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Does schooling and work empower women in Fiji? Or have gender
inequalities persisted and why?

Priya Chattier*

The School of Social Sciences, The University of the South Pacific, Fiji Islands

The paper explores the limitations of the theoretical presumptions underlying the relationship
between empowerment, education and employment that have been emphasized in both the
existing literature and the current rhetoric to ‘empower’ women in developing countries.
The research uses findings from in-depth interviews and focused group discussion data to
empirically examine the relationship between schooling, paid work and empowerment of
women in Fiji. The paper argues that the relationship between education, work and empower-
ment is conditioned by gender norms surrounding women’s and men’s choices on key econ-
omic decisions. The findings demonstrate that cultural norms about gender roles are
considered to persist, generating gender inequality despite women’s and girl’s education and
employment. Empirical evidence makes a strong case for the need to move away from
broad-based conceptualizations of women’s empowerment to an analysis of the social
construction of gender as both a conceptual and an empirical category of inquiry.

Keywords: gender norms; gender inequality; women’s empowerment; Fiji

Introduction
Mamanuca,1 says ‘it is good to go to school because as a woman if you are an education person, then
men won’t take advantage of you. So it is important that you go to school. Educated women do not sit
around and wait for men to provide for them. They do not need a man to buy things for them. If we are
not educated, we don’t know anything and do not know how we can be able to change our life and
obtain power and freedom. Women just started entering society with education and work, so the man
is still trying to maintain his control’.

The story of Mamanuca from one of the villages in Fiji Islands mirrors the evolution of gender
equality across the country over the past quarter-century. Although many women continue to
struggle with gender-based disadvantages in their daily lives, things have changed for the
better – and at a pace that would have been unthinkable even two decades ago. For instance,
women in Fiji have made unprecedented gains in education and in access to jobs though
women continue to cluster in sectors and occupations characterized as ‘female’ – many of
them lower paying.2 But gender norms and stereotypes that perpetuate inequality and are
deeply embedded in society continue to persist and may be resistant to change despite

*Email: chattier_p@usp.ac.fj
1 To protect the anonymity of individuals being studied, family names and place names have been changed. Confidenti-

ality and anonymity of the participants were preserved through the use of pseudonyms and the use of letters to represent
each community. Terms/adjectives used to portray gender and economic choices of women throughout this article are
the words used by the women/girls to describe themselves during the conversations (though translated into English, I
made sure that the meaning of the conversation and words did not lose their originality and authenticity). For this
reason, these words are in quotation marks or presented as extracts.

2 Wadan Narsey, Gender Issues in Employment, Unemployment and Incomes in Fiji (Suva, Fiji: Vanuavou, 2007).
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women’s access to education and paid work. The findings from this research on gender and econ-
omic choices in Fiji suggest that the focus on access and equality of opportunity in education and
employment does not guarantee women’s empowerment and their emancipation from restrictive
gendered cultural norms. The liberal feminist hypothesis that education and paid work is a catalyst
for women’s empowerment in Fiji is challenged using a feminist interpretive approach to under-
stand the social construct of gender as a conceptual and empirical category of inquiry.3

Theories that focus on inequality explanations describe women’s situation in terms of liberal
feminism’s view of unequal opportunity structures where women’s primary location is seen to be
in the private sphere and men’s in the public sphere. To them, the private sphere is comprised of
an endless round of tedious, senseless, unpaid and undervalued activities linked to child-rearing,
housework and caring. In contrast, it is in the public sphere that the true rewards of social life are
to be found – status, power, money, freedom, self-esteem and personal development. This led to
recent interest amongst international development agencies and feminists alike to rally behind the
concept of ‘women’s empowerment’ through improvement of women’s lives in developing
countries, culminating in the Cairo Population conference of 1994 and the Beijing Women’s con-
ference of 1995. There is much theoretical and practical inconclusiveness as to exactly what com-
prises empowerment, but plans of action such as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs),
Beijing Platform for Action (BPA) and the Pacific Platform for Action universally stress
improved access to educational and employment opportunities as critical means for women
and girls to attain greater control of their lives.

In fact, women’s education is seen as one of the most effective channels for reducing inequal-
ities between men and women that ensures maximum participation of women in the development
process. Alderman and King state that females constitute half of the population, and any invest-
ment in the development of human capital which ignores the female population can be detrimental
to the progress of a country.4 No society has ever liberated itself economically, politically and
socially without a sound base of educated women.5 Women’s education has a prime status in
women’s empowerment and societal development, which has a significant role in flourishing
human capital and economic growth.6 Thus, the higher ratio of educated women increases the
per capita income of a country, which may be a core factor in overall economic development
of a nation.7 Cross-cultural studies show that education is one of the empowering tools that lib-
erate women from various traditional and cultural obstacles. For instance, a woman’s bargaining
power might be especially enhanced with respect to her mother-in-law, who is likely to be unedu-
cated;8 women’s education is an important tool for reducing violence against them;9 it is edu-
cation that enables and implicates women’s capabilities10 and with the rise in the level of
education, it is expected that women would become conscious of their rights and thus protest

3 Drucilla Barker, ‘Beyond Women and Economics: Rereading ‘Women’s Work’, Signs 30, no. 4 (2005): 2189–206.
4 Harold Alderman and Elizabeth King, ‘Gender Differences in Parental Investment in Education’, Structural Change

and Economic Dynamics 9, no. 4 (1998): 453–68.
5 Mahbub Haq,Human Development in South Asia: The Gender Question (Karachi, Pakistan: Oxford University Press,

2000), 105.
6 Gulam Arif, Najam Saqib and Mohamed Zahid, ‘Poverty, Gender, and Primary School Enrolment in Pakistan’, The

Pakistan Development Review 38, no. 4 (1999): 979–92.
7 Stephan Klasen, Does Gender Inequality Reduce Growth and Development? Evidences from Cross-Country

Regressions, World Bank Policy Research Report Working Paper Series No.7 (Washington, DC: World Bank,
1999); Stephan Klasen, Does Gender Inequality Reduce Growth and Development? Evidence from Cross Country
Regressions, Background Paper for Engendering Development (Washington, DC: World Bank, 1999).

8 Sajeda Amin, ‘Female Education and fertility in Bangladesh: The Influence of Marriage and the Family’, in Girls’
Schooling, Women’s Autonomy, and Fertility Change in South Asia, ed. Roger Jeffery and Alaka Basu (New
Delhi: Delhi Press, 1996), 138–55.

9 Shireen Jejeebhoy, ‘Wife Beating in Rural India: A Husband’s Right? Evidence from Survey Data’, Economic and
Political Weekly 23, no. 15 (1998): 855–62.

10 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (New York: Anchor Books, 1999).
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themselves against discriminatory practices.11 Education for girls and women is thus considered
as an investment with probably higher economic returns than that of boys and men.12

What has become particularly interesting in recent discourse is that gender equality is talked
about not only in terms of its benefits for women qua women but also in terms of its contribution
to the greater social good of the society and economy.13 For example, Amartya Sen argues that
women’s empowerment through schooling, employment opportunities and so on reduces child
mortality, improves public health and moderates the growth in fertility rates.14 Similarly, the
World Bank report titled Engendering Development: Through Gender Equality in Rights,
Resources and Voice (2001) is premised on the notion that gender equality is key to promoting
economic development and fighting poverty.15 Constraints in one aspect of gender equality
can hold back progress on other dimensions, causing gender inequality to persist.16 This persist-
ence comes with large economic, social and political costs. As a World Bank report states, gender
equality is smart economics: it can enhance economic efficiency and improve development out-
comes.17 Of course, one key to eliminating gender inequality or empowering women (the terms
gender equality and empowering women are used interchangeably in the WDR 2012 report)18 is
to encourage women’s participation in the paid labour force as well. It is certainly true that women
should have the same access to independent incomes that men do, and in a monetized economy
paid employment is crucially important to women’s well-being.19 As Charusheela points out
clearly:20 ‘Employment provides women with the financial independence needed for autonomy
and freedom … Further, by entering the world of work women gain public recognition and
status for their achievements, thus increasing the overall status of women within the home and
in the broader society.’ This is the cornerstone of liberal feminism, where gender equality requires
that women participate in the public sphere – economically, politically and culturally – on an
equal footing with men.

To a large extent, this connection has been assumed rather than demonstrated. While school-
ing and work have always been at the centre of theoretical arguments as well as existing research
on women and social change, the extra step linking them to women’s empowerment has rarely
been a part of empirical analyses.21 This has been the case partially because a systematic speci-
fication of the various aspects of empowerment is lacking and partly because direct measures of
women’s domestic and social power are usually absent from the vast majority of sociological,
economic or demographic surveys conducted in developing countries. In fact, in many empirical
studies addressing the issue, the tautology has been so complete that education and employment
themselves have served as the most frequent proxy measures for women’s position, status or
autonomy.22 Despite the lack of explicit evidence, a connection between these variables and

11 United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998).
12 World Bank,World Development Report: Gender Equality and Development (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2012),

Chapter 2.
13 Barker, ‘Beyond Women and Economics’, 2201.
14 Sen, Development as Freedom.
15 World Bank, Engendering Development: Through Gender Equality in Rights, Resources and Voice (Washington,

DC: World Bank, 2001).
16 World Bank,World Development Report: Gender Equality and Development (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2012).
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
19 Barker, ‘Beyond Women and Economics’, 2201.
20 S. Charusheela, ‘Empowering Work? Bargaining Models Reconsidered’, in Toward a Feminist Philosophy of Econ-

omics, ed. Drucilla Barker and Edith Kuiper (London: Routledge, 2003), 288.
21 Karen Mason, ‘The Status of Women: Conceptual and Methodological Issues in Demographic Studies’, The Socio-

logical Forum 1, no. 2 (1986): 284–300; Constantina Safilios-Rothschild, ‘Female Power, Autonomy and Demo-
graphic Change in the Third World’, in Women’s Roles and Population Trends, ed. Richard Anker, Mayra
Buvinic, and Nadia Youssef (London: Croom Helm, 1982), 117–32.

22 Karen Bradley and Diana Khor, ‘Toward an Integration of Theory and Research on the Status of Women’, Gender
and Society 7 (1993): 347–37; Mason, ‘The Status of Women’, 284–300.
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gender relations has held theoretical and practical appeal. The perceived centrality of education
and paid work in improving women’s position within the recent historical experience of
Western gender systems has been a major reason why feminist and development theories have
implied the existence of similar relationships in non-Western societies.23

The sociological and gender literature can serve as an important resource in clarifying the con-
ceptualization of empowerment because, over the years, it has debated these complexities and
come to theoretical agreement on at least certain basic points. One such point is that access to
resources is distinct from control over them, and only the latter can be considered an indicator
of power.24 Given this distinction, it is an analytical leap to assume that education and work
are, by definition empowering. And yet this leap has been made frequently, not only in the
empowerment rhetoric, but also in empirical research that often has used measures of education
and employment themselves as proxies of women’s status, autonomy or power in developing
countries.25 Even if these measures can be considered indicators of access to resources, they
do not automatically indicate control: the connection must be established rather than assumed.

In fact, a theoretical connection between education, employment and women’s empowerment or
rather emancipation from constraints of gender norms has been central to theories of social change.
Education and paid work are seen in terms of a resource base essential for women to acquire greater
independence from patriarchal constraints. Thus, the basic modernization argument suggests that as
societies industrialize, education exposes women to ideologies emphasizing independence and
autonomy. With new job opportunities in the industrial and service sectors, modernization also
leads to women’s emancipation from traditional subordinate roles by integrating them into the
modern labour market.26 While the gender literature has often disagreed with modernization
theory in its assumption that socioeconomic development necessarily provides women with
better educational access and employment opportunities, it has also viewed schooling and paid
work as key bases for women’s emancipation at the domestic front. Even as Boserup and others
have argued that industrial capitalism displaces and marginalizes women from productive activities
in the market and importantly at home,27 they have supported programmes on female education and
employment as the chief means of preventing or reversing these inequalities.28

This presumption that resources and information serve as key empowering agents for women
in developing countries has been questioned less often than it ought to have been. There are at
least two potential problems in applying this model to gender relations in non-Western settings.
First, the link between resources and patriarchal constraints emphasizes the autonomy or inde-
pendence that women may gain due to education and employment. Recent research on gender in
developing countries, however, suggests that women’s ability to control various aspects of their
lives is not necessarily based on their ability to act independently.29 Depending on the accept-
ability and preferences in a given society regarding access and control over resources, opportu-
nities and information, women’s autonomy may or may not be equal with empowerment.
Second, if the constraints imposed on women’s involvement in domestic decisions by the
larger social context are great enough, personal accumulation of resources may not serve to

23 Randall Collins et al., ‘Toward an Integrated theory of Gender Stratification’, Sociological Perspectives 36 (1993):
185–216; Myra Ferree, ‘Beyond Separate Spheres: Feminism and Family History’, Journal of Marriage and the
Family 52 (1990): 866–84.

24 Bradley and Khor, ‘Toward an Integration of Theory and Research on the Status of Women’, 347–57; Mason, ‘The
Status of Women’, 284–300.

25 Mason, ‘The Status of Women’, 284–300.
26 John Caldwell, Theory of Fertility Decline (London: Academic Press, 1982).
27 Ester Boserup, Women’s Role in Economic Development (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1970).
28 Lourdes Beneria and Gita Sen, ‘Accumulation, Reproduction, and Women’s Role in Economic Development:

Boserup Revisited’, Signs 7 (1981): 279–98; Robert Connell, ‘Theorizing Gender’, Sociology 19 (1985): 260–72.
29 Niluger Isvan, ‘Productive and Reproductive Decisions in Turkey: The Role of Domestic Bargaining’, The Journal of

Marriage and the Family 53 (1991): 1057–70; Sunita Kishor, ‘Autonomy and Egyptian Women: Findings from the
1988 Egypt Demographic and Health Survey’, Occasional Paper 2 (Calverton: Macro International, 1995).
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empower them. For example, Sharma’s comparison of two North Indian communities shows
that despite women’s extensive involvement with productive labour in one region, patriarchal
ideologies prevent women’s empowerment in both regions.30 Margery Wolf’s study in China
shows that greater access to education and the paid labour force for women in the preceding
decades did not significantly alter power relationships within the family.31 Baxter and Kane’s
recent study shows how powerful patriarchal gender norms at the societal and community
level can mute individual differences in men’s and women’s attitudes and behaviours.32 In
such cases, educated and employed women are in as disadvantaged a position as those with
no schooling or jobs.

This paper addresses the need for empirical analysis and potential challenge to some of these
assumptions by investigating the relationship between schooling of girls, paid employment of
women and empowerment. The data draws on qualitative field research conducted in Fiji
with several women and men across six communities, exploring how gender affects their every-
day lives and their aspirations, education, job choices, decision-making and other aspects of
well-being. It is argued that the relevance of schooling and paid work in promoting gender
equality depends on the social context under consideration that is shaped by gender relations
and differentials in the attainment of education and employment. This is because access to
schools and paid work does not tell the whole story such as different time constraints and
home expectations attached to gender roles and expectations. Empirical evidence will illustrate
that education is emancipatory to some degree, provided it is accompanied by less restrictive
gender roles and norms in the family. Gendered cultural norms affect educational choices of
parents for their children, which, in turn, impact on children’s participation decisions. In devel-
oping countries, cultural factors such as patriarchal norms are commonly cited in sociological
studies as a reason for girl’s limited participation in school.33 It will be argued that increased
enrolment and labour force participation rates among girls and women with changing norms
about the value of girls’ education in Fiji does not necessarily translate into increased gender
equality because girls still face more obstacles in successfully participating in school or paid
employment because pervasive gender norms on breadwinner–homemaker beliefs still matter
within families.

Theoretical framework

In this paper, the social construction of gender is central to the analysis as both a conceptual and
an empirical category.34 In Sandra Harding’s formulation,35 gender is a property of individuals, of
social structures and institutions, and of symbolic/conceptual systems. Empiricist approaches are
concerned mainly with the first two properties. But in this study, gender is an empirical category
emanating from differences in male and female bodies as well as a conceptual category of analy-
sis. Here, gender analyses explore the relationships between women and men in terms of the
gender division of labour (who does which jobs), the gendered distribution of resources (who
has what) and the gendered impact of new resources coming into the family/household system
(who gets what). As Crompton noted, the division of labour is never merely an economic, but

30 Ursula Sharma, ‘Women’s Participation in Agriculture in India’, Current Anthropology 23 (1982): 194–95.
31 Margery Wolf, Revolution Postponed: Women in Contemporary China (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,

1985).
32 Janeen Baxter and Emily Kane, ‘Dependence and Independence: A Cross National Analysis of Gender Inequality and

Gender Analysis’, Gender and Society 9 (1995): 193–215.
33 J. Davidson and M. Kanyuka, ‘Girls’ Participation in Basic Education in Southern Malawi’, Comparative Education

Review 36 (1992): 446–66; K. Hyde, Women’s Education in Developing Countries: Barriers, Benefits and Policies
(Washington, DC: World Bank, 1993), Chapter 1.

34 Barker, ‘Beyond Women and Economics’, 2189–206.
35 Sandra Harding, The Science Question in Feminism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1986).
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also a cultural phenomenon – as the gender coding of particular tasks attests.36 Thus a major
dimension structuring the gender division of labour has been the gender coding of caring and
market work, which reaches its extreme in the breadwinner model.37 This division based on
gender further defines the roles of both male and female and places women as reproductive
units, restricting them to the role of mother and wife within the domestic domain, while males
are placed as productive and the controlling the household and the public domain.

The feminist interpretive approach adopted in this study will illuminate the relationship
between the conceptual and empirical aspects of gender. As Eudine Barriteau puts it,38 the
material and ideological relations of gender are both relations of power: the former concerning
the relative access to resources by women and men, the latter concerning the social meanings
of masculinity and femininity. Dismantling gender inequality and entrenched gender norms
requires a consideration of both. Moreover, as Peterson argues,39 feminism is not only about
empowering women but also involves a ‘transformative critique of hierarchies that are linked
and ideologically ‘naturalized’ by denigration of the feminine. Gender casts the subordinate –

women as well as economically, racially and culturally marginalized men – as ‘other’ and natur-
alizes hierarchy and domination’.40 It is important to stress here that Peterson is not arguing that
gender oppression is the root of all other oppressions. Rather, she is arguing that denigration of the
feminine naturalizes domination and ‘produces even as it obscures vast inequalities of power,
authority and resource distribution’.41

The social construction of gender is, therefore, central to my argument and analysis presented
in this paper. The link between women and reproductive labour/caring labour is explained not by
women’s biological propensities but rather by a social construction of gender that assigns certain
tasks and responsibilities to women and others to men.42 The liberal interpretation sees gender
differences diminishing as women participate equally with men in the public sphere including
paid work and education. Unfortunately, this has not happened. Despite several decades of
women’s increased participation in the labour force, and an equally long period of feminist
praxis, little progress has been made in renegotiating the gender division of labour within the
household.43 A range of evidence from Britain relating to the division of labour, control of
money within households and attitudes to gender roles more generally indicates that women’s
part-time working has not been associated with any substantial change in gender relations.44

Social exchange, bargaining and contract models predicted that women’s greater labour force par-
ticipation would enable them to negotiate more equal sharing of unpaid work.45

36 Rosemary Crompton, Restructuring Gender Relations and Employment: The Decline of the Male Breadwinner
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).

37 Ibid.
38 Eudine Barriteau, ‘Engendering Development or Gender Mainstreaming? A Critical Assessment from the Common-

wealth Caribbean’, in Feminist Economists and the World Bank: History, Theory and Policy, ed. Edith Kuiper and
Drucilla Barker (London: Routledge, 2005).

39 Spike Peterson, A Critical Rewriting of Global Political Economy: Integrating Reproductive, Productive and Virtual
Economies (London: Routledge, 2003).

40 Ibid.
41 Peterson, A Critical Rewriting of Global Political Economy, 28. As Barker (‘BeyondWomen and Economics’) notes,

while there may be nuanced disagreements over Peterson’s articulation of the centrality of gender, the movement
from the purely empirical to the conceptual remains a shared commitment.

42 Barker, ‘Beyond Women and Economics’, 2189–206.
43 Michael Bittman, ‘Parenthood without Penalty: Time Use and Public Policy in Australia and Finland’, Feminist

Economics 5, no. 3 (1999): 27–42; Suzanne Bianchi, ‘Maternal Employment and Time with Children: Dramatic
Change or Surprising Continuity?’, Demography 37, no. 4 (2000): 401–14.

44 Caroline Vogler and Jan Pahl, ‘Social and Economic Change and the Organisation of Money within Marriage’,Work,
Employment and Society 7, no. 4 (1993): 77–90.

45 Paula England and George Farkas, Households, Employment, and Gender: A Social, Economic and Demographic
View (New York: Aldine deGruyter, 1986).
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The revolution in the gendered division of labour, however, stalled at the door of most house-
holds.46 While women’s labour force participation continues to rise globally, the increase in
men’s share of domestic work and childcare has been modest, remaining about one-third of
the time contribution of women.47 Berk suggests that the persistence of women’s responsibility
for the domestic sphere arises because couples ‘do’ gender.48 Couples ‘do’ gender to legitimate
social arrangements based on gender category.49 Hochschild argues that where men’s beliefs
about relative gender power are threatened by wives’ earning power, couples seek a balance
by having the breadwinning wife do more domestic tasks regardless of the ‘logic of the pocket-
book’.50 Empirical support for this conjecture has been found in the USA51 and Australia:52 as
wives become primary breadwinners, they do more of the domestic tasks to reinforce traditional
gender identities.

Gender, then, becomes an important analytical variable in and of itself. Women and men have
different interests and opportunities because of their different institutional positions in sites like
the family and the labour market.53 The feminist interpretive approach used in this paper can flesh
out these reasons by exploring how dominant ideologies – particularly those associated with the
male breadwinner/female caregiver model of the family – shape both the ideological construction
of gender and the social organization of tasks and labour. Using this approach, this paper will
provide some answers to why the gendered division of labour in the household is proving so
resistant to change despite the changing values and increased participation of girls and women
in education and paid employment. For example, how families decide how much to spend on edu-
cation for daughters and sons, how to allocate different tasks (inside and outside the household),
and other matters that influence gender outcomes. It is argued that families make these choices on
the basis of preferences, incentives and constraints of different family members, and in relation to
gendered roles and social norms. The power and coercive dimensions of social norms are seen as
important elements of gendered structures of constraint.54 Here, structures of gender inequality,
rooted in the sexual division of labour and women’s primary responsibility for the reproductive
sector, shape economic outcomes.

The paper begins with a brief discussion on the context of study and qualitative methodology
that was employed. The purpose of this section is to take brief stock of the changes in gender out-
comes in Fiji in recent decades. Many of these changes have occurred because of the wave of
global prosperity that has swept across much of developing world.55 The next section then pre-
sents key themes and empirical evidence from across six communities and highlights some
domains of gender equality where there has been very little – or very slow – change. These gen-
dered domains include educational aspirations, labour market participation and access, time-use,
and gender roles and social norms. As argued in this paper, empowerment entails not only posi-
tive changes in these critical aspects of gender equality but also the dismantling of the cultural
norms and traditional practices that devalue and disempower women.

46 Arlie Hochschild, The Second Shift: Working Parents and the Revolution at Home (London: Piatkus Ltd, 1989).
47 Peter-Hans Blossfeld and Sonja Drobnic, A Cross-National Comparative Approach to Couples’ Careers: FromMale

Breadwinner to Dual Earner Families (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).
48 Sarah Berk, The Gender Factory: The Apportionment of Work in American Households (New York: Plenum Press,

1985).
49 Candace West and Don Zimmerman, ‘Doing Gender’, Gender and Society 1, no. 2 (1987): 125–51.
50 Hochschild, ‘The Second Shift: Working Parents’.
51 Julie Brines, ‘Economic Dependency, Gender and the Division of Labor at Home’, American Journal of Sociology

100, no. 3 (1994): 652–88.
52 Bittman, ‘Parenthood without Penalty’, 27–42
53 BernardWalters, ‘Engendering Macroeconomics: A Reconsideration of Growth Theory’,World Development 23, no.

11 (1995): 1869–80.
54 Nancy Folbre, Who Pays for the Kids? Gender and Structures of Constraint (New York: Routledge, 1994).
55 Ibid.
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Country context

Today, Fiji has a population of about 837,271 people. About 57% of the population is indigenous
Fijians and 37% Fiji Indians (descendants of Indian workers brought to Fiji during colonization),
and the remaining 6% consists of minority communities, including people of mixed ethnic origin
and settlers from various Pacific Island countries, Australia, New Zealand, China and Europe
lumped as ‘Others’.56 Participants in this study were selected from two major ethnic groups,
the indigenous Fijians and Fiji Indians with equal representation of males and females from
six selected communities.

Indigenous Fijian homogenous culture places considerable emphasis on communal values and
respect for traditional cultural norms and for chiefs. Gender relations are influenced by traditional
values that emphasize the authority of chiefs, who are predominantly male, and the precedence of
men before women. On the other hand, Fiji Indian society is more culturally diverse than Fijian
society, as Fiji Indians originate from many different parts of the Indian subcontinent. Most
belong to various Hindu denominations, but there is also a minority of Muslims and Christians
of various denominations. Gender relations are influenced by various traditional cultural values
originating from South Asia.57 Patriarchal ideology emphasizes formal male authority in
decision-making and over property ownership.

However, there has been significant progress in the march for women’s rights, with better out-
comes in a few domains – both in absolute terms and relative to men. For example, the enrolment
ratios show no significant inequality between boys and girls at primary and secondary level. In
year 2000, at the age of 6, 97.5% of females and 97.6% of males attended school in Fiji. By
2006, the rate fell to 91.1% for female enrolment and 91.4% for male enrolment.58 Women are
less likely than men to enrol in tertiary education programmes even though more girls are now
able to survive secondary schools.59 Similarly, female labour force participation has also
grown over the years, with expanding economic opportunities drawing large numbers of new
female workers into the market. The female labour force participation rate increased from
29.1% in 1990 to 39.2% in 2007, while for males this rate actually declined from 83.6% in
1990 to 78.8% in 2007.60 The gender gap narrowed, with the labour force participation rate
increasing for women with some levels of education.61 While more women have undertaken
paid work over the 1990 to 2007 period, their work environment is often one which is best charac-
terized as unsuitable, with low health and safety standards, such as those found in the garment
industry.62 In this situation, women are willing to enter the labour force even at fairly low
wages because unearned incomes are also low. Furthermore, poverty is perhaps one of the signifi-
cant factors that have pushed more women into the labour market, especially with economic
restructuring, the establishment of garment factories in the late 1980s to 1990s and the demand
for women’s labour.63

While gender balance in education has been achieved and some improvements are witnessed
in female labour force participation rate, Fiji falls well short of empowering women, particularly
in terms of their involvement in the formal sector and high-level decision-making. As in many

56 Fiji Bureau of Statistics, 2007 Census of Population and Housing (Suva, Fiji: Fiji Bureau of Statistics, 2007).
57 Priya Chattier, ‘Gender, Survival and Self-respect: Dimensions of Agency for Women within a Poor Rural Indo-

Fijian Community’ (PhD diss., The Australian National University, 2008).
58 Fiji Ministry of National Planning, Millennium Development Goals: 2nd Report 1990–2009 for Fiji Islands (Suva:

Ministry of National Planning, 2010).
59 Fiji Bureau of Statistics, 2007 Census of Population and Housing.
60 Fiji Ministry of National Planning, Millennium Development Goals.
61 Wadan Narsey, Gender Issues in Employment, Unemployment and Incomes in Fiji (Suva, Fiji: Vanuavou, 2007).
62 Fiji Ministry of National Planning, Millennium Development Goals.
63 Chandra Dharma and Lewai Vasemaca, Women and Men of Fiji Islands: Gender Statistics and Trends (Suva, Fiji:

Fiji Bureau of Statistics, 2005).
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other developing countries, Fiji women’s participation in economic activity, and particularly in
formal sector employment, has been low. Cultural and religious attitudes towards women’s
role in social and economic development limit their participation in employment. The traditional
beliefs – that men’s work is ‘outside’ the house and women’s ‘inside’ the house, and more so that
women’s role is to be mothers and wives – and their increased emphasis on their reproductive
roles in society have constrained women’s participation in the labour market.64 Furthermore,
the persistence of gender ideologies about the normative roles of men and women in society con-
tinue to influence their choices for participation in the labour force and familial responsibilities (as
will be discussed below). It has often been posited that cultural social norms ‘hold back’ and
reinforce gender gaps despite economic progress in some domains.

Location, sample and methodology

The sample in this study included three urban and three rural communities with equal
representation of ethnicity and gender. For an understanding of gender differences in economic
decision-making, it was important to hypothesize about contextual factors that may influence
gender disparities in Fiji, and select communities that would provide a good range of experiences
to enrich and inform a comparative analysis. Urban and rural differences were one obvious
criterion for the selection of sites, together with ethnicity, which cut across gender differences
in economic decision-making within urban and rural settings. Eight males and females each
were selected for focused group discussions in three age groups: adolescents (12–16 years);
young adults (18–24) and mature adults (25–60 years) from each of the six communities. In
addition, three participants each were selected from the six communities for mini case studies
(or in-depth interviews). A sample of 51 participants was selected from each community with
a total sample size of 306 participants informing this qualitative study.

The methodology was based on qualitative methods and approaches to explore the gender
dimensions that surround economic decision-making processes, and whether and how they
may be changing. The range of methods used was guided by the World Bank’s qualitative assess-
ment on gender and economic choices, as Fiji was part of this global study. The focused group
discussions were held with a range of participants and, for the purposes of this paper, selected
findings from the discussions will be presented here. The focus group discussions examined
how major economic decisions are considered, negotiated and pursued with family members
and with other actors in the marketplace and wider community context. Questions also probed
how gender roles and norms in these different arenas may be changing given the changing
socio-economic and political climate in Fiji in the recent decades. This brings us to the next
section, where the paper presents data to analyse how social norms continue to bind to varying
degrees across the six communities, and a chasm remains between theory and practice.

Education and aspirations – where do gender differences really matter?

A decade into the new millennium, there are many reasons to feel optimistic about the state of
women’s education in Fiji. Progress has been remarkable, and many of the gaps salient in the
twentieth century have closed. As stated before, today girls and boys in Fiji participate equally
in primary and secondary education. Participants across urban and rural communities in Fiji
between the ages of 11 and 17 talked about their everyday life, their use of time, their aspirations

64 Jacqueline Leckie, ‘Gender and Work in Fiji: Constraints to Re-negotiation’, in Bitter Sweet: Indigenous Women in
the Pacific, ed. Alison Jones, Phyllis Herda, and Tamasailau Suaalii (Otago: University of Otago Press, 2000), 73–92;
Christy Harrington, ‘Marriage to Capital: The Fallback Positions of Fiji’s Women Garment Workers’, Development
in Practice 14, no. 4 (2004): 495–507.
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and hopes for their future. Aware of the demands and opportunities of today’s globalizing world,
boys and girls in Fiji deeply value education and aspire to good jobs. Their answers and conversa-
tions also bring to light how early in life gender differences emerge and how expected gender
roles and behaviours permeate all aspects of their everyday lives – from their relation with
their parents to their evaluations of each other. This often included their definition of what
constitutes appropriate behaviour – what it means to be a good or bad girl, a good or bad boy.
Dedicating effort to study and doing well in school were defining attributes of good girls and
good boys alike and also one of their main responsibilities.

Adolescents and their parents alike place a high value on education. Most of the adolescents
interviewed were attending school. Consistent with this message, participants from the six com-
munities noted that changing aspirations of parents towards educational investment in girls was
sufficient to increase female participation in education. Participants highlighted that when returns
to women’s education increased, so did parental investments in the schooling of the girls. In both
Fijian and Indian communities regardless of ethnicity, education is now seen as a pathway to sal-
vation and an end to the miseries and hardships faced by the previous generations such as their
parents. Positive perceptional changes towards the value placed on girls’ education is witnessed
from the aspirations that parents have for their daughters. For example, Sabina from Community
T said ‘my father wants me to be a nurse’ and Titilia said, ‘my father wants me to be a doctor and
have a good job’ (adolescent female). Vika, on the other hand, said:

My mum had to help look after her brothers and sisters, so she could not complete her schooling or
have opportunities to work. She then had six children herself and had to stay home and look after
them. She spends all her days doing housework like washing, cleaning and looking after the
family. I do not want to have that life and would like to work as secondary school teacher.
(Female adolescent from a rural community)

Girls and boys now have an expectation to get an education ensuring them a better future than
their parents had. Participants from rural Community B echoed this sentiment that they want a
different life than their mothers’ and they think education is the path for their salvation. For
example, Neelu mentioned ‘education first and then work. Get married last, not at a young age
like my mother’ (adolescent female group in Community B). Similarly, adolescent females
from urban Community T mentioned that ideally they would like to have advanced degrees to
enable them to have a good job. Education is seen as the pathway to learning, helping parents
and needy people and in improving their standards of living.

But participants also mentioned that they might not reach the education levels they wish for.
When asked to compare their desires with reality, all participants across the communities said they
would like to attain at least a university degree or diploma, but rural girls were aware that their
schooling is unlikely to extend beyond secondary level. One very interesting comment was
made by a Fiji Indian female adolescent from urban Community L that because of culture one
may not be able to realize the ideals of getting a higher degree since:

After completing Form 7, my parents will marry me to a Muslim guy from overseas because if I am
highly educated then there is a fear that I may get a boy through my personal choice. So many Muslim
parents like mine prefer overseas bridegrooms so that if he wants he can support wife’s education after
marriage.

The reasons that explain the gap between their wishes and reality range from physical distance to
school, economic hardships of parents and gender roles. Distance and lack of infrastructure affects
boys and girls alike, but girls have more difficulties when there is no university in the village, or
when their friends start dropping out of school and they have no friends to join them on their
journey to school/university. In all communities, girls face more mobility restrictions than boys
do. On the other hand, mobility is also driven by social norms on acceptable behaviour for
women – norms around their role as caregivers, codes of modesty and codes of honour – as

70 P. Chattier

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
A

uc
kl

an
d 

L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 0
8:

35
 2

3 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
5 



well as beliefs about women’s safety in public spaces. In this qualitative study, participants
especially from rural Indian communities noted that social norms are the most frequently reported
constraint on physical mobility, followed by public safety. For instance, norms that affect
women’s mobility including those governing the appropriateness of using hired vehicles after
dark when travelling from university/college located in town centres. Boys and girls are also
affected by their family’s economic situation. Boys leave school to contribute to family income
and girls to help at home. In these cases, the number and order of children play an important
role in parent’s decisions. ‘If possible, all children are in school; if there is poverty in the
family, younger ones are sent to school and old ones like myself would be asked to leave
school and start work’, said a Fijian boy from Community T.

Prevalent views of gender roles and binding social norms also shape adolescents’ daily lives. The
expectation that girls will help in the house and take on the responsibility for certain chores means
that girls enjoy less free time than boys. Across the six communities, it was unanimously recognized
that ‘boys have more free time as they don’t have to clean, wash or prepare food’. For instance, Saini
from urban Fijian Community T ‘wakes up and starts the day with morning devotion before having
breakfast and then goes to school. After school, I wash my school uniform as part for my domestic
responsibility’. The common norm is that females wake up early, around 5–6 in the morning, and
work inside the home for about two hours and in the afternoons after school they work inside the
home again for a few hours before they have free time from 8pm. While boys are expected to
help, their tasks are more contained and take less of their time. For instance, some of the domestic
tasks that boys across the communities have to do include collecting firewood, feeding pigs, picking
up coconuts, weeding and picking up rubbish for an hour in the afternoons only.

This means more freedom of movement for boys and restrictions to the home space for girls.
The flip side is that girls bear a larger share of domestic labour and households rely heavily on
children, especially girls, for natural resource collection and caring for family members. But
girls are willing and open to challenge the norms that confine them to the domestic sphere.
While young men have a more traditional view of the role of women in the household, girls
aspire to a different life from their mothers and want to combine both productive and reproductive
tasks. While admiring the hardworking nature, devotion and care of their mothers, most girls
whose mothers are housewives do not want to replicate this in the future. ‘Our mothers’ lives
were difficult. They stay home and have a lot of responsibilities – look after kids, household
chores, cooking and cleaning and work on farms’, ‘[we want] better education and advanced
job in life’. Hence, girls’ and boys’ educational paths diverge because of multiple barriers that
work simultaneously to influence choices. These barriers are norms governing gender roles in
the household that constrain women’s choice of occupation. At this point, I want to draw some
conclusions on the patterns of aspirations between the Fijian communities and the Fiji Indian
communities. The next section is devoted to identifying and understanding the causes of employ-
ment segregation by gender.

Gender differences in employment and why they matter

Gender differences in access to economic opportunities are frequently debated in relation to
gender differences in labour market participation. This section looks beyond such participation
for two reasons. First, a focus exclusively on labour force participation provides only a partial
picture of women’s and men’s experience in the labour market. Far from being a simple decision
about whether or not to join the labour force, participation in paid work involves reallocating time
across a variety of activities – a process that can be difficult and costly, particularly for women.
And a focus on participation masks gender differences in the nature and dynamics of work.
Second, despite significant progress in female labour force participation in Fiji over the past
two decades, pervasive and persistent gender differences remain in the types of jobs available
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to women and men. This section will attempt to identify why some industries and employment has
become feminized in Fiji and why there may be more ‘bad’ jobs for women than men, or less
employment for women. Here we discuss whether or not gender plays an important role in
women’s and men’s access and participation in the labour market and whether or not the type
of jobs that men and women do is based on gendered perceptions and gender stereotypes.

When talking to women and men in three urban and three rural communities in Fiji, they men-
tioned what good and bad jobs are and who does them. A good job is a well-paid job, as illustrated
below. Participants across three Fijian communities highlighted that the best and most common
ways to make a living for women are as housemaid/cleaner/babysitting, fishing, making handi-
crafts and selling them, poultry and pig farming, small home-based businesses such as baking
and selling food, botanical and subsistence farming and sales. As Loa from Draiba said, ‘I
work in the fishing company and we lucky to be working in this factory even though many of
us have only primary and secondary level education’. On the other hand the best ways for men
to make a living in the Fijian communities included cash crop farming, poultry farming, pig
and cattle farming, fishing and sea-cucumber sale, police and military forces and other civil
service jobs such as teaching, hospital work, and carpentry.

By contrast, the best ways of making a living for both men and women in Indian communities
included jobs such as teaching, fishing, poultry, sheep and cattle farming, vegetable farming,
accountant, lawyer and doctor. Jobs specific to women included tailoring, teaching, nursing
and house girl, while jobs specific to men are mechanic, driver, policeman, root crop farming,
sales boy, carpentry and house construction. Overall, many Indian participants identified teach-
ing, accountancy, business owners, manager, bank officer, cashier/salesperson, cook/chef,
farming and customs officer as the best ways to make a living. Participants also stated that the
best jobs are safe and easy and provide a good source of income. Women and men in Fiji consider
most jobs (that is, 60% of all jobs) to be good, irrespective of their age or place of residence. And
even though the nature of jobs varies by location (urban and rural areas), there are some remark-
able similarities in what are considered to be good and bad jobs. Working as a public servant or in
a high-skill job (doctor, lawyer, accountant) is generally considered good. Ethnicity plays an
important role as well – whereby Fiji Indian participants mostly identified professional jobs as
the best way of making a living and Fijians mostly cited agricultural farming and agribusiness.
Women are for the most part concentrated in ‘feminine’ jobs, tending to involve responsibilities
for care. This explains why women throughout the world are over-represented in the nursing and
teaching professions.65 More women in this study were found to be doing child-care jobs such as
babysitting with caring responsibilities.

In any case, the most important question is why women continue to enter these jobs, even in
economic environments in which they seem to have some choice with some level of educational
attainment, and when the earnings advantages of going into male-dominated jobs are clear. One
obvious explanation is that women are socialized as young children to specialize in traditionally
female tasks.66 Still, one would expect such gender norms to be weakened with more girls attend-
ing school and also improving their educational attainment. But patriarchal ideologies are often
maintained via the incorporation of women into the paid labour market in ways that do not
unduly challenge traditional gender norms, as reflected in the quote below. Adolescent males
from Community N feel that:

House girl jobs are worst and unsafe because women don’t know the nature of the family they are
working for. Izzat khatre mein rahe, sake hadsaa ke shikaar hoi jai (women’s virtue and chastity
in danger and can become victims of some incidents like rape etc.). Also if women work late then

65 Richard Anker, Gender and Jobs: Sex Segregation of Occupations in the World (Geneva: International Labour
Organization, 1998), 163.

66 Paula England, Comparable Worth: Theories and Evidence (New York: Aldine de Gruyter, 1992).
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their husbands may not like it which will cause fights and separation. Women get a bad name if they
work at night.

In the case of rural communities, strong patriarchal traditions and inter-generational gender norms
tend to perpetuate women’s segregation into feminine jobs. Across all communities, employment
segregation by gender is significant – about 50% of all jobs are considered to be men’s jobs or
women’s jobs but more are men’s than women’s. As noted earlier, whether a job is considered
male, female or neutral reflects traditional gender roles and perceptions. For example, Indian
female youths from Community L stated: ‘For some jobs like grass cutting or heavy jobs need phys-
ical manpower and female can do lighter tasks. So yes men and female are good in different skills
and good at different work – for example, heavy tasks normally done well by men than by female.’

Employment segregation by gender and the share of females in such jobs is higher for bad
jobs. More than 60% of all bad jobs identified by participants are gender specific and of those,
25–35% are female jobs. The female share of the labour force in gender segregated jobs intensifies
rigid gender norms and stereotypes for men and women. Evidence from the field suggests that,
apart from the effect of modernization on values and aspiration for girls’ educational attainment,
women’s role in the economy and labour market has had limited effect on changing gender norms
and stereotypes. Traditional beliefs based on the male breadwinner model – such as men’s work is
‘outside’ the house and women’s ‘inside’ the house, and that women’s role is to be mothers and
wives – have constrained women’s full participation in the labour market. The general agreement
across the communities was that some girls are kept ‘inside the home’ by their parents so that they
can help their parents with household chores and look after their younger brothers and sisters, and
a few of them get married early as well. But boys can move freely around the community and
outside. Social norms appear particularly binding in areas such as family formation. Very few
boys marry at a very young age, but the prevalence of young girls marrying at the age of 18 is
still high in rural communities.

Women globally are segregated into particular occupations and industries and Fiji is no differ-
ent. The increased supply of female labour in certain classes of jobs or sectors or rather ‘feminized
jobs’ tend to be associated with Fiji’s socio-economic and political climate. Like many Pacific
Island countries, Fiji is moving from a high reliance on subsistence agriculture to high reliance
on the cash economy. In addition to high levels of employment in the public sector, labour
force participation by both men and women is also concentrated in several areas: tourism, man-
ufacturing and agriculture.67 Tax free zones and incentives to foreign manufacturers have brought
low-wage manufacturing to Fiji in the form of garment factories and fish processing. Employees
are primarily women, and the wages they receive are not sufficient to support their families. The
three political coups in the last 20 years meant job losses for thousands and the worst affected
were women. Redundancies meant reduction in earnings leading to reduced spending which
affected small businesses, market vendors and farmers. Pay cuts and reduced hours also affect
domestic workers such as housekeepers and baby sitters. Handicraft sellers and others who
relied on tourism were also seriously affected. One of the results of these patterns has been unem-
ployment, lower wages and the feminization of labour in gender segregated industries leading to
persistent wage gaps.68

Social norms prevent – or promote (persistence of gender inequality)

The discussion above noted that progress in one dimension of gender equality does not increase
the effects on another dimension. A lack of progress in one dimension can compound the negative

67 Chandra Dharma and Lewai Vasemaca, Women and Men of Fiji Islands: Gender Statistics and Trends (Suva, Fiji:
Fiji Bureau of Statistics, 2005).

68 Wadan Narsey, Gender Issues in Employment, Unemployment and Incomes in Fiji (Suva, Fiji: Vanuavou, 2007).
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effects in another – thereby gender differences can endure, bound together by many layers of con-
straints that reinforce one another. For instance, when questions on what does it mean to be a
‘good wife’ and a ‘good husband’ were put to participants in urban and rural settings and different
ethnic groups, the social norms for what makes a good wife were remarkably similar. The percep-
tions of a ‘good wife’ now compared to the previous generation were quite consistent, emphasiz-
ing the virtuous, dutiful wife obeying her husband who reciprocates by being a provider and
protector. There was a strong sense of complementarity in Fijian and Fiji Indian communities
where husband and wife as partners ensure the success of their family through their respective
roles. Qualities people identified as desirable for a good wife and good husband are influenced
by pragmatic as well as more idealistic concerns. The wife should obey her husband in a hierarch-
ical relationship where they endeavour to work hard and provide for the family in their own
domains. For example, the woman looks after the children, the household, daily food, the in-
laws, visitors and farm work. The man looks after the farm and works in paid employment.

This shows that while the roles of ‘wife’ and ‘husband’ may be complementary, they are not
equal, as it is clear that the man is regarded as head of the household. Even where women worked
outside their homes, participants noted that the norms surrounding a good wife remained similar.
Being a good wife also systematically involved respecting one’s husband – being faithful, sup-
portive, respectful and submissive. Participants seldom neglected the many norms associated
with the attributes of their personal identity as a good ‘wife’ that structure the paramount
social relations in the household and in the community. In fact, men and women’s definitions
of what it means to be a good husband reaffirmed many stereotypes about masculinity. Across
rural and urban settings and ethnic groups in this study, what defines a good husband, overall,
is the ability to provide. Participants thought that nothing much has changed in terms of ‘what
a good husband is’ now and in previous generation – a good husband earns income, is the
head of the household and looks after the family.

One domain where gender differences appear to be particularly persistent is the allocation of
time to housework and care. Over time and across communities, irrespective of income, women
bear disproportionate responsibility for housework and care, while men are mostly responsible for
market work. These differences, deeply rooted in gender roles, reduce women’s leisure, welfare
and well-being. Even though more girls are now in schools and also in paid employment, girls and
women still bear a larger share of domestic labour. Even in countries such as Cambodia, Bulgaria,
Italy, Pakistan, South Africa and Sweden – with widely different incomes, economic structures
and social norms – the patterns are remarkably similar to Fiji.69 Everywhere, women devote
1–3 hours more a day to housework than men; 2–10 times the amount of time a day to care
(of children, elderly and the sick), and 1–4 hours less a day to market activities.70 These are
averages for men and women and the differences are accentuated with family formation. In
this study, women noted that they spend at least one hour a day, or 30%, more on housework
than their single counterparts.

Similarly, the presence of children, particularly small children, significantly increased the
amount of care by both men and women, but more for women. Social norms around the role
of women in the household and society therefore influence the trade-offs between market work
and housework. Women are thus more likely to value flexible work arrangements and to
supply fewer hours of market work on average than men, putting them at risk of being channelled
into lower quality and low paid jobs. Social norms around male breadwinner and female carer
roles explain the relationship between gender differences in time use and employment segregation
by gender. Whilst more parents are now investing in girl’s education, which provides a window

69 World Bank,World Development Report: Gender Equality and Development (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2012),
80.

70 Ibid.
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on how social perceptions have shifted slightly, social attitudes towards women’s primary roles as
mothers and homemakers persist.

Conclusion – what this means for policy on gender equality

This paper argues and challenges the limitations of the theoretical presumptions that focus on
women’s empowerment through education and paid work as an essential means towards devel-
opment and also to rectify gender inequalities. Qualitative research methodologies with the use
of focused group discussion data have been utilized to empirically examine the relationship
between schooling, paid work and women’s empowerment in the family and household. The
empirical evidence makes a strong case for the need to move away from broad-based conceptu-
alizations of women’s empowerment and to consider gender as a social construct in understanding
the differences in the economic choices made by men and women regarding schooling and
employment. As in many, if not most societies, gender roles and norms in Fiji interact to
create higher expectations on, and more opportunities for, males than females to achieve in
school, to be good providers, and to command control over assets. This paper noted positive
values around education and employment ensuring greater freedom of mobility and accessibility
to schools and paid work in Fiji now than ever before. Changing gender norms and perceptions
across the communities place greater emphasis on education for both female and male children
and this was quite evident in the aspirations that parents and children had.

However, empirical evidence shows that gender roles and norms also dictate that females
shoulder disproportionate responsibilities for unpaid domestic and caretaking work, responsibil-
ities within the household. Across all communities, perhaps the most important factor that limits
the impact women’s work has on gender identities is the fact that economic independence and
autonomy through education does not bring with it social independence. This article presented
several examples, among many, of how constraints in one aspect of gender equality can hold
back progress on other dimensions, causing gender inequality to persist. As women enter paid
employment, these gender norms are reproduced by occupational segregation and in some
instance enforced by social sanctions. Persistent gender gaps in employment segregation result
from the fundamentally different experiences of women and men in accessing economic oppor-
tunities. The paper also highlighted time constraints, which mainly come from norms and beliefs
about who does housework and provides care within the home.

This study leads us to reach three broad conclusions regarding the nature of women’s empow-
erment and the role of education and employment in determining it. Empirical evidence confirms
that it is important (1) to define gender as a social construct in understanding the differential
power relations affecting access, control and distribution of resources, opportunities and work
between men and women; (2) to consider the socio-economic contexts of a particular society
under consideration; (3) to look beyond simplistic measures of education and employment as
advancement of gender equality and promoting women’s empowerment. Moreover, while
higher enrolment rates in school and the labour force participation rate of women shows progress
in Fiji in the last few decades, these are largely immaterial in determining women’s empowerment
and promotion of gender equality. Instead, it is the gendered division of labour and access to
information and resources in the family/household which are the key factors in defining who con-
trols, and who has access to power. Therefore, it is important to go beyond indicators such as
numbers of girls in school and number of women in paid work and to consider the complexities
of gender relations and intricacies of gender identities inherent in particular societies.

As the concept of women’s empowerment in developing countries takes centre stage in both
scholarly and policy dialogue forums, it becomes important that gender is analysed as both a con-
ceptual and empirical category to inform international consensus on the empowerment of women.
This paper challenges and serves to point out the limitations of the theoretical presumptions
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underlying the relationship between empowerment, education and employment that have been
emphasized in both existing literature and the current rhetoric on this issue. If the empowerment
of women is to rise above the rhetoric and be translated into reality, the embracement of education
and employment as easy and noncontroversial solutions is not sufficient. It is equally important to
deconstruct the category of ‘gender’ in considering explicitly the multiple and conflicting con-
straints of gender at the family and household level. Given that multiple constraints underlying
many gender gaps, emphasis should be placed on the type of interventions to understand
which constraints bind in different situations and which package is most effective in efforts to
reduce gender inequality and empower women.

It was also noted that the reproduction of specific gender inequalities across generations gives
rise to gender inequality traps. Hence measures should be targeted to address gender inequalities
that emerge in adolescence and early adulthood, a particularly critical time when decisions and
choices are made that determine outcomes regarding skills, economic opportunities and voice.
The effects of such policies will illustrate not only the importance of intervening early but also
the ways in which the realms of economic opportunities and agency are interrelated. For instance,
job training programmes can improve women’s employment prospects, but they may also delay
marriage and pregnancy – hence shaping the future human capital and voice of women. Also the
transition of young women into employment is a key moment to address the reproduction of
gender inequalities across generations. In fact, adolescence is the age when lifelong aspirations
are moulded and when social norms and perceptions really start to bind boys and girls. As wit-
nessed in this study, adolescence is also a period where horizons for boys expand while for
some girls it may shrink, especially for girls in rural areas where distance and norms around mobi-
lity can be a significant constraint. Interventions in this area would be needed to focus on building
life skills, including social capital for adolescent girls, improving their aspirations and agency,
reducing risky behaviour and reducing the intergenerational transmission of gender norms.
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