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Abstract

This thesis explores the possibilities for women’s political empowerment
beyond numbers represented in national parliament. Women’s perspectives
and contributions to policy decision making are seen as a key factor in a
nation’s development and women’s representation in national parliament is a
key indicator of the Millennium Development Goal Three on Gender Equality
and Women’s Empowerment. However, this thesis argues that there are
other forms of political empowerment beyond numbers in national

parliament that should be considered

Pacific women have the lowest representation in national parliaments
globally. The international community is encouraging Pacific countries to
increase the number of women in national parliaments by introducing gender
quotas. However, there has been little investigation into women’s political
voices in Pacific societies outside of national parliament. This thesis thus
investigates how women'’s political empowerment is understood within Cook
Islands civil society and explores the various ways in which women in Cook
Islands civil society exercise political power. A gender and development
empowerment approach formed the theoretical basis for this research.
Moser’s (1989) ideas on the triple role of women and practical and strategic

gender needs were used as tools of analysis.

Fieldwork took place over four weeks in the Cook Islands in mid-2012.
Development research principles, as well as Pacific methodologies, guided
the fieldwork which utilised a mixed methods approach. The findings of this
study show that despite women being underrepresented in national
parliament women do exercise political power within Cook Islands civil
society. Women often use strategies to exercise political power indirectly,
through context-specific and culturally acceptable ways so as to maintain
important social and political relationships. Women work collaboratively
with government and many contribute to policy development and

implementation. Despite this however, women are being stretched in their



roles within the community by neoliberal donor and government policies and
programmes. The main implications of the findings, and the conclusion of the
thesis, is that development policy and practice must take into consideration
women’s multiple roles and recognise that advocacy work within civil society
is an important strategic gender need. Civil society advocacy should be
supported by donor programmes to encourage women to be politically

involved in their country’s development.
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