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From Thatch to Cement 

Social Implications of Housing 
Change on Rotuma 

a 
JAN RENSEL 

FOR CENTURIES, houses—their construction, maintenance, use, and 
even their location—have been central to the social reproduction of 
kin groups (kainaga) on the island of Rotuma.1 Kainaga membership 
is a matter of both blood relationship and active demonstrations of 
commitment. Blood ties are reckoned on the basis of a common 
ancestor who lived on or had claim in a named house site. And com
mitment to a kin group is demonstrated by giving materials and 
labor to building, maintaining, and furnishing a house, as well as by 
being a part of activities that take place in and around it. By attend
ing gatherings, contributing resources, helping prepare food, and eat
ing together with those who dwell in a given house, Rotumans 
repeatedly proclaim their connectedness. Rotuman houses stand as 
tangible reminders and powerful symbols, embodying the responsi
bilities and relationships of all who participate in their construction, 
repair, and use. 

Rotuma, like other Pacific Islands, has undergone significant 
social, economic and demographic change, especially during the past 
few decades. Studies elsewhere have pointed to the far-reach
ing effects of outmigration and remittances, for instance (see, e.g., 
Bertram and Watters 1985, 1986; Hooper and Huntsman 1973; 
Severance 1976; Shankman 1976, 1992; O'Meara 1986). Economic 
problems associated with these processes include declines in agri
cultural productivity, weakened potential for development, mainte
nance of high living standards by external subsidies, and consequent 
vulnerability to external economic fluctuations. Social impacts range 
from the erosion of traditional authority patterns and status struc
tures, and incipient class formation based on material wealth, to 

27 

ahoward
Typewritten Text
In Home in the Islands: Housing and Social Change in the Pacificedited by Jan Rensel and Margaret Rodman. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press (1997)


























































