies of scholarship
that have remained somewhat distinct, despite their capacity to be mutually
generative. There is a large body of scholarship, particularly by anthropolo-
gists, on customary land tenure in the independent states of Melanesia (itself a
contested category) and the wider Pacific.3 This work has consistently high-
lighted themes of legal pluralism and innovation, with particular attention
paid to the ways in which debates about resource ‘ownership’ elicited by
forestry and mining, and more recently urbanisation, are linked with social
and economic differentiation.4 I also draw on the wider, global literature on
the ‘negotiation’ of customary tenure, particularly in common law jurisdic-
tions in Africa, which similarly emphasises the flexibility of customary systems
and the normative and institutional plurality that has arisen as long-standing
models of property and territory have been transformed by processes of
colonial expansion, accumulation and dispossession and violent conflict.5

These insights resonate with work by legal geographers who, while predomin-
antly focused on urban cases in the Global North, contend that property is less
stable than it appears and can only be understood via research into the
everyday practices of communities.6 Across these diverse literatures there is a
shared understanding that space is socially produced and socially constitutive,
and that the means by which claims to land are made, secured, challenged
and undone are not only discursive but material and corporeal, ranging from

3 The categories of ‘Melanesia’, ‘Polynesia’ and ‘Micronesia’ emerged from the nineteenth-
century, racialised and often racist division of the islands that has been widely critiqued as well
as reclaimed: e.g. Tarcisius Kabutaulaka, ‘Re-Presenting Melanesia: Ignoble Savages and
Melanesian Alter-Natives’ (2015) 27(1) The Contemporary Pacific 110.

4 E.g. Paula Brown and Anton Ploeg (eds.), ‘Special Issue: Change and Conflict in Papua New
Guinea: Land and Resource Rights’ (1997) 7(4) Anthropological Forum 507; James F Weiner
and Katie Glaskin (eds.), Customary Land Tenure and Registration in Australia and Papua
New Guinea: Anthropological Perspectives (ANU Press, 2007); Siobhan McDonnell, Matthew
Allen and Colin Filer (eds.), Kastom, Property and Ideology (ANU Press, 2017).

5 E.g. Kristine Juul and Christian Lund (eds.), Negotiating Property in Africa (Heinemann,
2002); Janine M Ubink and Kojo S Amanor (eds), Contesting Land and Custom in Ghana:
State, Chief and the Citizen (Leiden University Press, 2008); Nancy Lee Peluso and Christian
Lund (eds.), New Frontiers of Land Control (Routledge, 2013).

6 E.g. Franz von Benda-Beckman, Keebet von Benda-Beckmann and Anne Griffiths (eds.),
Spatializing Law: An Anthropological Geography of Law in Society (Ashgate 2009); Robyn
Bartel et al. (eds.), ‘Special Issue: Legal Geography: An Australian Perspective’ (2013) 51(4)
Geographical Research; Irus Braverman, Nicholas Blomley, David Delaney and Alexandre
Kedar (eds.), The Expanding Spaces of Law: A Timely Legal Geography (Stanford University
Press, 2014); Sarah Keenan, Subversive Property: Law and the Production of Spaces of Belonging
(Routledge, 2015).
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everyday forms of territoriality such as the building of fences or clearing of
land for gardens, to the use of violence such as the eviction of migrant settlers.

Questions of land, identity and development have been at the heart of
conflict not only in Solomon Islands but also the Autonomous Region of
Bougainville in Papua New Guinea, as well as a series of coups in Fiji,
political instability in Vanuatu and struggles for freedom in East Timor,
New Caledonia and West Papua. Much of the literature on the state in the
southwest Pacific is therefore concerned with the relationship between
struggles over natural resources and political instability and violent conflict.7

A significant amount of attention has been paid to the legal recognition of
territorially based ‘tribes’ and ‘clans’. As we see throughout this book, these are
not necessarily pregiven, static or inevitable identities, but are often fore-
grounded and more clearly delineated as people seek to render themselves
legible as ‘customary landowners’. In the post-independence Melanesian
states, where Indigenous custodianship of land is constitutionally enshrined
and extractive industries the predominant form of ‘development’, these groups
have emerged as a fundamental unit of political organisation.8

The relationship between land tenure, land conflict, and political authority
and ordering has also received sustained attention in other contexts. In the
literature on land tenure in Africa, there is widespread recognition that, as
Sara Berry puts it, ‘contests over land involve contests over authority as well as
resources: they draw on and reshape relations of power as well as property’.9

Christian Lund has extensively argued that property and political authority are
in fact mutually constitutive, with processes of recognition trekking backwards
and forwards between the two: that is, controlling access to a resource or
adjudicating conflicts can produce legitimacy, and that in turn produces

7 Chris Ballard and Glenn Banks, ‘Resource Wars: The Anthropology of Mining’ (2003) 32
Annual Review of Anthropology 287; Matthew G Allen, Greed and Grievance: Ex-Militants’
Perspectives on the Conflict in Solomon Islands, 1998–2003 (University of Hawaii Press, 2013).

8 Colin Filer, ‘Compensation, Rent and Power in Papua New Guinea’ in Susan Toft (ed.),
Compensation for Resource Development in Papua New Guinea (Law Reform Commission of
Papua New Guinea, Monograph No. 6, Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies at The
Australian National University, National Centre for Development Studies at The Australian
National University, Pacific Policy Paper No. 24, 1997) 156, 6; Victoria Stead, Becoming
Landowners: Entanglements of Custom and Modernity in Papua New Guinea and Timor Leste
(University of Hawai’i Press, 2017); Tarcisius Kabutaulaka, ‘Land Groups, Land Registration
and Economic Development Projects on Guadalcanal, Solomon Islands’ (2020) 42(3) Pacific
Studies 107.

9 Sara Berry, ‘Debating the Land Question in Africa’ (2002) 44(4) Comparative Studies in Society
and History 638, 256.
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authority, which then reinforces power to control access to land.10 These
processes are multiscalar, with Matthew Allen suggesting that in Melanesia,
extractive industries have engendered three ‘governable spaces’ – that is,
configurations of territory, identity and rule – namely, the space of customary
landownership (or property), the space of island-based indigeneity (often
understood in terms of regions or provinces) and the space of nationalism.11

These diverse bodies of scholarship demonstrate that property and political
authority are crucially linked and multiscalar, but they have not yet paid
sustained attention to the gendered aspects of these processes. I therefore draw
on a related but somewhat distinct set of debates focused on gender inequality
in customary land tenure systems. Yet here, in scholarly and policy debates
regarding gender, land tenure and legal pluralism, I have often found voices,
experiences and insights from the Pacific to be markedly absent. This cannot
be attributed to a lack of interest on the part of Pacific Islanders, since the 1986
publication, Land Rights of Pacific Women, written by Pacific Islanders, was
one of the earliest volumes on the subject anywhere in the world.12 Rather,
I suggest that it emerges from the geopolitical marginalisation of the Pacific
Islands and Pacific feminists that has also been observed by Teresia Teaiwa
and Claire Slatter in feminist security studies.13 In this book I hope to bridge
some of these empirical and analytical divides, bringing ongoing scholarly and
policy debates about customary land in the Pacific, scholarship on property
and political ordering and work on gender inequality and customary land
tenure into closer dialogue. In so doing, I also respond to calls within legal
geography to move beyond its current emphasis on contexts in the Global
North and engage more deeply with legal pluralism, gender relations and
political ecology.14

10 Christian Lund, Local Politics and the Dynamics of Property in Africa (Cambridge University
Press, 2008); Thomas Sikor and Christian Lund, ‘Access and Property: A Question of Power
and Authority’ (2009) 40(1) Development and Change 1; Christian Lund, ‘Rule and Rupture:
State Formation through the Production of Property and Citizenship’ (2016) 47(6)
Development and Change 1199.

11 Matthew G Allen, Resource Extraction and Contentious States: Mining and the Politics of Scale
in the Pacific Islands (Palgrave Pivot, 2018), drawing in particular on Michael Watts, ‘Violent
Environments: Petroleum Conflict and the Political Ecology of Rule in the Niger Delta,
Nigeria’ in Richard Peet and Michael Watts (eds.), Liberation Ecologies: Environment,
Development and Social Movements (Routledge, 2nd ed, 2004) 250.

12 Cema Bolabola et al., Land Rights of Pacific Women (Institute of Pacific Studies of the
University of the South Pacific, 1985).

13 Teresia Teaiwa and Claire Slatter, ‘Samting Nating: Pacific Waves at the Margins of Feminist
Security Studies’ (2013) 14(4) International Studies Perspectives 447.

14 Franz von Benda Beckmann, Keebet von Benda-Beckmann and Anne Griffiths, ‘Space and
Legal Pluralism: An Introduction’ in Franz von Benda-Beckmann, Keebet von Benda-

6 Grounding Debates about Land

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108953672.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108953672.002


In the chapters that follow, I draw on colonial archives, court records and
ethnographic work to track the ways in which Solomon Islanders have navi-
gated imported legal models and pre-existing understandings of land and
people to maintain and reorganise socio-spatial relations across more than a
century of engagement with Christianity, Euro-American legalities, wage
labour and extractive industries. Lawyers, economists and international devel-
opment practitioners working in the Pacific have often demonstrated
immense confidence in the ability of the state to ‘secure’ rights to land as a
means to resolve land disputes, build peace, make land more ‘marketable’ and
address socioeconomic inequality.15 Yet by tracing struggles over land across
sites, scales and time, we see that state intervention has overwhelmingly
worked to generate social fragmentation and contestation, and consolidate
control over land in the hands of a relatively small number of men while
relegating many others to the sidelines of land deals. Moreover, these contests
are not simply ‘local’ struggles; we see that they are multiscalar and entangled
with wider issues of public authority, political participation and state forma-
tion. Indeed I argue that gendered processes of land disputing and gendered
processes of authority formation are so intertwined as to be mutually consti-
tutive, and they work to reproduce the state as a masculine, even
hypermasculine, domain.

In the remainder of this chapter I introduce some key terms and debates
that ground this book. Terms such as ‘customary tenure’ and ‘land reform’

may mean quite different things depending on the colonial and postcolonial
history of the context in question, so I first introduce select aspects of land
policy discourse in the Pacific, noting both global influences and regional
particularities. In the second part, I highlight key features of ongoing scholarly
and policy debates regarding gender relations and land tenure that I return to
throughout this book, again grounding them in my understanding of debates
in the Pacific. In the third section I explain my approach to property, and why

Beckmann and Anne Griffiths (eds.), Spatializing Law: An Anthropological Geography of Law
in Society (Ashgate, 2009) 4; Irus Braverman et al., ‘Introduction: Expanding the Spaces of Law’
in Irus Braverman et al. (eds.), The Expanding Spaces of Law: A Timely Legal Geography
(Stanford University Press, 2014) 1, 9; Daniel F Robinson and Nicole Graham, ‘Legal
Pluralisms, Justice and Spatial Conflicts: New Directions in Legal Geography’ (2018) 184(1) The
Geographical Journal 3, Dana Cuomo and Katherine Brickell, ‘Feminist Legal Geographies’
(2019) 51(5) Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 1043; Josephine Gillespie and
Nicola Perry ‘Feminist Political Ecology and Legal Geography: A Case Study of the Tonle Sap
Protected Westlands of Cambodia’ (2019) 51(5) EPA: Economy and Space 1089.

15 At the time of writing in late 2021, numerous donor-supported customary land recording
programmes are underway in Solomon Islands, promoted as a means to ensure tenure security
and reduce violent conflict.
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I came to focus my attention on long-term processes of contesting land and the
role of the state in legitimating claims to land. This possibly led me to
foreground the ways in which gendered land relations are socially and discur-
sively constructed, while potentially backgrounding (but never ignoring)
everyday practices of land use and the materialities of land. In the fourth
section I address the role of property scholars: throughout this book we see that
‘ideas’ about property and authority have implications ‘on the ground’, and
this has shaped my writing in important ways. I conclude with a brief
introduction to Solomon Islands and a chapter synopsis.

1.1 land, custom and the state: inequality and the

(re)turn to the customary

Debates about land in Solomon Islands, as anywhere, are simultaneously
global and structural, and situated in and particular to the communities in
which they arise. The world’s largest geographical region, the Pacific Ocean
or Oceania, is often inscribed as ‘small’ and ‘remote’, yet Islanders and their
places have long been part of a global flow of ideas and practices concerning
law, property, gender and rights, channelled through networks of trade,
government administration, education, development assistance and
Indigenous political movements.16 This was particularly clear when, from
the 1950s onwards, colonial administrators in the Melanesian states of
Solomon Islands (then the British Solomon Islands Protectorate), Papua
New Guinea (administered by Australia) and Vanuatu (jointly administered
by Britain and France) explicitly drew on ideas and technologies developed
elsewhere as they sought to transform customary tenure systems by imple-
menting a system of land registration developed in Sudan and Kenya.17 This
approach was influenced by modernisation theory’s view of customary
systems, which saw customary tenure as lacking clearly defined and enforce-
able rights, and therefore unable to provide the necessary ‘security’ to ensure
agricultural investment and economic growth. These colonial attempts to
codify and formalise customary tenure were extremely expensive, widely
resisted and largely unsuccessful. Today, most land in the independent states

16 Epeli Hau’ofa, ‘Our Sea of Islands’ (1994) 6(1) The Contemporary Pacific 148; Sally Engle
Merry and Donald Brenneis, ‘Introduction’ in Law and Empire in the Pacific (SAR Press,
2004); Teresia Teaiwa, ‘On Analogies: Rethinking the Pacific in a Global Context’ (2006) 18(1)
The Contemporary Pacific 71; Tracey Banivanua Mar, Decolonisation and the Pacific:
Indigenous Globalisation and the Ends of Empire (Cambridge University Press, 2016).

17 Peter Larmour, ‘Policy Transfer and Reversal: Customary Land Registration from Africa to
Melanesia’ (2002) 22(2) Public Administration and Development 151.
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in the Pacific remains unregistered, and more than 80 per cent of land in most
countries is held under customary tenure.18

Solomon Islands became independent in 1978, preceded by Papua New
Guinea in 1975 and followed by Vanuatu in 1980. These states, like others in
the region, developed constitutional and statutory mechanisms affirming the
importance of customary tenure (in fact the constitutions of many provide that
custom is a general source of law). In general terms, this means that most
people continue to gain access to land primarily through their association with
groups that are understood to be collectively attached to the land (typically
extended families and descent groups), rather than through freehold or lease-
hold. In Solomon Islands, customary land is held according to ‘current
customary usage’,19 a definition that explicitly acknowledges the possibility
of innovation. In this sense the legal definition is consistent with popular
understandings of kastom, a Pijin word that refers to local as opposed to
foreign ways of doing things. Kastom is widely understood to emerge from
both colonial and postcolonial experiences, and is certainly not limited to
primordial or unchanging ideas and practices.20

During the 1980s and 1990s, debates about land tenure in Melanesia, as in
many other parts of the world, became tied to economic liberalisation, and it is
somewhat legendary that in 1995, the World Bank proposed a condition on a
loan to the Papua New Guinean government that would require the registra-
tion of vast tracts of land. The proposal was leaked, there were large protests by
students and non-governmental organisations, and both the government and
the World Bank quickly backed down.21

18 In all independent states aside from Kiribati, the Federated States of Micronesia and Tonga,
more than 80 per cent of land is held under customary tenure. Available data indicates that
approximately 45 per cent of land in Kiribati is customary land, with public and freehold land
concentrated on the largest island, Kiritimati, while 95 per cent of land on other islands
remains under customary tenure. In the Federated States of Micronesia, 65 per cent of land is
held under customary tenure. Tonga came under the rule of King Tupou I in 1831, and the
1875 Constitution brought all land under the ownership of the king, who allocates access to
men. This system is not commonly considered ‘customary’: AusAID,Making Land Work, Vols
I and II (Commonwealth of Australia, 2008), 4, 29, 119.

19 Land and Titles Act 1996 [Cap 133] (Solomon Islands), s 2 (‘Land and Titles Act’).
20 For more detailed discussion focused on Solomon Islands see e.g. Debra L McDougall,

Engaging with Strangers: Love and Violence in the Rural Solomon Islands (Berghahn Books,
2016), 37; Allen, Greed and Grievance, 15–17; David W Akin, Colonialism, Maasina Rule, and
the Origins of Malaitan Kastom (University of Hawai’i Press, 2013). For discussion
distinguishing custom and kastom in Papua New Guinea see Melissa Demian, ‘Dislocating
Custom’ (2015) 38(1) PoLAR: Political and Legal Anthropology Review 91.

21 Larmour, ‘Policy Transfer’.
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The protests in Papua New Guinea, and the subsequent abandonment of
proposed registration, occurred as prevailing assumptions about customary
tenure were beginning to shift. By the mid-1990s, there was a growing body
of research that demonstrated that land titling programmes in many parts of
the world had not only failed to deliver the security of tenure they promised,
but played a role in exacerbating land-related conflicts, as well as deepening
patterns of inequality linked to factors such as gender, class and ethnicity.22

A related body of research drew attention to the existence of multiple,
adaptable and overlapping claims to landscapes, which could not be
adequately comprehended by the static, two-dimensional understandings of
land inherent in land titling programmes. As noted by Dianne Rocheleau and
David Edmunds in a landmark work on the gender dimensions of tree tenure,
this led to the emergence of new approaches to property which emphasised
that land and resource tenure is characterised by multidimensional niches in
landscapes; that authority over resources is vested in multiple levels of social
organisation, themselves adaptable and negotiated; and that land tenure
systems must be understood as emerging from dynamic social relationships
and processes of contestation.23

This scholarship has been relatively successful in challenging the once
predominant view in development policy circles, namely, that replacing
customary tenure with state-based systems of private freehold tenure is neces-
sary to provide secure property rights, agricultural intensification and eco-
nomic growth. When I commenced this work in the late-2000s, a new
consensus had emerged among a range of influential policy institutions:
now, there was a widespread perception that the role of the state was to
provide the legal and administrative environment necessary to support the
transformation of customary tenure in the ‘right’ direction. This was the view
adopted by the World Bank in its 2003 report, Land Policies for Growth and
Poverty Reduction, as well as AusAID’s 2008 report, Making Land Work.24

22 Jean-Philippe Platteau, ‘The Evolutionary Theory of Land Rights as Applied to Sub-Saharan
Africa: A Critical Assessment’ (1996) 27(1) Development and Change 29; Ingrid Yngstrom,
‘Women, Wives and Land Rights in Africa: Situating Gender beyond the Household in the
Debate Over Land Policy and Changing Tenure Systems’ (2002) 30(1) Oxford Development
Studies 21.

23 Dianne Rocheleau and David Edmunds, ‘Women, Men and Trees: Gender, Power and
Property in Forest and Agrarian Landscapes’ (1997) 25(8) World Development 1351.

24 Klaus Deininger, Land Policies for Growth and Poverty Reduction (World Bank and Oxford
University Press, 11 June 2003), AusAID, Making Land Work. For discussion see further
Platteau, ‘The Evolutionary Theory of Land Rights’; Daniel Fitzpatrick, ‘Evolution and Chaos
in Property Rights Systems: The Third World Tragedy of Contested Access’ (2005) 115(5) Yale
Law Journal 996; Admos Chimhowu, ‘The “New” African Customary Land Tenure:
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As Ann Whitehead and Dzodzi Tsikata have demonstrated, this shift con-
verged with the emphasis on ‘participation’, ‘capacity-building’ and local level
land management taken by many non-governmental organisations.25 Indeed
the ‘re-turn to the customary’ observed by Whitehead and Tsikata with respect
to land occurred in the context of a wider turn within at least some parts of the
international development community towards increased engagement with
‘customary’, ‘informal’ and ‘hybrid’ justice systems as a means to ‘strengthen
the rule of law’.26

Today, calls by neoliberal institutions for various forms of land registration
or recording frequently coincide with the policy prescriptions of human rights
advocates who, while drawing on different ideological premises, often pro-
mote similar reforms as a means to ‘legally empower’ women and Indigenous
people against territorial encroachment and dispossession.27 In the Pacific,
there have been many efforts to map Indigenous territories, often through
public hearings, and then legalise them by recording collective interests. For
example, Vanuatu has experienced a ‘land grab’ in the last twenty years,
largely as a result of political elites leasing commercially valuable land for
their own benefit and that of investors. The response, with support from both
neoliberal aid donors and Indigenous peoples’ movements, has been legisla-
tive reform that provides that customary authorities are responsible for hearing
competing claims to land ownership, and their decisions are recorded and not
subject to any avenue of appeal or review.28

Characteristic, Features and Policy Implications of a New Paradigm’ (2019) 81 Land Use
Policy 897.

25 Ann Whitehead and Dzodzi Tsikata, ‘Policy Discourses on Women’s Land Rights in Sub–
Saharan Africa: The Implications of the Re–Turn to the Customary’ (2003) 3(1–2) Journal of
Agrarian Change 67.

26 E.g. Deborah Isser (ed.), Customary Justice and the Rule of Law in War-Torn Societies (United
States Institute of Peace Press, 2011), Brian Z Tamanaha, Caroline Sage and Michael
Woolcock (eds.) Legal Pluralism and Development: Scholars and Practitioners in Dialogue
(Cambridge University Press, 2012).

27 Whitehead and Tsikata, ‘Policy Discourses’; Aili Mari Tripp, ‘Women’s Movements,
Customary Law, and Land Rights in Africa: The Case of Uganda’ (2004) 7(4) African Studies
Quarterly 1; Catherine Boone, ‘Legal Empowerment of the Poor through Property Rights
Reform: Tensions and Trade-Offs of Land Registration and Titling in Sub-Saharan Africa’
(2018) 55(3) Journal of Development Studies 384.

28 Siobhan McDonnell, ‘Urban Land Grabbing by Political Elites: Exploring the Political
Economy of Land and the Challenges of Regulation’ in Siobhan McDonnell, Matthew
G Allen and Colin Filer (eds.), Kastom, Property and Ideology: Land Transformations in
Melanesia (ANU Press, 2017) 283; Sue Farran and Jennifer Corrin, ‘Developing Legislation to
Formalise Customary Land Management: Deep Legal Pluralism or a Shallow Veneer?’ (2017)
10(1) Law and Development Review 1.
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This shift towards affirming customary tenure systems is often viewed with a
degree of caution by gender and development professionals, feminist legal
scholars and women’s rights advocates working in many parts of the world.
Importantly, feminist scholars have often pointed out that while the flexibility
of customary tenure systems may open up multiple pathways for negotiating
access to land, not all of these pathways are equally accessible to all people.
For example, anthropologist Margaret Rodman observed that in Vanuatu
during the 1970s and 1980s, it was generally men who were ‘masters of
tradition’ and able to manage contemporary interpretations of custom.29

More recently, ni-Vanuatu development specialist Anna Naupa has warned
that debates about the land grab in Vanuatu have focused on the role of
foreigners in land deals, thereby neglecting the heterogeneity of customary
groups, the role of local elites and the intimate, gendered exclusions of
customary land practice.30 In a related vein, Pauline Peters has cautioned
against an overemphasis on ‘negotiation’ in Africa, urging us to pay closer
attention to ‘who benefits and who loses from instances of “negotiability” in
access to land’ and to the political and economic processes that ‘limit or end
negotiation and flexibility for certain social groups’.31 These scholars highlight
the need for accounts of land tenure that acknowledge the dynamism and
negotiability of land relations, while also identifying the multiple norms,
institutions and power asymmetries that enhance or constrain the ability of
different people to succeed in contests over land. The challenge of acknow-
ledging both the dynamism of land tenure and the structural conditions that
may shape it is one that underpins many of the most persistent debates in
scholarship on gender inequality and land tenure.

1.2 gender inequality in land tenure: global

and regional debates

The importance of women’s rights to natural resources has been somewhat
accepted by the international development community since the 1970s, and is
recognised by the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of

29 Margaret C Rodman, Masters of Tradition: Consequences of Customary Land Tenure in
Longana, Vanuatu (University of British Columbia Press, 1987).

30 Anna Naupa, ‘Making the Invisible Seen: Putting Women’s Rights on Vanuatu’s Land Reform
Agenda’ in Siobhan McDonnell, Matthew G Allen and Colin Filer (eds.), Kastom, Property
and Ideology: Land Transformations in Melanesia (ANU Press, 2017) 305, 313.

31 Pauline E Peters, ‘Inequality and Social Conflict Over Land in Africa’ (2004) 4(3) Journal of
Agrarian Change 314, 270.
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Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).32 However as Shahra Razavi
observes, it was not until the 1990s that the field began to flourish, in part
due to the increased interest in human rights-based approaches and democ-
ratisation in the aftermath of the Cold War.33 Bina Agarwal’s pioneering text,
A Field of One’s Own: Gender and Land Rights in South Asia was published in
1994,34 and there is now a rich, varied and complex literature on gendered
land relations, particularly with respect to common law jurisdictions in Africa
and South Asia.35

The relationship between gender equality and land tenure has now
emerged as a key concern for feminist scholars, development practitioners
and civil society actors in many parts of the world, and there is relatively
widespread agreement that women as a social group are often losing out as a
result of land transformations occurring at various scales across the globe.36

This perception is reflected in the Sustainable Development Goals, set by the
UN General Assembly in 2015, which include the target of ‘reform’ to ensure
access, ownership and control over land and other forms of property in order
to achieve gender equality and empower women and girls.37 However, there is
significant debate as to how exactly women are ‘losing out’, why it matters and

32 CEDAW contains specific clauses on equality in agrarian reforms, and in the ownership,
management and disposition of property: Convention on the Elimination on All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women, opened for signature 18 December 1979 (entry into force
3 September 1981), 1248 UNTS 13, Arts 14(2)(d), 15(2), 16(1)(h).

33 Shahra Razavi, ‘Introduction: Agrarian Change, Gender and Land Rights’ (2003) 3(1–2) Journal
of Agrarian Change 2, 4; Shahra Razavi, ‘Liberalisation and the Debates on Women’s Access to
Land’ (2007) 28(8) Third World Quarterly 1479.

34 Bina Agarwal, A Field of One’s Own: Gender and Land Rights in South Asia (Cambridge
University Press, 1994).

35 For similar observations see Caitlin Kieran, Kathryn Sproule, Sheryl Doss, Agnes Quisumbing
and Sung Mi Kim, ‘Examining Gender Inequalities in Land Rights Indicators in Asia’ (2015) 46
(S1) Agricultural Economics 119; Sonia Akter, Pieter Rutsaert, Joyce Luis, Nyo Me Htwe, Su Su
Ban, Budi Raharjo and Arlyna Pustika, ‘Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equity in
Agriculture: A Different Perspective from Southeast Asia’ (2017) 69 Food Policy 270. Radcliffe
observes that with the notable exception of the work of Deere and León, gender has often been
a secondary concern in scholarship on Latin America: Sarah A. Radcliffe, ‘Gendered Frontiers
of Land Control: Indigenous Territory, Women and Contests over Land in Latin America’
(2014) 21(7) Gender, Place and Culture 854; Carmen Diana Deere and Magdalena León,
Empowering Women: Land and Property Rights in Latin America (University of Pitssburgh
Press, 2001).

36 Michael Levien, ‘Gender and Land Dispossession: A Comparative Analysis’ (2017) 44(6)
Journal of Peasant Studies 1113.

37 United Nations General Assembly, Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, 70th sess, Agenda items 15 and 116, UN Doc A/RES/70/1 (21 October 2015), Goal
5, Target 5.A.
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what kinds of ‘reforms’ might engender greater equality in contexts character-
ised by a high degree of legal pluralism.

As feminist perspectives and gender analyses of land tenure have prolifer-
ated, a wide range of implicit and explicit conceptual differences and debates
have emerged in scholarship as well as policy discourses. There have been
major (and sometimes heated) disagreements about the nature of people’s
interests under customary tenure, the effect of economic, political and legal
transformations of customary systems, and the advantages and disadvantages of
customary tenure as compared to state regulation of land. One of the most
enduring analytical differences arises between those who perceive land tenure
primarily in terms of a hierarchical and gendered ‘bundle of rights’ and focus
on the content of norms and the institutions that adjudicate those rights; and
those who emphasise gendered knowledges, subjectivities and processes of
negotiation, interaction and contestation.38

For the purpose of my discussion here, I refer to these different starting
points or analytical emphases as ‘rights-based approaches’ on the one hand
and ‘feminist political ecology’ approaches on the other.39 These approaches
are certainly not distinct in feminist scholarship and I risk simplifying and
essentialising very complex debates and movements, however I hold them
apart momentarily for heuristic reasons, as they enable me to highlight some
of the key contours of global debates regarding gendered land relations and
debates in the Pacific, at least as I understand them. Scholars of both
approaches share a concern with understanding the ways in which transform-
ations in customary tenure engendered by colonisation and commodification
have affected gender relations and women in particular, however they differ in
important respects, including in their understanding of the dynamism of legal
systems and the role of the state in addressing gender inequality.

The paradigmatic rights-based approach, which is predominant in global
policy dialogues, in the reports produced by international organisations, and
in my own discipline of law, typically starts by ‘mapping out’ the key laws,
norms and institutions affecting land relations and assessing them by reference

38 This distinction is also observed by Razavi, and Whitehead and Tsikata: Razavi, ‘Introduction:
Agrarian Change’, 23; Whitehead and Tsikata, ‘Policy Discourses’, 77. On the persistence of
this tension in debates regarding gender and legal pluralism more broadly see Rachel Sieder
and John AndrewMcNeish, ‘Introduction’ in John Andrew McNeish and Rachel Sieder (eds.),
Gender Justice and Legal Pluralities: Latin American and African Perspectives (Taylor &
Francis, 2013) 1, 14.

39 In a similar vein Doss et al. identify feminist human rights, feminist liberal economics and
feminist political economy: Cheryl Doss, Gale Summerfield and Dzodzi Tsikata, ‘Land,
Gender and Food Security’ (2014) 20(1) Feminist Economics 1.
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to human rights frameworks, notably CEDAW.40 These approaches are often
influenced by Amartya Sen’s entitlement model and emphasise that people’s
control over land is central to their capacity to ‘lead the kinds of lives they
value’.41 Studies in this tradition acknowledge that people’s experiences of
legal pluralism are diverse and vary according to factors including gender,
class, race and marital status. However it is important to note that gender is still
conceived of primarily in terms of a binary of women/men. To date, very little
attention has been paid to more diverse gender identities, gender identities
and gender expression, or to sexual orientations.42

Rights-based accounts understand land tenure as comprised of multiple,
socially embedded claims to land or ‘a bundle of rights’, which are organised
in a gendered hierarchy. Studies drawing on this approach often conclude
that women’s land rights lack the characteristics of ‘ownership’ and are
therefore ‘usufructuary’ and ‘secondary’ because they are dependent on rela-
tions with others, whereas men are often found to hold ‘primary’ rights.
However, these concepts and distinctions emerge from Euro-American juris-
prudence and liberal thought, and as Ann Whitehead and Dzodzi Tsikata
have noted, their application to customary systems is often highly contested.43

I return to this issue further below, but at this juncture note that these
concepts are remarkably persistent not only in development policy and legal

40 E.g. Sue Farran, ‘Land Rights and Gender Equality in the Pacific Region’ (2005) 11 Australian
Property Law Journal 131.

41 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (Oxford University Press, 1999); for one discussion see
Ambreena Manji, ‘“Her Name Is Kamundage”: Rethinking Women and Property among the
Haya of Tanzania’ (2000) 70(3) Africa 482, 491–5.

42 Susie Jacobs observes that the question of sexuality remains ‘largely unexplored’, and
Saunoamaali’i Karanina Sumeo notes with respect to gender identities and expression that she
was ‘unable to find any literature on the voices of fa’afafine and fakaleitī in the land discourses
or in urban planning in the Pacific’: Susie Jacobs, ‘Gender, Land and Sexuality: Exploring
Connections’ (2014) 27(2) International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 173, 173;
Karanina Sumeo, ‘Land Rights and Empowerment of Urban Women, Fa’afafine and Fakaleitī
in Samoa and Tonga’ (PhD thesis, Auckland University of Technology, 2016) 3. There is
however a rapidly growing body of work by Indigenous scholars drawing on critical traditions to
address heteropatriarchy in property regimes in settler colonial contexts: see for example Sarah
Hunt and Cindy Holmes, ‘Everyday Decolonization: Living a Decolonizing Queer Politics’
(2015) 19(2) Journal of Lesbian Studies 154; J Kēhaulani Kauanui, Paradoxes of Hawaiian
Sovereignty: Land, Sex and the Colonial Politics of State Nationalism (Duke University Press,
2018), Kim TallBear, ‘Identity Is a Poor Substitute for Relating: Genetic Ancestry, Critical
Polyamory, Property, and Relations’ in Brendan Hokowhitu et al. (eds.), Routledge Handbook
of Critical Indigenous Studies (Routledge, 2021); Hōkūlani K Aikau, ‘Mana Wahine and
Mothering at the Loʻi: A Two-Spirit/Queer Analysis’ (2021) Australian Feminist Studies, DOI:
10.1080/08164649.2020.1902272.

43 See e.g. Whitehead and Tsikata, ‘Policy Discourses’, 78.
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practice, but also in scholarship. Scholars of Melanesia often deploy this
language to describe customary arrangements, even as they simultaneously
critique the imposition of Euro-American conceptions of property upon those
systems. Furthermore, as we see throughout this book, these concepts have
enduring effects ‘on the ground’, and are crucial to ongoing debates about
land in Solomons Islands.

Rights-based accounts of gendered land relations frequently trace contem-
porary inequalities to customary principles of inheritance (particularly when
patrilineal) and the division of labour, as well as to transformation of custom-
ary systems wrought by colonialism, capitalism and neoliberalism.44

Numerous studies have exposed the negative effects of land titling pro-
grammes, which have often undermined the customary rights that historically
protected women, while simultaneously enabling male household heads to
strengthen their control over land by registering their customary claims as
‘ownership’. There is also widespread recognition that even when statutory law
assures women the same rights as men (for example, through gender equitable
titling), women may lack effective control over land due to discriminatory
social norms and practices, weak implementation, insufficient enforcement
capacity, lack of political will and poor access to legal services.45 Rights-based
accounts are therefore not entirely static; however, as Ambreena Manji
observes, they are non-discursive – a rights-based account typically ‘looks at
the rule, notes the gap between rule and practice, and puts it down as a failure
of implementation’.46 That is to say, they recognise the importance of both de
jure and de facto entitlements, but their starting point is usually the former and
they regard behaviour as either following or deviating from these rules. These
approaches tend not to acknowledge or address the diverse ways in which new
norms may be generated, and they often see ‘social practice’ primarily in terms
of challenges for gender equality. They are unable to fully acknowledge the
non-legal, extralegal and illegal means by which people may gain, maintain and
control access to land and importantly, generate new norms.

Movements of scholars and advocates emphasising a rights-based approach
differ immensely in the extent to which they believe the state can address
inequality, but their analytical emphasis on norms and institutions and the

44 See e.g. Perpetua W Karanja, ‘Women’s Land Ownership Rights in Kenya’ (1991) 1991 Third
World Legal Studies 109; Susan Farran, ‘Land Rights and Gender Equality in the Pacific
Region’ (2005) 11 Australian Property Law Journal 131; Faustin Kalabamu, ‘Patriarchy and
Women’s Land Rights in Botswana’ (2006) 23(3) Land Use Policy 237.

45 See e.g. Agarwal, A Field of One’s Own, Whitehead and Tsikata, ‘Policy Discourses’.
46 Ambreena Manji, ‘“Her Name is Kamundage”: Rethinking Women and Property Among the

Haya of Tanzania’, (2000) 70(3) Africa 482, 494.
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‘failures of implementation’, often leads them to demonstrate greater confi-
dence in the state than in customary regimes. Whitehead and Tsikata have
observed that although feminist lawyers in Africa hold many reservations about
state law, law reform to ‘secure’ women’s rights to land is often seen as
preferable to ‘simply allowing customary law to evolve’.47 Nitya Rao has
similarly concluded that collectives in India have ‘put greater faith in legal
and policy reform than in changing customary value systems’.48 Movements of
feminist lawyers, NGO collectives and civil society groups in many parts of the
world have embraced rights-based discourse and invested significant amounts
of energy into bringing test cases, seeking reform of state law to amend
inheritance practices and secure women’s rights to land and improving legal
literacy. These strategies may be appropriate in some contexts, but they also
reinforce the legal positivist assumption that privileges the authority of state
law – as Manji has argued, rights-based approaches assume that gender
inequality is most likely to be remedied by ensuring women have formal legal
ownership of land, then taking steps to ensure that normativity catches up
afterwards.49

These rights-based accounts of gendered land relations and social change
often sit uneasily with debates in Solomon Islands and the wider Pacific, at
least as I understand them as a non-Indigenous scholar and occasional devel-
opment consultant. This is particularly obvious with respect to the role of the
state. As I have noted, people of the Pacific have long been concerned with
questions of gender inequality and land relations, as exemplified by the lively
contributions to Sustainable Development or Malignant Growth, a landmark
collection edited by ‘Atu Emberson Bain.50 However, within existing scholar-
ship and civil society commentary, there is often a marked reluctance to
recommend state intervention in land matters, even among those who have
embraced rights-based approaches and advocated law reform with respect to
other matters such as gender-based violence.51 I understand this reluctance as

47 Whitehead and Tsikata, ‘Policy Discourses’, 92.
48 Nitya Rao, ‘Custom and the Courts: Ensuring Women’s Rights to Land, Jharkhand, India’

(2007) 38(2) Development and Change 299, 301.
49 Manji, “Her Name is Kamundage”, 494. See also Wendy Olsen,Moral Political Economy and

Poverty: Four Theoretical Schools Compared (Department of Economics, University of Oxford,
Economics Working Paper Series No. GPRG-WPS-031, 2005) 28.

50 ʼAtu Emberson-Bain (ed.), Sustainable Development or Malignant Growth? Perspectives of
Pacific Island Women (Marama Press, 1994).

51 For discussion of Papua New Guinean women’s engagement with human rights discourses see
Martha Macintyre, ‘“Hear Us, Women of Papua New Guinea’: Melanesian Women and
Human Rights’ in Anne-Marie Hilsdon, Martha Macintyre, Vera Mackie and Maila Stivens
(eds.), Human Rights and Gender Politics: Asia-Pacific Perspectives (Routledge, 2000), 143.

1.2 Gender Inequality in Land Tenure: Global and Regional Debates 17

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108953672.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108953672.002


grounded in the widespread commitment to maintaining customary tenure –
that is, not only Indigenous control over land, but Indigenous ontologies,
values, practices and kinship with land – which is seen as essential to the
maintenance of uniquely Pacific forms of governance, sovereignty and the
capacity of Islanders to exert any power vis-à-vis national, regional and inter-
national institutions and structural asymmetries.52

The commitment to maintaining customary tenure means, as Kristina
Stege observes for Marshall Islands, that state involvement in land matters is
often regarded with scepticism and suspicion, including by governments
themselves.53 Where relatively clear calls for state involvement do exist, they
generally relate to remedying perceived deficiencies in existing legislative
recognition of custom, rather than advocating further legislative interference
with, or codification of, custom. To give an example, in Kiribati there is
support for legislative reform to ensure that daughters can inherit the same
share of land as sons – but this targets the colonial Native Lands Ordinance
1956, which purported to codify customary tenure, and did so by vesting
individual title in the most senior male in the kin group, thereby entrenching
patrilineal inheritance.54 Calls for legislative reform have typically been far
more reserved in contexts where the principles of customary tenure have not
been codified, as is the case in Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and Papua New
Guinea. In general terms, in these contexts, calls for state intervention have
often been framed in terms of the need to ‘protect’ custom and devolve further
authority to the local level, for example through recording territorial boundar-
ies and the names of landholding groups, and affirming the role of chiefs in
resolving disputes.

I stress that this widespread caution with respect to state intervention in land
matters should not be assumed to be an endorsement of current practice nor a
romanticisation of customary tenure (although in some instances it may be).

52 See e.g. Melanesian Indigenous Land Defence Alliance, ‘Declaration of the 3rd Meeting of
the Melanesian Indigenous Land Defence Alliance (MILDA) Held at Natapao Village on the
Island of Lelepa, Vanuatu, 10–11 March 2014’ (2014), available at http://milda.aidwatch.org.au;
Spike Boydell, ‘The “Pacific Way”: Customary Land Use, Indigenous Values and
Globalization in the South Pacific’ in Alan Tidwell and Barry Scott Zellen (eds.), Land,
Indigenous Peoples and Conflict (Routledge, 2015) 108.

53 Kristina E Stege, ‘An Kōrā Aelōn̄ Kein (These Islands Belong to Women): A Study of Women
and Land in the Republic of the Marshall Islands’ in Elise Huffer (ed.), Land and Women: The
Matrilineal Factor: The Cases of the Republic of the Marshall Islands, Solomon Islands and
Vanuatu (Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 2008) 1, 21.

54 Secretariat of the Pacific Community, Stocktake of the Gender Mainstreaming Capacity of
Pacific Island Governments: Kiribati (2015); Claire Slatter, ‘Gender and Custom in the South
Pacific’ (2012) 13–14 Yearbook of New Zealand Jurisprudence 89, 97–8.
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Anna Naupa and Joel Simo, who have been key figures in land policy debates
in Vanuatu, emphasise the importance of maintaining kastom but are clear
that contemporary decision-making is marked by inequality and exclusion,
particularly as between men and women, and local political elites and ‘other’
landowners. They observe that in one of their sites, Raga, there has been ‘a
gradual shift in attitude towards women’s involvement in land matters; increas-
ingly, it is being perceived as a male-only domain’, while in Mele, ‘contem-
porary interpretation of kastom (traditional values and customs) . . . has further
marginalised women from land decision-making processes’.55 In the same
volume, Ruth Maetala, a leading expert on gender and natural resource
management in Solomon Islands, concludes that on Guadalcanal, Isabel
and Makira, ‘men always want to head the negotiations’ regarding extractive
industries and tourism, and they do so by disregarding ‘matrilineal protocols’
that should accord women a role.56

I have often found it difficult to reconcile these accounts by Pacific writers
with the rights-based, hierarchical understandings of tenure that predominate
in aid policy discourses and the global dialogues led by international organisa-
tions. I suggest that they share far more in common with the kinds of analytical
approaches developed within feminist political ecology – approaches which,
like the work of Pacific feminist scholars, remain largely neglected in both
legal scholarship and policy debates concerned with gender, land and property
rights.57 The accounts I have highlighted here emphasise relational and

55 Anna Naupa and Joel Simo, ‘Matrilineal Land Tenure in Vanuatu: “Hu i Kakae Long Basket?”
Case Studies of Raga and Mele’ in Kristina E Stege (ed.), Land and Women: The Matrilineal
Factor: The Cases of the Republic of the Marshall Islands, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu
(Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 2008) 74, 77.

56 Ruth Maetala, ‘Matrilineal Land Tenure Systems in Solomon Islands: The Cases of
Guadalcanal, Makira and Isabel Provinces’ in Elise Huffer (ed.), Land and Women: The
Matrilineal Factor: The Cases of the Republic of the Marshall Islands, Solomon Islands and
Vanuatu (Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 2008) 35, 51. See also Martha Macintyre,
‘Petztorme Women: Responding to Change in Lihir, Papua New Guinea’ (2003) 74(1–2)
Oceania 120.

57 For key discussions, see e.g. Ritu Verma, Gender, Land and Livelihoods in East Africa:
Through Farmers’ Eyes (International Development Research Centre, 2001); Rie Odgaard,
‘Scrambling for Land in Tanzania: Processes of Formalisation and Legitimisation of Land
Rights’ (2002) 14(2) European Journal of Development Research 71; Farhana Sultana, ‘Fluid
Lives: Subjectivities, Gender, and Water in Rural Bangladesh’ (2009) 16(4) Gender, Place and
Culture 427; Fiona A Mackenzie, ‘Gender, Land Tenure and Globalisation: Exploring the
Conceptual Ground’ in Dzodzi Tsikata and Pamela Golah (eds.), Land Tenure, Gender, and
Globalisation: Research and Analysis from Africa, Asia and Latin America (International
Development Research Centre, 2010) 35; Rebecca Elmhirst, ‘Introducing New Feminist
Political Ecologies’ (2011) 42(2) Geoforum 129, Sharlene Mollett and Caroline Faria ‘Messing
With Gender in Feminist Political Ecology’ (2013) 45 Geoforum 116.
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processual understandings of identity, place and custom, and they situate
gendered land relations within wider political economic processes such as
globalisation, neoliberalism, resource extractivism and agrarian change. They
stress that kastom is ‘interpreted’ and cultural protocols may be ‘disregarded’;
they highlight that both claims to land and the discourses through which they
are constituted are dynamic, multiple and contested. Importantly, these
accounts consistently understand land tenure in terms of fluid, negotiable
and reciprocal relationships. For example, Naupa and Simo identify differ-
ences in men’s and women’s customary claims but resist assessing these
in terms of a ‘traditional’ hierarchy, emphasising instead the symbolic and
embodied entanglement of people with each other and the land, notably with
respect to reproduction of the kin group that collectively holds the land. They
ultimately conclude that ‘women’s [customary] land rights and relationships to
land are as important as those of men, yet manifested differently’.58

My observations here will be familiar to scholars of the Pacific, who will
recognise that this aspect of Naupa and Simo’s analysis resonates with –

indeed they seem to refer to – the so-called Melanesian model of sociality
associated with anthropologist Marilyn Strathern among others.59 This model
emphasises that understandings of personhood and kinship in Melanesia are
relational, contingent and elicited through social and material exchanges.
Strathern suggests that whereas Westerners tend to ‘regard the sexes in a
permanent relation of asymmetry’, in Melanesia, ‘the asymmetry is always
there, but men’s and women’s occupation of these respective positions is
always transient’.60 On this view, Melanesian understandings contrast with
the Western models of property and personhood, which perceive the individ-
ual as an ontologically privileged category, and assume clear boundaries
between subject and object, self and other, male and female. The
Melanesian model therefore challenges rights-based accounts of customary
tenure, and both socialist and liberal ideas of rights-based development more

58 Naupa and Simo, ‘Matrilineal Land Tenure’, 85.
59 Naupa and Simo link their analysis to Lissant Bolton’s work, which expressly draws on

Strathern: see Naupa and Simo, ‘Matrilineal Land Tenure’, 85 citing Lissant Bolton,
Unfolding the Moon: Enacting Women’s Kastom in Vanuatu (University of Hawai’i Press,
2003), 95.

60 Marilyn Strathern, The Gender of the Gift: Problems with Women and Problems with Society in
Melanesia (University of California Press, 1988) 330–32. See also Marilyn Strathern, Kinship,
Law and the Unexpected: Relatives Are Always a Surprise (Cambridge University Press, 2005).

20 Grounding Debates about Land

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108953672.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108953672.002


broadly, that assume a polarised, asymmetrical gender structure in which most
men have land and most women do not.61

Strathern has described the ‘Melanesian model of sociality’ as ‘a kind of
convenient or controlled fiction’,62 and it has been enormously valuable in
exposing the fraught relationship between Euro-American and Melanesian
understandings of gender and property. Throughout this book we see that
Euro-American juridical conceptions of property have been inadequate for
understanding the fluidity of Melanesian socio-spatial relations, and also
central to their disruption and erosion, by asserting and naturalising particular
boundaries and hierarchical binaries, including men/women, owners/users
and autochthons/migrants. However as Michael Scott observes, the
‘Melanesian model’ is also sometimes treated as ‘common knowledge about
the way Melanesians think and act’;63 indeed I have encountered its deploy-
ment as ‘common knowledge’ about Pacific Islanders generally. When mobil-
ised in this way, the model essentialises both Melanesian and Western
ontologies; it fails to address questions of social change and the transformative
effects of Euro-American property on Indigenous subjectivities and aspir-
ations; and it tends to emphasise dynamism and reciprocity at the expense of
acknowledging social inequality within customary tenure systems. Such use of
the model encourages the conclusion that the political elites who sequester
logging royalties, or the lawyers who invoke the language of individual rights
on a daily basis, are abandoning their supposedly ‘traditional’ and
‘Melanesian’ relationality and egalitarianism for a ‘modern’ and ‘Western’
individualism.64

One corrective to these dichotomies lies in approaches to legal pluralism
that depart from attempts to ‘map’ multiple, somewhat distinct ‘systems’ – for
example, adopting a rights-based approach that would treat ‘Melanesian’ and

61 Rocheleau and Edmunds, writing in 1997, suggest that the assumption of a polarised gender
structure, held in both liberal and socialist feminist circles, was challenged by the emergence of
new constructs of property that emphasise negotiation, contestation and complementarity. This
is certainly true of much scholarship (such as that by feminist political ecologists), but I suggest
that the assumption of a polarised gender structure persists in global policy debates and may
have been strengthened with the rise of more legalistic, rights-based approaches: cf Rocheleau
and Edmunds, ‘Women, Men and Trees’, 1352.

62 Strathern, The Gender of the Gift, 6.
63 Michael W Scott, ‘Neither “New Melanesian History” nor “New Melanesian Ethnography”:

Recovering Emplaced Matrilineages in Southeast Solomon Islands’ (2007) 77(3) Oceania
337, 351.

64 In a related vein Riles has argued that anthropological accounts of property often depend on
‘critical distance’ from lawyers and essentialisations of legal theory: Annelise Riles, ‘Property as
Legal Knowledge: Means and Ends’ (2004) 10(4) Journal of the Royal Anthropological
Institute 775.
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‘Western’ property systems as semi-autonomous and even irreconcilable
spheres – and instead emphasise that social actors navigate dynamic, interact-
ing and mutually constitutive moral-normative orders. Boaventura de Sousa
Santos’ influential concept of ‘interlegality’ emphasises that ‘socio-legal life is
constituted by different legal spaces operating simultaneously on different
scales and from different interpretive standpoints’. Santos directs our attention
to the ways in which social actors mobilise, resist, appropriate and (re)arrange
‘multiple networks of legal orders’, in ‘the dull routine of eventless everyday
life’ as much as ‘sweeping crises’.65 As Rachel Sieder and John-Andrew
McNeish observe, the concept of interlegality ‘encourages us to explore the
ways in which contemporary legal constellations are constituted diachronic-
ally through complex historical trajectories and sedimentations’.66 In this book
I draw on Sieder and McNeish’s use of the term ‘legal pluralities’ and similarly
advocate an approach that emphasises ‘analyzing context, historical trajector-
ies and local agency and understandings’.67 While I employ the language of
‘state’, ‘kastom’ and ‘Christianity’ to refer to the moral-normative and insti-
tutional fields that people navigate while contesting and reconfiguring the
terms of land tenure, we see that people navigate these domains of efficacious
action in diverse ways and at multiple, interlaced and shifting scales, some-
times holding them apart and contrasting them, and at other times collapsing
distinctions. Moreover, people do not simply ‘access’, ‘use’ or ‘consume’ law
but actively produce it, and Solomon Islands’ legal pluralities are constantly
being made, unravelled and reconfigured.

In highlighting particular traditions in social theory, and feminist political
ecology in particular, I am not suggesting that Indigenous accounts of land
should be treated primarily as empirical materials to be read through these
traditions. As Linda Tuhiwai Smith has extensively demonstrated in
Decolonizing Methodologies, and as I highlight throughout this book,
Western social theory has been and remains central to the dispossession of
Indigenous peoples from their land and the land of its people.68 However,
Smith does not advocate a total rejection of Western theory, but rather an
approach that centres Indigenous concerns and world views, and then comes

65 Boaventura De Sousa Santos, ‘Law: A Map of Misreading: Toward a Postmodern Conception
of Law’ (1987) 14(3) Journal of Law and Society 279.

66 Sieder and McNeish, ‘Introduction’, 1, 8.
67 Ibid, 23.
68 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (Zed

Books 2006), 78ff.
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to understand and employ theory from those perspectives.69 Just as scholars of
legal pluralism have emphasised that people navigate ‘legal constellations’, so
too does Smith emphasise that all scholars must have an awareness of the
multiple theoretical traditions they navigate in order to expose those that are
problematic and weave new ones.

The approach that I advocate here therefore starts with local concerns and
understandings. In the section that follows I sketch my approach to the
analysis of gendered legal pluralities, and explain how it enabled me to
acknowledge themes of relationality, agency and contestation in land tenure,
while also exposing some of the norms, rules and institutions that narrow or
enhance the opportunities for contestation by different people and groups,
and in so doing, sediment particular legal forms, inequalities and exclusions.
In particular, I explain why, when seeking to understand what Solomon
Islanders were teaching me and the concerns they were emphasising,
I turned to property as an organising category, and drew on the diverse threads
of scholarship I have highlighted here – that is feminist scholarship on gender
and customary land tenure; literature on property and political institutions;
and legal geography’s emphasis on the co-constitutive relationship of law,
space and people.

1.3 ‘don’t sign those documents!’: access and property

In 2008, my hosts and friends Kitchener and Natalie Bird, both from the
Bareke Peninsula in central Marovo Lagoon, took me to a nearby village in
order to meet with a branch of the Solomon Islands’United Church Women’s
Fellowship. I had started my doctoral fieldwork with an interest in learning
more about gendered land relations, and Kitchener and Natalie suggested that
one of the ways I could pursue these interests would be by visiting the church
women’s groups that regularly meet in almost every village across Solomon
Islands. These groups are a crucial part of the social landscape – in fact as
Solomon Islanders will quickly explain to any newcomer to their country, the
churches are the only system of governance that stretches from the national
(and often international) level through to villages across the country.
Churches play an important role in organising and governing social life, and

69 Ibid, 39. Teresia Teaiwa similarly suggested approaching theory as ‘a key, a plow, a sail, an oar’
that can ‘get you where you want to go’ in advancing Pacific interests: Teresia Teaiwa ‘The
Ancestors We Get to Choose: White Influences I Won’t Deny’ in Katerina Teaiwa, April
K. Henderson and Terence Wesley-Smith (eds) Sweat and Salt Water: Selected Works
(University of Hawai’i Press, 2021), 223ff.
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church women’s groups provide an avenue for women to share skills, ideas
and resources for initiatives ranging from soap-making to micro-credit, logging
protests and peacebuilding during conflict.70

I sat at the front of the church at Rukutu, hesitantly explained myself and
my research, and the women and I began to tok stori – a conversational
process and Indigenous research methodology explained by Kabini Sanga
and others that entails sharing stories, co-creating knowledge and acknowledg-
ing, establishing and developing social relations.71 Importantly, tok stori often
entails identification and discussion of shared connections to people and
places; it is a method and methodology that reiterates emplaced identities
and simultaneously establishes the norms that govern the conversation. These
positionalities and protocols are expressed corporeally as much as discursively –
certain people may sit at the centre or front of a room or a mat, while others
may sit just outside, and these locations may vary depending on the conversa-
tion. At some point in this particular conversation, I decided to broach the
subject of the intensive industrial logging that occurs throughout Marovo and
asked, ‘what do you all think about logging?’ (All of my discussions were in
Solomon Islands Pijin, so to be more precise, I asked ‘wannem iufala tingting
lo saed lo logging?’) The discussion, which had been fairly sedate until that
point, erupted, with people speaking loudly over the top of each other and
some standing up and waving their hands to make their point. Finally, Joyce
Ngini, a recognised leader in the village and in national church networks,
managed to command everyone’s attention. She turned to me and said (in
Pijin),

Foreigners want to talk with the men. We women are excluded from these
discussions and negotiations. When it comes to logging, we’re victims, the
men dominate us, we’re oppressed! This is because historically, women
could not talk. It was a sign of respect. The men had to talk about everything.
So today, olketa woman no save tok. If a woman talks, the axe will come!

Joyce then sat down, making it clear she had finished, and the other women in
the room erupted into laughter.

70 See in particular the special issue of Oceania edited by Douglas: (2003) Oceania 74(1–2).
71 Kabini Sanga, Martyn Reynolds, Irene Paulsen, Rebecca Spratt and Joash Maneipuri, ‘A Tok

Stori about Tok Stori: Melanesian Relationality in Action as Research, Leadership and
Scholarship’ (2018) 2(1) Global Comparative Education 3. Tok stori is not simply ‘a chat’ or an
‘open ended conversation’. As Farrelly and Nabobo-Baba argue for the closely related
methodology of talanoa, it should be understood as an ‘empathic apprenticeship’: Trisia
Farrelly and Unaisi Nabobo-Baba, ‘Talanoa As Empathic Apprenticeship’ (2014) 55(3) Asia
Pacific Viewpoint 319
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Joyce’s impassioned statement could be interpreted in several ways. She
used the phrase ‘olketa woman no save tok’ – a phrase I have now heard in
many parts of Solomon Islands and return to throughout this book – which
may be variously translated as women may not, cannot or do not talk.
Adopting a rights-based approach, this could easily be read as a description
of a gendered hierarchy of customary entitlements, in particular the idea that
according to kastom, the role of ‘speaking for land’ is reserved for men of the
landholding lineage, and women should not generally ‘talk’ about land
matters in public arenas such as community meetings, negotiations of timber
rights or court hearings. Joyce’s subsequent statement that ‘the axe will come’
is multivalenced – it is a reference to the weapon historically used in head-
hunting raids, and Joyce uses it as a metaphor for both the social conflict and
the silencing that might arise if a woman ‘speaks up’ in contravention of social
norms, especially in the context of timber rights’ negotiations which are
themselves generative of enormous tension.

This is precisely the kind of analysis that is frequently adopted in the reports
produced by development banks and non-governmental organisations, and it
portrays women as a specific category of people who are essentially trapped
between the patriarchy of customary norms and the practices of multinational
logging companies. It is not entirely inaccurate, for throughout this book we
see that kastom is often reconfigured in ways that sideline women and many
other members of landholding communities. However, it is important to
acknowledge that the role of ‘speaking for land’ is not only shaped by gender,
but by a range of emplaced relationships and processes, such as extent of
residence on the land and genealogical proximity to founding lineages. The
role is not typically associated with women, but nor is it generally associated
with people who ‘come in’ to the land via other means such as migration –

although it might also be associated with any of these people if they are known
to be highly efficacious in their negotiations with courts or the representatives
of logging companies. Rights-based approaches are largely unable to compre-
hend the complexity and instability of these categories, the immensely vari-
able ways in which people are situated with respect to land, or the ways in
which social, economic and spatial relations are mutually generative.

Importantly, as I have noted in Section 1.2, rights-based approaches are
largely non-discursive, and they often fail to acknowledge that women draw on
a range of strategies to navigate culturally situated, historically transforming
legal repertoires. Joyce was not only describing kastom, but actively contesting
it. Her references to ‘who may talk’ about land matters and the possible use of
a weapon associated with a form of warfare that locals understand to be firmly
in the past was largely tongue-in-cheek. Her statement was met with laughter
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from every other woman in the room. Joyce employed humour as a strategy for
describing, critiquing and challenging a common practice that is often justi-
fied as ‘the way we have always done things’. She was not only commenting on
the very real obstacles that women face when they attempt to participate in
negotiations with logging companies, but also making a strategic choice about
how she would challenge those norms and practices.

A rights-based approach that is focused on identifying the content of a set of
interests, rather than understanding processes of contestation, is not likely to
fully comprehend Joyce’s statement and potential influence here. Rather, it is
likely to highlight only the ways in which women are constrained, contrib-
uting to the widespread and persistent portrayal of Melanesian women as
silenced, and as victims of a culture in which they are relegated to a subordin-
ate role. It is therefore crucial to pay attention to the ways in which claims are
made, challenged and legitimated, particularly over time. Moreover, as Cecile
Jackson has argued,72 attention must be paid not only to highly visible,
dramatic struggles, but also to the ‘quiet’ everyday contests over land – such
as those that might occur when a group of women meet with a foreign
researcher in a village church.

Focusing on everyday negotiations and contestations, and understanding
land claims as material and corporeal as well as discursive, requires attention
to the actual practices of land use and management. Local level studies of land
use and management often reveal that people have more extensive access –
what Jesse Ribot and Nancy Peluso have referred to as ‘the ability to benefit
from things’ – than de jure accounts would suggest.73 For example, people
from Malaita often assert that ‘women cannot be landowners’, yet Alice
Pollard emphasises that gardens are managed by women.74 In Marovo,
women may be excluded from logging negotiations, but they are generally
woven into vast social networks that enable multiple claims to a variety of
resources and places. Some women may, for example, paddle a canoe for
several hours to harvest nuts from a specific tree that was planted and culti-
vated by an ancestor. It is clear, as Ribot and Peluso have put it in their
influential essay A Theory of Access, that a very large array of institutions, social

72 Cecile Jackson, ‘Gender Analysis of Land: Beyond Land Rights for Women?’ (2003) 3(4)
Journal of Agrarian Change 453, 461.

73 Jesse C Ribot and Nancy Lee Peluso, ‘A Theory of Access’ (2003) 68(2) Rural Sociology 153,
155; see also Michael Kevane and Leslie C Gray, ‘A Woman’s Field Is Made at Night:
Gendered Land Rights and Norms in Burkina Faso’ (1999) 5(3) Feminist Economics 1, 3.

74 Alice Aruhe’eta Pollard, Givers of Wisdom, Labourers without Gain: Essays on Women in the
Solomon Islands, edited by Anthony R Walker (Institute of Pacific Studies, University of the
South Pacific, 2000), 32.
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and political-economic relations and discursive strategies shape the ability of
actors to benefit from things.75 Yet in speaking of ‘domination’, ‘oppression’
and ‘exclusion’ – strong, confronting words in Pijin – Joyce was emphasising
that not all forms of access to all resources are equally available to all people.
Furthermore, she was drawing my attention to the role of both foreign-owned
logging companies and the state in recognising, validating and consolidating
some claims to land and trees rather than others.

Joyce’s passionate statement stuck with me because it was made in 2008, at
the height of aid and security policy discourses emphasising the ‘fragility’,
‘weakness’ and ‘remoteness’ of state norms and institutions in Solomon Islands
and elsewhere in the south-west Pacific, particularly as against the ‘strength’ of
customary norms and institutions. Yet ‘the state’ did not feel particularly
‘distant’ or ‘remote’ in my discussions with women in Rukutu, nor with people
in many other parts of Solomon Islands. It felt profoundly present, for time and
time again, people drew my attention to norms, institutions, practices and
props associated with the state. To give another example, two years after the
meeting at Rukutu, I was in Honiara at a large workshop regarding gender
mainstreaming in government departments. Another woman from Marovo,
who I will call Naomi, was also in attendance. Naomi usually lives in Honiara,
but returns home regularly to visit her elderly father. Like many people of
Marovo, she pays close attention to the activities of logging companies and
their negotiations with local landholders. Over morning tea, Naomi told me
that she’d recently been home. At the end of her visit, as she was about to
board her return flight to Honiara, she saw her brother disembarking, having
just arrived from the capital. Naomi explained that this concerned her, as she
had heard rumours that her brother had been attending meetings with
representatives of a logging company. She ran back to her father and pleaded
with him:

Do NOT sign any documents. You must NOT sign any documents. No
matter what he says, I do not want you to sign ANYTHING until I come back
home and we talk about it.

Naomi’s concern about her father signing documents, like Joyce’s emphasis
on ‘discussions and negotiations’ with foreign logging companies, suggests that
some claims to land and trees are rather more ‘sticky’ – or as legal geographer
Nicholas Blomley aptly puts it, ‘sedimented’ – than others.76 As we shall see

75 Ribot and Peluso, ‘A Theory of Access’.
76 Nicholas Blomley, ‘Performing Property: Making the World’ (2013) 26(1) Canadian Journal of

Law & Jurisprudence 23.
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throughout this book, and perhaps most strikingly in the case of the Tension,
the material rearrangement of space does not necessarily flow from legal
documents, yet their power is simultaneously revealed by the fact that land
records ‘disappear’ from the archives as frequently as survey pegs do from the
land. While framing my inquiries in terms of a broad interest in ‘hao na pipol
lukluk and tok aboutem land’ (how people see and talk about land), Solomon
Islanders repeatedly and passionately relayed their concerns that logging,
mining and the sale or leasing of land were occurring to the benefit of a small
number of men who are able to become trustees, signatories and beneficiaries
of royalties, while most other members of communities are left bearing the
burden of the negative impacts of transactions.77 Notably, all of these arrange-
ments involve some claims to land rather than others being sanctioned,
validated and consolidated, particularly – but certainly not exclusively – by
state authorities.

My efforts to understand the things people were showing, telling and
teaching me about land, and the issues they were expressing concern about,
drew my attention to processes of making or forming property – that is, to the
ways in which people attempt ‘to secure rights to natural resources by having
their access claims recognised as legitimate property by a politico-legal insti-
tution’, and the ways in which institutions sanction and legitimise some claims
as property rather than others.78 Here I draw on Thomas Sikor and Christian
Lund’s definition of property as ‘legitimised claims, in the sense that the state
or some other form of socio-political authority sanctions them’, whether that
authority is associated with law, custom or convention;79 as distinct from all
the ways in which people may benefit from things, including extralegal or
illegal means.80

Property is, of course, notoriously difficult to define. The definition I have
adopted here arose from my attempts to understand the concerns that people
were sharing with me, and to reconcile the fluidity and ‘negotiability’ of
customary land tenure with the impact of the formal legal and political arena

77 See also the following detailed works: Tarcisius Kabutaulaka, ‘Paths in the Jungle: Landowners
and the Struggle for Control of Solomon Islands’ Logging Industry’ (PhD thesis, Australian
National University, 2001); Gordon Leua Nanau, ‘Can a Theory of Insecure Globalisation
Provide Better Explanations for Instability in the South Pacific? The Case of Solomon Islands’
(PhD thesis, University of East Anglia, 2008); Lincy Pendeverana, ‘Pursuing Livelihoods and
Re-Imagining Development in the Oil Palm Regions of the Guadalcanal Plains, Solomon
Islands’ (PhD thesis, Australian National University, 2021).

78 Sikor and Lund, ‘Access and Property’, 1.
79 Ibid.
80 Ribot and Peluso, ‘A Theory of Access’.
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that they were highlighting.81 In the chapters that follow I demonstrate that by
focusing on the ways in which people seek to transform more general ‘access’
to land into ‘property’ sanctioned by politico-legal institutions – whether those
institutions are associated with kastom, religion or the state – I was able to
acknowledge and begin to understand agency and contestation, as well as the
processes and factors that have constrained the space for negotiation and
legitimation by different people, social groups and institutions. Importantly,
this approach also enabled me to attend to questions of scale. Implicit in
Joyce’s reference to warfare was the understanding that struggles over logging
licences and the distribution of royalties have long been implicated in a range
of multiscalar conflicts, including struggles for provincial autonomy. In a few,
brief, passionate words, Joyce immediately drew my attention to the relation-
ship between seemingly ‘local’ struggles over property and wider territorialis-
ing projects and state formation.

1.4 property scholars and property formation

Property is not simply inscribed onto land and bodies, it emerges from them;
indeed as legal geographers have often emphasised, law, place and people are
co-constituted. For example, gardening is a key means for establishing and
maintaining land claims in Solomon Islands, and Alice Pollard emphasises for
the’Are’Are people, ‘if a woman has a large and productive garden, she will be
identified as keni putinitae, industrious and capable; on the other hand, if her
garden is small and unproductive she will be identified as lazy and ignorant,
even a thief’.82 Gendered land relations are therefore performed, in the sense
of subjects performing gendered presentations such as industrious gardening,
or observing protocols about speaking (or not speaking) in certain social
gatherings. They are also performative, in the sense of everyday, material
iterations of ideas and abstractions about gender and property that reproduce
that normativity and are so routinised as to appear natural.83

Property may be made, reiterated, sedimented and sometimes unsettled,
through everyday practices such as women and children collecting shellfish
from tidal zones while men fish in the open ocean; men felling trees and
clearing land for gardens predominantly cultivated by women; closely related

81 In a related vein see Eleanor Andrews and James McCarthy, ‘Scale, Shale and the State:
Political Ecologies and Legal Geographies of Shale Gas Development in Pennsylvania’ (2014)
4(1) Journal of Environmental Studies and Sciences 7.

82 Pollard, Givers of Wisdom, 32.
83 Blomley, ‘Performing Property’, drawing particularly on Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On

the Discursive Limits of ‘Sex’ (Routledge, 1993).
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kin utilising a particular path through the bush; an elderly woman paddling
across the lagoon to harvest nuts from a tree; or foreign researchers ensuring
they seek permission from the appropriate leaders when they first make
contact with a community. All of these practices create and recreate specific
socio-spatial relations, and all entail processes of legitimation by socio-political
institutions. Furthermore, they are informed by the land and the non-human
world – by unusual rock formations or mountains housing spirits, the quality
of the soil for planting and seasons to harvest, the availability of the plants
necessary to calm waves or the presence of a crocodile in the vicinity of a path
through the bush. The land itself is not static but active – tidal zones are
highly gendered places in which land and water come and go, gardens may be
left fallow and return to bush, rivers frequently flood and change course, new
land may emerge from the ocean due to tectonic uplift, and many Solomon
Islanders are deeply concerned with the prospect of ground for gardens and
houses being lost due to climate-induced sea level rise.

If we understand property as made, uplifted, renegotiated and eroded, we
should also direct attention to the role of scholars and scholarship in these
processes. As legal theorist Margaret Davies observes, once we accept that
property is an effect produced by ideas, physical-environmental factors and
social behaviours or performances, then we must also acknowledge that we
‘have choices over our abstractions’ and can prefigure and test alternative
conceptualisations that might ultimately lead to new ‘performances’ and ‘facts
on the ground’.84 Scholars of property are often relatively silent as to their own
role in making and unmaking property, yet as Joseph Foukona has demon-
strated, they have long been influential in the development of land policy in
Solomon Islands, as well as the vocabularies of people debating the terms of
land tenure in their villages.85 The gap between scholarly ‘abstractions’ and
new ‘facts on the ground’ can therefore be quite small, and it is important to
acknowledge the potential for scholarship to have unintended consequences,
and even deepen the very inequalities we claim to unsettle and address.

In writing this book I have endeavoured to trace the ways in which land
relations have been reconfigured over time, while being mindful of the
implications of my arguments for future performances of property. This work
will be read, debated and used in ways that I can anticipate, as well as many
that I cannot. Academic literature is regularly utilised in land claims in the

84 Margaret Davies, ‘Material Subjects and Vital Objects: Prefiguring Property and Rights for an
Entangled World’ (2016) 22(2) Australian Journal of Human Rights 37, 39.

85 Joseph Foukona, ‘Land, Law and History: Actors, Networks and Land Reform in Solomon
Islands’ (PhD thesis, Australian National University, 2017).
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Pacific,86 and in Solomon Islands the Land and Titles Act 1996 (‘Land and
Titles Act’) specifically provides that such literature is prima facie evidence of
custom, ‘unless and until the contrary is proved’.87 Here, state law quite clearly
‘sediments’ not only specific ‘facts’ about land claimed by academics but their
‘expertise’more broadly, and my understanding of this has shaped this book in
multiple ways. I have attempted to be alert to the possibility that scholarship
may be counter-normative and contribute to ongoing, collaborative efforts to
shift existing parameters of property and authority, just as it might reinforce
dominant understandings of law, place and people.

I have also tried to be aware that my own emplacement as a white
Australian has implications for how I should ‘speak’ about land according to
kastom – that is, the grounded, culturally particular understandings of how
different kinds of people should communicate and relate to the human and
non-human world.88 Foreigners are often positioned as the ‘experts’ on
Solomon Islands, a positioning I understand to both emerge from and repro-
duce representations of Solomon Islands and Solomon Islanders as somehow
outside cosmopolitan modernity and the rule of law. As Paige West has
recently demonstrated at length for Papua New Guinea, such representations
are central to ongoing, multiple, material and non-material forms of accumu-
lation and dispossession.89 This book is sole-authored but it emerges from my
ongoing conversations and collaborations with people who are mentioned
throughout its pages, as well as many others, and we are all situated differently,
and understand our responsibilities differently, in ongoing discussions about
land in Solomon Islands and the wider region. I have come to understand that
for ‘outsiders’ such as myself, forming, maintaining and when necessary
restoring, ‘right relations’ – that is, being ‘good kin’ rather than ‘experts’ –

86 For examples see Gerhard Schneider, ‘Land Dispute and Tradition in Munda, Roviana Lagoon,
NewGeorgia Island, Solomon Islands: FromHeadhunting to theQuest for Control of Land’ (PhD
thesis, University of Cambridge, 1996); Ian Scales, ‘The Social Forest: Landowners, Development
Conflict and the State in Solomon Islands’ (PhD thesis, AustralianNational University, 2003); Greg
Rawlings, ‘“Once ThereWas a Garden, Now There Is a Swimming Pool”: Inequality, Labour and
Land in Pango, a Peri-Urban Village in Vanuatu’ (PhD thesis, Australian National University,
2002). This is of course not unique to Melanesian states; as Aileen Moreton-Robinson observes for
Australia, ‘patriarchal whiteness sets the criteria for proof and the standards of credibility’: Aileen
Moreton-Robinson,TheWhite Possessive: Property, Power and Indigenous Sovereignty (University of
Minnesota Press, 2015), 69.

87 Land and Titles Act 1996 [Cap 133] (Solomon Islands), s 239(2).
88 See also Rebecca Monson and George Hoa’au, ‘(Em)Placing Law: Migration, Belonging and

Place in Solomon Islands’ in Fiona Jenkins, Mark Nolan and Kim Rubenstein (eds.),
Allegiance and Identity in a Globalised World (Cambridge University Press, 2014) 117.

89 Paige West,Dispossession and the Environment: Rhetoric and Inequality in Papua New Guinea
(Columbia University Press, 2016).
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requires a capacity not only to listen and observe but to discern between that
which we are invited to know and that which we are encouraged to reproduce
in writing or otherwise; between that which is shared with us on the understand-
ing that we will hold it closely and that which we may redistribute widely.90

There are many aspects of land – stories concerning the emergence of
humans from the cosmos, the paths the ancestors travelled, precolonial
warfare, interactions between humans and non-humans and details of gift
exchanges between groups – that are vital to contemporary land relations, but
which I have decided not to reproduce in the pages that follow because they
may be ‘dangerous’ in at least two interrelated senses. First, such details are
crucial to legal contests and their reproduction may entail forms of violence
and dispossession I have explored in detail elsewhere,91 and second, ‘thick
description’ of these aspects of land tenure has often worked to deepen the
racist objectification and exoticisation of Pacific Islanders.92 For reasons of
both kastom and state law – which I hold apart here as they entail different
understandings of emplaced relationships and conduct – in the pages that
follow I sometimes use pseudonyms for historical and contemporary people
and social groups; I leave some aspects of disputes and socio-spatial boundaries
rather ‘fuzzy’; I refer to cosmologies and aspects of oral histories in broad
rather than detailed terms; and I endeavour to expose not only the impacts of
hegemonic models but also the diversity of debates and practices from which
alternatives might emerge.

1.5 solomon islands and chapter overview

From 1998 to 2003, Solomon Islands was plunged into a period of violent,
land-related conflict that resulted in many deaths, widespread displacement

90 See also Anja Kanngieser and Zoe Todd, ‘From Environmental Case Study to Environmental
Kin Study’ (2020) 59(3) History and Theory 385.

91 Rebecca Monson, ‘Unsettled Explorations of Law’s Archives: The Allure and Anxiety of
Solomon Islands’ Court Records’ (2014) 40(1) Australian Feminist Law Journal 35.

92 As a white Australian woman working in Solomon Islands I am situated in fundamentally
different ways, but similar comments are made by Irene Watson and Audra Simpson. Watson
refers to her reluctance to provide specific examples of relationships to ruwi, ‘because of the
dangers of mistranslation, appropriation, and commodification’: Irene Watson, ‘Sovereign
Spaces, Caring for Country, and the Homeless Position of Aboriginal Peoples’ (2009) 108(1)
South Atlantic Quarterly 27, 38. Simpson refers to her discomfort with the role of ‘thick
description prose-master’: Audra Simpson, ‘The Ruse of Consent and the Anatomy of
“Refusal”: Cases from Indigenous North America and Australia’ (2017) 20(1) Postcolonial
Studies 18, 23. See also Paige West’s commentary on the slippage between the ‘ontological turn’
and primitivising traditions: Paige West, Dispossession and the Environment: Rhetoric and
Inequality in Papua New Guinea (Columbia University Press, 2016), 30.
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and in many senses the collapse of state-based systems of law and order. At the
heart of the conflict – commonly referred to as ‘the Ethnic Tension’ or simply
the Tension – were long-standing concerns among the people of
Guadalcanal, the most economically ‘developed’ island in the country, that
their privileged status as the Indigenous custodians of the land was being
eroded, and the concerns of migrants from other islands who had moved to
Guadalcanal in search of education and employment. By 2003, Solomon
Islands was routinely described as a ‘failed state’ and the government repeat-
edly sought assistance from countries in the South Pacific. This eventually
resulted in the mobilisation of the thirteen-year Regional Assistance Mission to
Solomon Islands (RAMSI), comprised of personnel drawn from across the
Pacific Island Forum member countries.

In the years immediately following the conflict, transitional justice efforts
included a Commission of Inquiry into Land Dealings and Abandoned
Properties on Guadalcanal, and a Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(TRC). The latter was formally launched by Archbishop Desmond Tutu in
2009, modelled on the South African TRC and the first of its kind in the
region. It was chaired by Reverend Sam Ata and presented a final report to the
parliament in 2012. The parliament resisted calls to release the report, citing its
size and sensitivity, but it became widely available in April 2013 after its editor,
Reverend Terry Brown – a retired bishop of the Anglican Church of
Melanesia, Canadian national and long-time resident of Solomon Islands –
released it online.93 The prominence of church leaders in these processes and
debates underscores their importance in contemporary politics, and as we see
throughout this book, it emerges from a long history of both collaboration and
struggle between church leaders and government officials.

Solomon Islands emerged as a distinct political and territorial unit as a
result of imperial expansion and colonisation, and now comprises more than
900 mountainous volcanic islands and low-lying coral atolls stretching
between Bougainville, an autonomous region of Papua New Guinea, and
Vanuatu. The people who call these islands home are culturally and linguis-
tically diverse – more than 95 per cent of the population identifies as
Indigenous to Solomon Islands, and approximately eighty languages are

93 Louise Vella, ‘“What Will You Do with Our Stories?” Truth and Reconciliation in the
Solomon Islands’ (2014) 8(1) International Journal of Conflict and Violence 91; Terry Brown,
‘The Solomon Islands “Ethnic Tension” Conflict and the Solomon Islands Truth and
Reconciliation Commission: A Personal Reflection’ in David Webster (ed), Flowers in the
Wall: Truth and Reconciliation in Timor-Leste, Indonesia and Melanesia (University of Calgary
Press, 2018), 279.
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spoken, with Solomon Islands Pijin as a lingua franca.94 The largest islands are
dominated by central mountain ranges that descend rapidly towards the
ocean, and with the exception of extensive plains on north-east
Guadalcanal, there is little coastal plain. Most islands are covered in dense
rainforest or open grasslands, and contemporary settlement is concentrated in
coastal areas that are fringed by mangroves and coral-reef lagoons, or a beach
and open ocean.

The European powers were largely uninterested in formally colonising the
southwest Pacific until the 1850s, when tropical commodities became increas-
ingly valuable and a regional labour trade emerged. Thousands of Pacific
Islanders, including an estimated 30,000 people from Solomon Islands, were
taken, often by force or deception, for indentured labour in Queensland and the
Pacific Island colonies. As I explain in the following chapter, missionaries,
administrators and publics in Britain and Australia became increasingly con-
cerned with the supposed lawlessness of the region, and this contributed to the
islands coming within the loose jurisdiction of the High Commissioner of the
Western Pacific from 1877. Britain then annexed the islands and declared the
British Solomon Islands Protectorate in 1893.95 A colonial system of government
was established and new external and internal boundaries were drawn up that
variously reinforced or conflicted with pre-existing polities and often prompted
new forms of political expression. When Solomon Islands became independent
in 1978, the constitution established a unitary system of government, and today
there are nine provinces (Map 1.2). In the chapters that follow we see that there
are ongoing debates about the merits of these arrangements as compared with a
federal system.

The economy has, since the colonial period, been heavily dependent on
agricultural development and the exploitation of natural resources, in particu-
lar copra, fishing, logging and oil palm. Solomon Islands attracts significant
attention from aid donors, as it is often understood to be one of the ‘least
developed countries’ in the world, ranking 152 out of 189 countries and
territories in the 2018 Human Development Index.96 Most people (75 per
cent of the population in 2019) live in dispersed rural settlements and are very

94 Solomon Islands National Statistics Office, Report on the 2009 Population and Housing
Census – National Report (Volume 2) (Solomon Islands Government, 2009).

95 Western Pacific Order in Council 1877 (UK); Pacific Order in Council 1893 (UK). Germany
established a protectorate over New Guinea in 1884, which extended to include Bougainville,
Shortland Islands, Choiseul and Isabel. Authority over the Shortlands, Choiseul, Isabel and
Ontong Java was transferred to the British in 1899: Deryck Scarr, Fragments of Empire:
A History of the Western Pacific High Commission, 1877–1914 (ANU Press, 1967).

96 United Nations Development Programme, Briefing Note for Countries on the 2020 Human
Development Report: Solomon Islands (UNDP, 2020).
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dependent on subsistence agriculture and fishing. The remainder of the
population live in Honiara (18 per cent) and other urban centres (7 per
cent),97 where many people are more reliant on cash but still depend on
gardens in which they grow a range of root crops, vegetables and leafy greens.
Urban and rural areas are dotted with small trade stores that sell a narrow
range of essential goods including rice and ‘two-minute noodles’; tinned fish
and pork; sugar, salt, tea and coffee; soy sauce and vegetable oil; kerosene,
matches, fish hooks and soap. While most people need and want access to

map 1.2. Solomon Islands and provincial boundaries

97 Solomon Islands National Statistics Office, 2019 National Population and Housing Census
Project – Provisional Count (16 November 2020).
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cash in order to buy these goods, as well as pay for school fees and health care,
subsistence agriculture generally plays a far more significant role in their
livelihood strategies.

Most people in Solomon Islands have social ties to multiple places, and
therefore multiple pathways by which to negotiate access to vital resources
such as land for a house and garden or fishing grounds for subsistence or cash
income. People express deep connections to their ancestral lands but this
should not obscure the fact that many are also highly mobile and pursuing
diverse livelihoods in seemingly distant sites across the country. Disputes over
customary land are also very widespread and perceived by Solomon Islanders
to be a major source of conflict and insecurity in multiple senses (an issue
I pursue further in Chapter 4). A 2011 survey found that 65 per cent of rural
respondents and 41 per cent of urban respondents identified ‘land disputes’ as
‘the main cause of conflict and problems in Solomon Islands’,98 and a close
reading of murder and assault cases often reveals a link with land disputes.

As we shall see in the chapters that follow, the arrival of Christian mission-
aries in the late 1800s had a significant impact on pre-existing landholding
practices, and today the population overwhelmingly identifies with one of the
major Christian churches. While the introduction of Christianity was clearly
an intimate part of European colonisation of the region, in Solomon Islands as
in much of Oceania it is now very widely regarded (but certainly not by
everyone) as Indigenous, closely tied to kastom, and integral to ‘the Pacific
Way’. The spatial distribution of different church affiliations varies signifi-
cantly, with some denominations being far more strongly represented in some
provinces than others.99 Different denominations also vary in their approach
to patterns of consumption and environmental governance.

In Solomon Islands, as is the case in much of the Pacific, most people
understand the settlement and use of customary land to revolve around the
cohabitation or shared use of a named place, by a named kin group, which
traces descent to an apical ancestor (or ancestors). The extent to which
lineages have ‘always’ held land, and/or whether contemporary understand-
ings have emerged in the context of colonial legal struggles, is debated and
cannot be avoided in any critical examination of predominant stories of
property. However, it is also clear that these groups are vitally important to

98 Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands, 2011 People’s Survey: Full Report (RAMSI
2012), 91–92.

99 A total of 92 per cent identify with one of the major Christian churches, 7 per cent belong to
other religions and 1 per cent identified as having ‘no religion’ in the last census: Solomon
Islands National Statistics Office, Report on the 2009 Population and Housing Census –
National Report (Volume 2) (Solomon Islands Government, 2009).
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and deeply valued by Solomon Islanders today.100 Societies in the western
islands are generally understood to be cognatic, and people will often expli-
citly describe themselves as belonging to both the kin group of their mother
and that of their father. The people of Guadalcanal (with the exception of
Malaitan communities at Marau Sound), Isabel, Central Province and Makira
are often described as following matrilineal descent systems, and people in
these areas will often foreground membership of a kin group and claims to
land traced through women. On Malaita there is an emphasis on patrilineal
descent, but here people will trace some claims through, and to, women.
Societies on the Polynesian islands of Rennell, Bellona, Tikopia, Anuta and
Ontong Java also emphasise patrilineal descent.

While systems of landholding and social ordering are highly diverse, people
generally lay claim to both land- and kin-based allegiances by drawing on
histories of ancestral origin and migration, the establishment of boundaries
and sacred sites, ritual exchange and intermarriage between groups and the
birth of descendants. These stories are embedded in landscapes and seascapes,
punctuated by important sites such as sacred sites, existing or abandoned
villages, old gardens and trees. This gives rise to what James Fox refers to as
‘topogenies’ that tie people to place,101 and in this sense the storied landscapes
of Solomon Islanders often share similarities with those of other Austronesian-
speaking people, whose places stretch from Taiwan to Timor and Madagascar
to Easter Island.102 Narratives of belonging based on histories of ancestral
origins and migration are a key feature of these systems, as are ‘founder-
focused ideologies’ according to which greater status is allocated to those
who descend from earlier, rather than later kin group founders. These
emplaced histories construct a complex web of relationships that stretch
through centuries and across islands, regions and the borders of contemporary
nation states.

In the chapters that follow we see that contemporary landholding arrange-
ments emerge from these emplaced histories and culturally persistent under-
standings of people and place, as well as processes of renegotiation generated
by capitalist trade, the colonial legal system, Christian missions, extractive

100 See e.g. Scott, ‘Neither “New Melanesian History” nor “New Melanesian Ethnography”‘;
McDougall, Engaging with Strangers, 185–186.

101 James J Fox, ‘Place and Landscape in Comparative Austronesian Perspective’ in James J Fox
(ed.), The Poetic Power of Place: Comparative Perspectives on Austronesian Ideas of Locality
(ANU Press, 2006) 1, 8–12.

102 Peter Bellwood, James J Fox and Darrell Tryon, ‘The Austronesians in History: Common
Origins and Diverse Transformations’ in Peter Bellwood, James J Fox and Darrell Tryon (eds.),
The Austronesians: Historical and Comparative Perspectives (ANU Press, 2006) 1.
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industries and ubanisation. In Chapter 2, I trace the ways in which questions
of land tenure, property rights and territorial boundaries have been contested
and debated at the national level since colonisation. We see first, that struggles
over state-sanctioned property rights were bound up with a range of territorial-
ising projects and were simultaneously struggles over political authority.
Christian missionaries, colonial authorities and Indigenous leaders all sought
to establish their authority through the delimitation, enclosure and control of
geographical space.103 Second, whereas existing scholarship on legal pluralism
in the Pacific foregrounds the domains of kastom and state law,104 my focus on
land struggles reveals the emergence of legal pluralities and forms of authority
associated not only with kastom and the state, but also Christianity.
I demonstrate that Christianity has been central to the legal worlding of
Solomon Islands and Solomon Islanders, and that multiscalar, interlocking
territorialising projects have constituted the legal pluralities we observe today.
Third, Solomon Islanders’ experiences during this period were diverse, with
some people becoming relatively effective legal actors, very quickly. These
processes have been highly gendered, not least because different people
encountered the new social worlds established by the state, colonial planta-
tions and the churches in quite different ways.

In Chapter 3, I focus on the (re)negotiation of land tenure and authority on
the Bareke Peninsula and its surrounds in central Marovo Lagoon, Western
Province (Map 1.3 and Map 1.4). This region has become known for its unique
lagoon and biodiversity, as well as the widespread ecological destruction and
social inequalities wrought by forestry. This chapter considers the extent to
which contemporary gender inequalities can be traced to a flawed legislative
framework, to patriarchal kastom and/or to the erosion of women’s customary
rights by colonialism. Drawing on archival and ethnographic work, I show that
missionaries and colonial administrators recognised some masculine aspects

103 Robert David Sack, Human Territoriality: Its Theory and History (Cambridge University Press
1986), Peter Vandergeest and Nancy Lee Peluso, ‘Territorialization and State Power in
Thailand’ (1995) 24(3) Theory and Society 385.

104 Most legal scholars mention Christianity or religion only in passing, see e.g.: Miranda Forsyth,
A Bird That Flies with Two Wings: Kastom and State Justice Systems in Vanuatu (ANU Press,
2009), Jennifer Corrin, ‘Plurality and Punishment: Competition between State and Customary
Authorities in Solomon Islands’ (2020) 51(1) The Journal of Legal Pluralism and Unofficial Law
29, Miranda Forsyth and Thomas Dick, ‘Liquid Regulation: The (Men’s) Business of Women’s
Water Music?’ (2021) International Journal of Law in Context, https://dx.doi.org/10.1017/
s1744552321000574 cf John Barker, ‘All Sides Now: The Postcolonial Triangle in Uiaku’ in
John Barker (ed.), The Anthropology of Morality in Melanesia and beyond (Ashgate, 2008) 75;
John cox, ‘Israeli Technicians and the Post-Colonial Racial Triangle in Papua New Guinea’
(2015) 85(3) Oceania 342.
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of the local polity and disregarded others, in particular the feminine aspects,
facilitating a simplification and sedimentation of both authority and land
tenure that enabled some men leaders to consolidate their control over land.
These processes of (mis)recognition and simplification are reproduced today,
with control over logging being concentrated in the hands of a small number
of men leaders and entrepreneurs, to the exclusion of most other members of
landholding groups. The chapter demonstrates that first, contests over property
and the establishment of chiefly efficacy are mutually constitutive. Second,
while the contemporary inequalities that characterise these processes can be
partially traced to the structural features of property systems, they also emerge
from long-term processes of colonial intrusion and capitalist development.
I therefore suggest, along with Claire Slatter among others, that at least some
contemporary inequalities emerge not from ‘custom’ but from the simplifica-
tion of the multiplicity of authority that may exist in customary practice, and
the persistent failure or refusal to acknowledge important aspects of gendered
influence with respect to land.105

map 1.3. New Georgia group

105 Slatter, ‘Gender and Custom’ at 92–93, noting similar comments from Jocelyn Linnekin and
Jean Zorn. For the longevity of such arguments see also Vanessa Griffen, ‘The Pacific Islands:
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Chapter 4 focuses on the historical development of Kakabona, a series of
peri-urban villages that lie to the immediate west of Honiara (Map 1.5 and
Map 1.6) and one of the focal points of violence during the Tension. Drawing
on a series of land disputes that came before the chiefs and courts during the
1980s and 1990s, triggered in part by rapid urbanisation and land sales,
I demonstrate that land disputes entail the delineation of boundaries between
people and on the ground, sometimes in palpably exclusionary ways. In
Kakabona as in Marovo, these processes have enabled a small number of
men to consolidate control over land and political authority more broadly.
However, these processes are also distinct and fundamentally emplaced,
informed by culturally specific identities and meanings attached to the land.
Taking the emotional or affective dimensions of land disputes as my starting
point, and particularly the multifaceted ‘danger’ of disputes and the sense of
precarity they generate, I explain how land disputes have emerged as a key

map 1.4. Bareke Peninsula and Central Marovo Lagoon

All It Requires Is Ourselves’ in Robin Morgan (ed.), Sisterhood is Global (Anchor Press and
Doubleday, 1984), 517 and more recently J Kēhaulani Kauanui, Paradoxes of Hawaiian
Sovereignty: Land, Sex and the Colonial Politics of State Nationalism (Duke University Press,
2018) 29–30.
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map 1.5. Guadalcanal
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arena for the performance of particular idealised models of masculinity. These
models should be understood in terms of what Raewyn Connell has referred
to as ‘hegemonic masculinities’, they are ‘the currently most honoured way of
being a man’ as opposed to other, ‘subordinated masculinities’, and are
contestable and open to change.106 I suggest that these processes, and the
co-constitution of property and masculine authority, have simultaneously
reproduced peri-urban areas as sites of insecurity, and the state as a
masculine domain.

Chapter 5 extends the existing literature on property rights, political author-
ity and state formation by adopting an explicit focus on the gendered aspects of
ethno-political conflict. The conflict of 1998–2003 has often been interpreted
as exposing the weaknesses of the state and the tenacity of customary norms
and institutions. I suggest, however, that it should also be understood as a
struggle over the scope and constitution of political authority, that is, as
emerging from processes of state formation rather than failure. During the

map 1.6. Kakabona

106 See RW Connell and James W Messerschmidt, ‘Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the
Concept’ (2005) 19(6) Gender and Society 829, 832.
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conflict, militants made territorial claims that were grounded in highly gen-
dered notions of culture, ethnicity and space, and in the aftermath, significant
attention has been devoted to consolidating particular socio-spatial distinc-
tions via a new constitution. Fuelled in part by ongoing tensions over land, the
conflict demonstrates that seemingly ‘local’ struggles over property have sig-
nificant implications for political participation and state formation. In
Solomon Islands, these processes are highly gendered and work to reproduce
state norms and institutions as a masculine, even hypermasculine domain.
This is perhaps most profoundly highlighted by the widespread gender-based
violence perpetrated during the conflict, which was not merely an effect of
territorial claims but constituted them, with devastating consequences.

I conclude in Chapter 6 by reconsidering the assertion that women may
not, cannot and/or do not speak about land matters, and do so through an
explicit focus on the strategies used by women to contest property, territory
and authority. Rather than focusing on processes of exclusion, I turn my
attention to collaborative efforts to disrupt dominant, exclusionary and fre-
quently violent understandings of property, territory and political authority,
and craft more expansive practices that acknowledge a multiplicity of relation-
ships with land. The strategies that emerge, which appear to resonate with at
least some struggles elsewhere in the region, suggest that when people chal-
lenge hypermasculinist assertions of property and authority, it is not generally
the language and institutions of the state that they turn to, but rather the
resources offered by custom and Christianity. An emphasis on state laws and
institutions as the primary mechanism for addressing inequality not only
detracts attention from these strategies, but constrains them, undermining
the efforts of Solomon Islanders to reconfigure law, property, authority and
their nation.
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