
Copyright is owned by the Author of the thesis.  Permission is given for 
a copy to be downloaded by an individual for the purpose of research and 
private study only.  The thesis may not be reproduced elsewhere without 
the permission of the Author. 
 



Civil Society and Development: 

Pacific Island Case Studies 

A dissertation presented 
in fulfilment of the requirements 

for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 

in Development Studies 
at Massey University, 

Palmerston North, 
New Zealand. 

Peter Mervyn Swain 

1999 



i i  

ABS T R ACT 

This enquiry set out to examine the role of civi l  society in economic and social 

development, and the relationship between the state, the market and civ i l  

society, i n  the island nations of the Pacific. The study also explored the notions 

of progress and development and identified the impact of the dominant 

development paradigm on traditional Pacific Island communities, cultures and 

economies. Case studies were undertaken of three segments of  civi l society i n  

the Pacific Islands. A vi l lage community i n  Samoa, a non-government 

organ isation in the Solomon Islands and a Pacific-wide social movement were 

the subjects of this enqu iry .  

The study found that state-led and market-driven approaches to development 

have led to significant development fai lures in  the Pacific Islands and a 

neglect of civil society. lt is argued throughout this study, with support ing 

evidence from the three case studies, that civil society can and does make a 

significant contribution to the economic and social development of Pacific 

Island nations but that contribution has largely been neglected. This thesis 

argues that the state, the market and civi l society al l  have important 

com plementary roles to play in the development of a nation and, by working 

together in  a coordinated manner, they have the capacity to improve the 

qual ity of l ife and c reate good change for people of the Pacific and their 

commun ities. 

lt was concluded that civi l society needs to assume a h igher priority i n  

development plann ing and practice, and that the participation of i nd igenous 

people,  on their own terms, is  central to good development practice. 

Furthermore, an explanatory model of the relationship between state, market 

and civi l society was advanced. This model has the capacity to assist 

development education, pol icy formulation and programme plann ing .  This 

study contributes to the discourse on civi l society and alternative development 

and advances a range of proposals to improve development practice. 
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P R E FA C E  

This d issertation begins with the assertion that the 'development project' 

(McMichael 1 996) has failed in most Pacific Island communities and lays some 

of the responsibi l ity for that fai lu re at the feet of state-led and market-driven 

development and a neglect of c ivil society. The three case studies presented 

here demonstrate that a vibrant civil society can and does make a significant 

contribution to improving the quality of l ife for many Pacific Islanders. I argue 

that the state, the market and civil society each have important and 

complementary roles to play in the economic and social development of 

Pacific Island nations, and that civil society should be accorded a greater 

priority. My thesis involves description , analysis and prescription .  

I have worked in the island nations of the Pacific for the last decade. For me 

the fai lure of the development project is not an abstract, distant event but a 

dai ly reality. Development fai lures have a profound impact on people 

th roughout the region , inc luding members of my extended family. In  Samoa, 

for example, our elders d ie young of non-communicable diseases, our  

ch i ldren sit with seventy others in a classroom taking instruction from an i l l 

trained teacher, our  water suppl ies are i rregular and unsafe and corruption is  

endemic. The consequences of the fai lure of development may be seen 

throughout the island nations of the Pacific. Many of these fai lures are 

avoidable . The development project, that promised so much to newly 

independent nations , has not been real ised . 

This enquiry is not only an academic study of the role of civil society i n  

development, but a report on  the day-to-day work of a social movement, a 

vi l lage community and a non-government organisation. The study of the South 

Pacific Consumer Protection (SPCPP) is a fi rst-hand account of the 

development of a new social movement in the Pacific Islands. I have been 

coordinator of the SPCPP, along with my wife Luamanuvao Winnie La ban , 

s ince 1 990. The case study is our story of work to create safe, fai r  and 

informed marketplaces in the island nations of the Pacific. Luamanuvao is  a 
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matai from the vil lage which was the subject of the case study of the 

fa 'asamoa. In part, it is a story of our family. We have also worked closely for 

some years with the Solomon Islands Development Trust, the subject of the 

th i rd case study. These are narratives written by an insider, stories about real 

people and their struggles for a better qual ity of l ife. 

I have attempted to ground the abstract notions of civil society and 

development in the day-to-day experience of Pacific Is land people. I have 

been deeply involved in each of the social organ isations under study, and my 

close involvement has the potential to lead to bias and subjectivity. In the 

chapter on research methods I go into some detail to explain the means I 

employed to avoid these pitfalls. One method was to be transparent from the 

outset about who I am and my involvement in each of these organisations . 

This preface is part of that process of transparency. 

I am a fou rth generation New Zealander married to a Pacific Is lander. I have a 

deep and abiding commitment to the development of Pacific communities. My 

background and work experience assisted the research project in many ways , 

as I was fami l iar with the case study sites and had already establ ished rapport 

with many participants in the study. On the one hand my passion for the 

Pacific, provided me with the motivation and energy to complete this lengthy 

research project . On the other hand , my commitment, and fami l iarity with the 

subject and participants of this study had the potential to introduce bias and 

subjectivity. 

Subjectivity is not always a weakness in research.  Employing subjectivity is 

not a na'ive, uncritical, id iosyncratic approach to research, but a val id research 

strategy. Case studies, written without some subjective human dimension ,  

often appear steri le .  I have attempted to bring some l ife to the case studies in  

this dissertation though putting some human flesh on the bones of what cou ld  

have been dry narratives. I have aimed to inject some of my experience, 

empathy and passion for the people of the Pacific into this narrative . 




