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Location and Permanence

Since Rotumans reckon rights to house sites rather than to specific
structures, a house built on family land not on a traditional foun-
dation may be reserved for one’s children without contention. The
construction of permanent houses on fizag ri will necessitate some
renegotiation of criteria for claims to the site. It appears that capital
investment in a house is being recognized as sufficient justification
for a lineal family group to remain on a fizag ri. This has the added
implication of strengthening the claims of immediate descendants, by
their continuing presence, to not only the site but associated garden
lands and title, if any.

The shift to permanent buildings itself has implications for Rotu-
man dispute management. Avoidance is one of the major strategies
for dealing with conflict. A serious falling-out may result in one
party’s relocating to avoid contact with the other. One such instance
arose in 1989, when a household tore down their thatched dwelling
and rebuilt it at another location because of a disagreement over
claims to the first site. This option is practicable for people with iron
or wood houses, but out of the question for those with cement build-
ings. People may be able to get away temporarily by visiting relatives
elsewhere on the island, in Fiji, or abroad, but eventually they must
return or face having to give up a sizable investment of cash, labor,
and materials. Even more difficult are disputes over land claims in
which someone else attempts to force a household to leave. Bad feel-
ings are exacerbated by the specter of losing not only the land but a
permanent house and the work and relationships it represents.

Wealth, Rank, and Social Merit

Rotuman concepts of what constitutes a good house have been shaped
by missionary teaching and example, experiences with other out-
siders, and concerns for practicality and convenience. Whatever its
genesis, the predominance of European-style housing bears witness
to a valuing of imported over indigenous models. The switch to con-
crete structures after Hurricane Bebe was impelled not only by prac-
tical concerns and a desire for stronger materials, but also by a
pursuit of European goods for status purposes. By embracing Western-
style goods as status markers, Rotumans perhaps inadvertently have
contributed to changes in social relationships.

Over the past few decades, according to some observers, a Rotu-
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man’s house has become the “measuring-stick whereby one gauges
people’s wealth and status” (Plant 1991, 205). Prior to cession in
1881 there was little material difference among Rotuman houses in
style and furnishings. Chiefs’ houses were distinguished primarily by
their larger size, which reflected chiefly responsibility for hosting
visitors. In the past chiefs could call on community labor to build
their houses, but today if they want something other than a thatched
dwelling they are in the same position as everyone else: Materials,
and to some extent labor, cost money. A related change is an appar-
ent decline in the custom of claiming the particular house site that
goes with a title when a person is made a chief. When a man ap-
pointed to a certain subchiefly title moved back to Rotuma from Fiji
in 1988, the household head staying in a cement house on the site
affiliated with that title adamantly refused to allow the returnee to
move there. The new subchief subsequently built a thatched house on
other kginaga land.

At the same time, for some, Western-style houses may be becom-
ing increasingly important for establishing claims to chiefly titles. In
1988, during a discussion of qualities to look for in a candidate for
chieftainship, one Rotuman suggested to me the following criteria, in
this order (emphasis added):

. A handyman who works hard and can do a lot of things well

. Someone who participates in the community—not a loner

. A Christian who is active in church affairs

. Someone who looks like a chief and has a good house and
therefore can be looked up to

. Someone who speaks well

. One who is educated and can speak English well

. One who loves the people, that is, takes care of them
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The inclusion of housing in such formulations was not noted during
previous anthropological research on the island in 1960 (see
Howard 1970). A negative example is the case of one district chief
who in 1990 was subject to criticism for having a humble thatched
dwelling rather than a “proper house” in which to entertain visi-
tors. At present, the houses of most district chiefs are cement struc-
tures, but neither the largest nor the most imposing in their dis-
tricts.’6 Rather, people with higher earned incomes, or financial
support from off island, command the resources to develop elabo-
rate housing.
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A Good House—and A Good Provider

Evaluation of social merit aside from rank considerations seems also
to have been affected by increased access to Western-style housing.
Customarily, a Rotuman’s ability to provide an abundance of food,
primarily garden produce, has been of central importance in evaluat-
ing social merit. Recently, however, there is some suggestion this
measure has been eclipsed by one’s ability to provide a Western-style
house. Wilson Inia, Rotuma’s first senator to the Fiji legislature, said
in a 1974 speech in support of the savings and house loans programs
of the Fiji National Provident Fund:

One of the great responsibilities of a father to a family is to pro-
vide a house while he is alive, or if he has passed away, to leave
behind sufficient funds for the mother or the children to build a
house. That is good advice to a Rotuman whether he be in Suva or
in Rotuma. Any father who cannot provide that is a bad father.
(Parliamentary Debates, October 14, 1974)

I was told in 1988 that there is a Rotuman saying: “N6#6 ka 7i lelei,
ma ‘inea ne hua® lelei.” “When the house is good, you know the occu-
pants [those who look after it] are good.” But this may not represent
as much a disjunction from former bases for attributing merit as it
may first appear. The term hua‘i (shortened to hug‘ in this context)
connotes the work of caretaking. Rotumans who are long-term resi-
dents on the island, and are aware of the social histories of buildings,
are more likely to distinguish between merely having a nice house
and having done the work to procure the materials and build one.
Not taken in by appearances, those who know whose work is repre-
sented can judge houses much as they evaluate food production and
contributions.

Social pressure does not deter Rotumans from trying their best to
build and furnish their preferred house in whatever ways are open to
them. But not all Rotumans make the same choices. Over the past
decade, the advent of two-story houses on the island represents one
extreme. The man who built the first such house was subject to criti-
cism from others for his ostentatious display, but others have since
begun to follow his example: The 1989 survey turned up six houses
with two stories. These have been built with migrant or returnee
money and represent a valuing of comfort and status (defined in
urban wage-earner terms) over fitting into the community. In fact,
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for people with less urban experience, such elaborate houses have a
distancing and intimidating effect. At the other end of the spectrum
are the examples, mentioned above, of the two migrant Rotumans
who built thatched houses when they returned to the island to accept
chiefly titles. Their decision to do so may reflect other consider-
ations, such as a desire to limit monetary investment in imported
materials until they could see how the new positions would work
out. But by electing to build traditional Rotuman houses with the
help of the people they came to lead (and serve), these new chiefs also
gave priority to reconnecting with the community through the famil-
iar and time-honored practice of reciprocal labor.

Notes

This chapter is based on a review of historical documents, including the
field notes of previous ethnographers, and on research I conducted with
Alan Howard on Rotuma during six field trips, ranging from a few weeks to
six months, between 1987 and 1994. My research was sponsored in part by
a Fulbright Grant administered by the Institute for International Education.
Oral versions of this paper were presented at the University of Hawai‘i and
the University of the South Pacific. I am grateful to those who responded
with comments and suggestions, especially Dr. Vilsoni Hereniko, Paul Vau-
rasi, Mrs. Elisapeti Inia, and Prof. Asesela Ravuvu. This chapter is a reorga-
nized and expanded version of an article entitled “Housing and Social Rela-
tionships on Rotuma” that appeared in Rotuma: Hanua Pumue (Precious
Land) (Fatiaki et al. 1991).

1. For a guide to Rotuman pronunciation, see Churchward 1940, 13.

2.By the end of 1995 both cooperatives had ceased doing business.
While this sizably reduced the number of wage positions on the island,
opportunities for entrepreneurs have increased, and a number of individual
trading enterprises have sprung up.

3. One Fiji dollar is worth approximately sixty-seven cents in U.S. cur-
rency.

4. Elisapeti Inia instigated the development of curriculum materials for
teaching Rotuman language, oral traditions, and custom in schools in
Rotuma and Fiji. Her materials were recently adopted and expanded under
the auspices of the Curriculum Development Unit of the Fiji Department of
Education, with Mrs. Inia’s guidance and involvement.

5. Through their own experiences abroad as sailors, and the example of
visiting Europeans, Rotumans were exposed to and adopted a number of
innovations in furnishing their houses. For instance, a Mr. Emery, former
mate of an English whaleship who left that position for health reasons,
settled in Rotuma around 1829 and built a wooden house on the offshore
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islet of Uea. He had English furniture, cooking utensils, and pictures on
the walls. Emery married a Rotuman woman, and lived on Uea with about
sixty other Rotumans who reportedly treated him as their chief (Cheever
1834-1835). Another sailor from a whaling ship, visiting in the early 1850s,
noted that brightly colored curtains were used to screen the sleeping areas
of a large house he and his mates visited. He surmised these had been
traded by some whaling captain for hogs and other provisions (Haley 1948,
258).

6. Due to lack of funds, and competing demands for what money some
families did have available, many houses took years to complete.

7. Paul Vaurasi, a Rotuman who worked for many years in the Fiji gov-
ernment’s Department of Public Works, noted that new fizag 77 are some-
times constructed in order to create level ground on which to build.

8. Of the 414 households responding to the 1989 survey, 306 (74 per-
cent) said their houses were located on kainaga land. Other possibilities
were hanua togi, land owned outright as a result of purchase from other
Rotumans (9 percent); hanua na, land owned outright as a gift (2 percent);
hanua pau, land owned outright by those residing there, the only claimants
as a result of attrition (3 percent); hanua haisasigi, land belonging to siblings
(3 percent); lands belonging to government (2 percent) and church (3 per-
cent); and no information given (4 percent).

9. As in English usage, there are several euphemisms for the toilet in
Rotuman, including 77 mea‘me‘a ‘little house’, ri la‘oaga ‘house for going’,
and fa'u ‘out back’, as in ia la“ se fa* ‘he went out back’. When Howard con-
ducted his fieldwork on the island in 1960, outhouses were located either
inland (the back, according to Rotuman orientation) or at the end of a
wooden pier leading from the beach to beyond the high tide mark (Howard
1970, 31).

10. When roofing iron is replaced on dwellings, the old iron is often
reused for kobea or other outbuildings.

11. T am grateful to Paul Vaurasi for pointing this out.

12. Howard reports that in 1960 only in a few villages did the boys build
their own sleeping house; more often they used a structure that was tempo-
rarily available, or went to the home of an older single or widowed man
(Howard 1970, 66). During my fieldwork in the late 1980s, I observed that
while some slept in the home of their parents, many of the young men in
Oinafa village took their mats and mosquito nets to the community hall and
slept there instead.

13. Responses to the survey may reflect rhetoric more than reality, espe-
cially in cases in which people did not know the details of their dwelling’s
history.

14. Some Rotumans pay skilled laborers cash for their work, recognizing
that government and other organizations pay them for doing this type of
work. In other cases, such as a flurry of house renovations in Oinafa
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prompted by a large celebration in 1989, skilled assistance is in great
demand and short supply; people essentially competed for the workers’ time
by offering F$10 to F$12/day.

15. Interestingly, I observed that when a Rotuman household hosted a
large group inside the dwelling, for instance for a small ceremony or a
prayer meeting, they often pushed aside chairs and sofas or removed them
from the area, spreading mats on which people sat. Although household
members used their furniture on an everyday basis, with the arrival of even
casual visitors everyone frequently ended up sitting on the floor.

16. An exception is the case of the chief in the highest ranking district on
the island. A large guest house with a high roof and commanding aspect was
constructed to house visiting VIPs during the 1981 celebration of the centen-
nial of the cession of Rotuma to Great Britain. After a new district chief was
installed in 1983, he claimed the guest house as his residence.






