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Abstract: This paper draws on feminist institutionalist theory, and institutional ethnography to 

analyse research findings from a regional study on gender violence in the Pacific Islands.  Instances of 

policy reform on this issue in recent years suggest growing recognition within Pacific Island state 

institutions and amongst policy makers of the principle that women have a right to security from 

interpersonal violence. Yet gendered violence continues to be perpetrated at extreme levels in many 

Pacific Island countries and usually with impunity.  To gain insight into the factors that make this 

violence so persistent I have conducted a 3-year research project with women in Fiji, Bougainville, 

and New Caledonia examining their perceptions of this violence and their access to the institutional 

resources that might facilitate safe forms of resistance.  While my study participants have generally 

been quick to identify gendered vulnerability to insecurity in conjugal, familial or community 

contexts, they were also more inclined to use the term “right” to reflect on the rightness or gender 

appropriate nature of women’s behaviour as a trigger for violence, than to refer to the institutionalised 

principle of rights-based protection. There is not simply homographic coincidence. In further 

discussion, strategies of “private prudentialism” and “self-policing”, were frequently reported by 

research participants as the key, and sometimes only, means to resist insecurity.  I contend that these 

responses give us some insight into the gendered nature of authority as it is constructed in the Pacific 

islands and the extent to which human rights principles are subject to fragmentation as they are 

mediated through the interplaying institutions of state, customary and religious authority in this 

context. The testimonies I have gathered in the course of this research lead me to a somewhat 

disturbing but nonetheless important conclusion.  The principle of women’s “right” to security can be 

received by women in these contexts, not as a potentially emancipatory agenda, but one which equates 

the achievement of gendered security with the practice of “gendered temperance”; reinforcing the idea 

that women have a right to safety, but it is dependent upon their own personal adherence to norms of 

right(ful) gendered comportment. 

Bio: Nicole George is a Senior Lecturer in Peace and Conflict Studies in the School of Political 

Science and International Studies at the University of Queensland.  Her research is focussed on 

gender, violence, peacebuilding and post-conflict governance in the Pacific Islands region where she 

has worked for over 15 years.  She is the author of Situating Women: Gender Politics and 

Circumstance in Fiji (ANU Press), and has publications appearing in International Political Science 

Review, Peacebuilding, Policing and Society (forthcoming), Australian Journal of International 

Affairs, The Australian International Feminist Law Review and The Contemporary Pacific.  

 


