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I make two points in this essay that relate to 
transformative people-centered development. 
First, we must begin to systematically 
address trauma because it is a root cause of 
many social ills, including violence. Second, 
we must be more inclusive of non-binary 
people and men as we do this work in the 
Pacific.  

Trauma from Abuse Relating to 
Patriarchal, Colonial, and Capitalist 
Conditioning 

Trauma ubiquitously impacts relationships. 
I define trauma as any lasting and disturbing 
effects of abuse. Domestic violence is 
rampant in the Pacific: more than 60% of 
women report facing physical or sexual 
violence, or both, by an intimate partner in 
their lifetime in Fiji, Solomon Islands, 
Vanuatu, and Kiribati, with Timor Leste and 
Papua New Guinea not far behind.1  
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I am a coach working in Suva and remotely 
with clients around the world. I specialize in 
working with leaders who are ready, willing, 
and committed to work on their trauma 
patterns (including people-pleasing, fear, 
anxiety, and anger) to emerge as confident, 
authentic innovators. The pattern I’ve 
observed as a coach, and what is confirmed 
by research, is that many boys are abused,2 
and socially conditioned by the patriarchy to 
bottle up emotions. As teens and men, they 
often turn to alcohol,3 drugs,4 and other 
harmful coping mechanisms. They become 
abusers5 of women, girls, and boys, 
physically and sexually whenever their pent-
up trauma explodes as rage. There is also 
emotional, verbal, and psychological abuse 
that keeps victims subjugated.  
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Women, too, are conditioned to never speak 
about abuse;6 they are brainwashed into 
being submissive caregivers; and expected to 
prioritize others’ needs above their own. 
Hence, they typically have low self-worth, 
despite being talented and resilient. While 
some women have broken out of this 
traumatic trap, many women remain 
dangerously stuck in these horrendous 
situations. The combined disasters posed by 
COVID-19 and tropical cyclones Harold and 
Yasa in 2020 led to a rise in domestic 
violence in Fiji, exacerbating the crisis.7 

When we look more deeply at patriarchal 
conditioning (teaching boys to hide their 
emotions, and teaching girls to deprioritize 
themselves), we see interesting trauma 
patterns not only with men who abuse 
women, but also with women who abuse 
women.8 For instance, based on my 
experience working with victims, there are 
toxic, patriarchal, and neocolonial feminist 
leaders within the Pacific women’s 
movement. These abusive women subjugate 
younger colleagues, destroying their 
employees’ self-esteem and confidence in 
attempts to feel superior (Cornelius, 2024, 
37).9 The root of this abusive behavior is 
severe trauma from childhood abuse that 
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leads to narcissistic (emotionally 
manipulative) tactics propelled by deep 
insecurity. 

Looking beyond the feminist movement at 
relationship patterns, the widely accepted 
capitalistic norm is to get married, settle 
down, have children, buy a home, and 
accumulate possessions. Urban Pacific 
people tend to follow this Western cultural 
model closely. Of course, there is also 
sociocultural pressure for couples to stay 
together, so the divorce option is a road less 
taken when marriages begin to rupture. The 
result: affairs, half-siblings, and messy 
family configurations that can remain 
hidden for years. The pain of revealing these 
illicit relationships can break families and 
marriages apart. I have seen this firsthand in 
Fiji with both iTaukei and Indo-Fijian 
families. Of course, the legacy of girmityas10 
in Fiji only adds to the complexities, with a 
history of men exploiting women,11 and 
Indo-Fijian families (often unknowingly) 
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still grappling with intergenerational 
trauma.12  

Gaps in Inclusion  

In 2023, I attended the Pacific Update at the 
University of the South Pacific (USP). I 
learned a lot in the two gender sessions. 
Topics spanned intimate partner violence 
(IPV) in Samoa; gender financing in the 
Pacific; digital financial products available to 
women; the Pacific Girl program; Toksave13 
(a most excellent gender research portal); 
and how Pacific Women Lead operates. As it 
happened, my questions revealed gaps in 
research.  

I asked: “Adolescent girls encounter trauma 
in their families, for example when they 
witness or experience abuse, and when they 
are bullied at school. Is there a trauma 
component in all the work you’ve been 
discussing?” I wanted to know if there was a 
focus on trauma healing as part of the 170-
million-dollar investment on gender that is 
being implemented through the Pacific 
Community (SPC) and other non-profit 
organizations. The answers were that while 
trauma isn’t talked about, it is the 
fundamental reason the women’s movement 
exists. While there are some initiatives on 
cyber bullying within the Pacific Girl 
program, there isn’t any core focus on 
trauma. Neither is there a specific trauma 
focus in the Toksave research portal.  
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My other question was, “Is there current 
research tracking IPV and financial 
assistance during disasters to people in 
Pacific LGBTQIA+ communities?” The 
answer was that researchers are not focused 
on this. They were looking at gender and 
people with disabilities, or families (in 
Samoa). It didn’t sound like they were going 
to add this focus, perhaps due to the limiting 
way in which gender funding is structured. In 
the meantime, non-binary people still face a 
lot of stigma and trauma because of 
continuing high rates of homophobia in the 
Pacific.14 

Solutions 

Addressing trauma inclusively is critical to 
healing from patriarchal, colonial, and 
capitalist conditioning of men, women, and 
non-binary people, which will help reduce 
domestic, gender-based, and intimate 
partner violence. Pacific regional 
discussions and research on gender and 
disaster financing must become more 
inclusive. Ultimately, working on trauma is a 
root-level solution that has the power to 
transform individuals, families, and 
communities in lasting ways to build unity 
and resilience.  

Feminists, peacebuilders, reconciliation and 
rehabilitation experts, social workers, social 
justice and human rights professionals, 
mental health professionals, as well as 
government agencies, regional, and 
international development bodies need to 
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work together with shared language, and 
practices. Silos need to be destroyed. We—as 
professionals who work on these issues—
need to heal too, because trauma-related 
territoriality causes many Pacific 
organizations to still operate in silos.  

Trauma is universal; it affects us all. 
Therefore, trauma-informed and inclusive 
approaches must be prioritized in 
collaborative, long-term initiatives that 
focus on changing the harmful behaviors of 
people across the gender spectrum. These 
initiatives could begin by creating safe 
spaces where stories about abuse and 
trauma can be shared.  

Transcend Oceania and the Pacific Centre for 
Peacebuilding are doing groundbreaking 
work that is inclusive of men. DIVA for 
Equality is doing intersectional work on 
gender, human rights, climate change, and 
more. Feminist funds, including the 
Women’s Fund Fiji and newly established 
Pacific Feminist Fund, are providing much-
needed financial support to marginalized 
groups. If we are to heal our beautiful Pacific 
from its disproportionately deep collective 
and individual trauma, we must build on 
existing intersectional efforts.  
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