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This article explores how environmental activism, in particular resistance to large scale logging companies,
occupies a gendered cosmopolitan space at a village level in Solomon Islands. I compare the modes of action a
group of village women's environmental activism and opposition to large scale logging in the Western Province
of Solomon Islands which operates within culturally prescribed parameters for “good”womenwith the case of a
woman in a village nearby who operates individually in a way that challenges the gender status quo. I conclude
that Solomon Islands village women may practise a form of “grounded” cosmopolitanism negotiated through
gendered cultural expectations of women's morality, but that contravening gender norms in cosmopolitan
practice results in social unmooring.
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Introduction

This article explores the complex positionality of village women
landowners engagingwith cosmopolitan imaginings in their opposition
to logging inWestern Solomon Islands. Using empirical evidence I com-
pare two incidents of village women’s activism around issues of envi-
ronment and land rights. In the first case the women instrumentally
utilize culturally specific constructs of the “good” woman. While they
oppose other's vested interests they do so from within culturally pre-
scribed gendered modes of action. In the second case the protagonist
transgresses these boundaries, explicitly drawing on a cosmopolitan
worldview ungrounded in local cultural values and utilizing instead
state legal apparatus which is theoretically genderless. I argue that
these differences are crucial in affecting local social outcomes: in a
positiveway in the first casewhere thewomen are successful in tempo-
rarily stopping loggingmachinery from progressing into the forest; and
negatively in the second where the woman's cosmopolitan outlook is
cause for her social ostracism.

In light of this evidence I question the outcomes of cosmopolitan
practices for Solomon Islands village women. First, I examine how the
influence of foreign aid and conservation organizations bring an envi-
ronmental cosmopolitan imagining to Solomon Islands. I then present
the two case studies of environmental activism and defence of land
rights by village women to explore, first, activist modes of action, and
second, the gendered nature of cosmopolitan environmentalism. I con-
clude that women risk social ostracism unless their environmentalism
occurs within culturally defined limits of the “good woman” such that
this ultimately confines the cosmopolitan practices available to them.

This inquiry reveals how women have been excluded from decision
making about logging on customary landwithin both formal and custom-
ary legal settings. Additionally, the manifestations of their contrasting
challenges to logging show women's modes of action, not only as
women as a group or as individuals, but also as landowners.

Between 2011 and 2015 I spent twelve months in villages in
Solomon Islands during nine separate trips, with seven months con-
tinuous residence in a village on an island in the Western Province.
Fieldwork methodology consisted of participant observation, formal
and semi-formal interviews, Focus Group Discussions and recording
of autobiographical narratives. The logging conflict and the village
women's response, described in case study one in this paper, took
place while I was resident in the village in question. The second case
study was informed by interviews. This research was undertaken as
part of doctoral fieldwork funded by an Australian Post-graduate
Award and James Cook University College of Arts, Education and Society.
Ethics approval was granted by James Cook University and a research
permit was granted by the Solomon Islands Government. All interviews
and discussions took place with prior written and verbal consent from
participants.

Solomon Islands development context

Solomon Islands is a nation state consisting of over one hundred
islands and atolls spread across two thousand kilometers of sea
between Bougainville and Vanuatu. Its population is just over half
a million. At least 82% of people in Solomon Islands live in rural
areas, with livelihood security based on subsistence gardening and
fishing on customary land (Solomon Islands National Statistics Office,
2009). Rights to land according to customary land tenure principles
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are recognized in the Solomon Islands constitution and subsistence live-
lihood practice underpins spiritual and identity dimensions of people's
attachments to land (Crocombe, 1994; Lamour, 1979).

In Solomon Islands matrilineal land tenure systems are practised on
the islands of Isabel, Makira and Guadalcanal, and the islands of the
Western and Central provinces (Maetala, 2008). This means that land
is inherited through the mother’s line, not that women necessarily
have greater land rights thanmen in these areas. It does, however, affect
women's social position. Women residingmatrilocally and also in areas
of matrilineal land tenure have status as primary land rights holders,
which confers rights to speak out at public meetings relating to land
and other issues. They generally hold higher status than women re-
siding virilocally or elsewhere not on their matriclan land, who defer
to those women with primary land rights in public forums and often
in leadership matters. Increasing age also usually confers greater social
status and rights to speak at public meetings, however these rights are
still gendered; women will normally defer to men of the same age and
with the same lineal ties to land.

Since the 1980s, large-scale logging operations by foreign companies
on customary-owned land have formed the largest single export indus-
try and a major source of national income (Gay, 2009). This logging
regime has been notable for high levels of corruption, unequal distri-
bution of benefits and highly problematic environmental practice
(Kabutaulaka, 2000, 2006; Wairiu, 2007). Forestry experts have been
lamenting the unsustainable rate of logging for at least the last two
decades (Oranje & Duff, 2006) and logging activity has been reported
by rural communities as the single greatest source of social conflict
(Porter & Allen, 2015: 3).

Commercial and legal imperatives encourage exclusive articulation
of property rights in a way that is incompatible with the flexible nature
of customary land tenure and focusses on representation of ownership
(Foale & Macintyre, 2000; Guo, 2011; Hviding, 1993; McDougall, 2005,
2011). In cases of logging on customary land, it has been both men
and women village dwelling landowners who have been excluded
from sharing equitably in benefits, which have been mostly captured
by those who position themselves as representatives and engage in
negotiations. Such deals are dominated by men representing foreign
companies and male Solomon Islander politicians, businessmen,
Chiefs, “middlemen”, male trustees on logging licences and as represen-
tatives of landowning groups (Kabutaulaka, 2000, 2006; Monson, 2015:
446–449; Wairiu, 2007). Women are located farthest from opportuni-
ties to either participate in or influence negotiations, or capturefinancial
benefit in most cases. Monson (2015: 449) describes how contests over
control of land and associated resources have become a “key arena
for the performance of masculine authority and prestige”. This has had
implications for women's substantive rights over land.

The nature of commercial transactions has undermined women's
right to make decisions over land use and pushed their role as land-
owners to the background (Maetala, 2008). Tsikata and Golah (2010:
29) see this as a dominant trend in case studies from Africa, Asia and
Latin America:

…changing resource tenures resulting from the commercialisation
and concentration of these resources, while appearing to provide
the opportunity for a levelling of land relations, had reinforced
male-centred tenure arrangements in shrinking the ownership
structure to a very small all-male group.

Moreover, type of tenure per se is not always the salient factor
when considering women's land rights, rather the gendered power
relations of the group in question determines the extent of women's
political voice and ability to influence decisions (Whitehead & Tsikata,
2003: 103).

Women are subordinate to men as public social actors in Solomon
Islands villages. They rarely, if ever, hold formal political positions
such as land or village chief, village chairman, or positions of authority

equivalent to men within the Church. Their participation in public
meetings is circumscribed by social norms defining a hierarchy of rights
to speak publicly and about certain topics. This hierarchy places men
with claims to primary land rights in positions of power regardless of
whether land tenure systems are matrilineal or patrilineal.

Women are poorly represented in national-level formal politics
(2%). Solomon Islands rates 137 out of 140 listed countries for lowest
percentage of women in parliament (IPU, 2015). Since independence
in 1978 only three women MPs have been elected to the Solomon
Islands Parliament: Honorable Hilda Kari in the 1980s, Honorable Vika
Lusibaea in 2012 (who was elected in a by-election to her husband's
seat while he was in jail for activities during the Ethnic Tensions)
and the Honorable Freda Soria Comua in the federal election of the
19 November 2014 (Pacific Women in Politics, 2015).

Approximately 92% of the Solomon Islands population is Christian
and women's organizations and women leaders in Solomon Islands
are most commonly found within the various Christian denomination
churches. Women leaders within Christian Churches, however, remain
women's leaders. The ultimate authority (including God) is always
male. Extensive networks of women's church groups operate within
and across islands and provinces throughout the nation. Church organi-
zations may often be the main, or only, networks through which many
village women can gain further training, leadership, solidarity and
opportunities to widen their experiences and travel (Douglas, 2003;
McDougall, 2003).

Being a “good woman”

Women’s power for public and political action is often described
by ideals of Christian womanhood which style “good women’s”
behaviour – attributes which culturally define women’s social roles,
often in contrast to men's. For example, Pollard (2000) argues for
women's power strongly embedded in Christian values and morality
in her interpretation of the roots of women's efficacy at peace making
during the Ethnic Tensions:

…a woman in Melanesia and thus in Solomon Islands is a peace-
maker in her own right. She is blessed with natural, God-given
qualities such as love, care, peace, patience, humility and sensitivity.
These values make women different from men. Women's various
contributions and responsibilities in the areas of production, repro-
duction, community work and leadership, family welfare and nation
building do not demand conflict. Women's commitment to ensuring
sustenance and livelihood for the family, the community and the
nation is a driving force towards good governance and prosperity.
As mothers of the nation, women are willing and committed to offer
their gifts, time and wisdom to find lasting peace for their nation
and their children…Thus the motherly nature of women in the con-
texts of culture and Christianity demonstrates peaceful, non-violent
methods whereby women can help resolve conflict.

[(2000: 9-10)]

Pollard is describing a vision of women's morality, which takes
an embodied form manifested outwardly in permitted speech codes,
dress codes, bodily comportment and norms around travel for moral
women. These forms of women's agency clearly take place using cul-
turally distinct feminine stereotypes and within traditional power
hierarchies. Khumalo, McKay, and Freimund (2015) describe this
construction of “feminine respectability” in Namibia's Zambezi region
and similarly find that social expectations of “real women” may be
disempowering in the ways they restrict women's life choices. One re-
sult of such limitations in Solomon Islands was that although women's
role in negotiating peace during the Ethnic Tensions was widely recog-
nized and lauded, women were subsequently excluded from formal
peace negotiations and have not enjoyed increased formal political
participation since (Webber & Johnson, 2008). While Monson (2013)
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