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Introduction 

To change or not to change is not the question. The questions are: Which 
direction? How far? and How fast? Herein lie the essential issues with regard to 
parenting the Pacific child. A systematic exploration of parenting would allow a 
planned approach to answering the questions of change. Accepting that change is 
inevitable, the Pacific environment being vulnerable, the best contribution to the 
future is the appropriate development of coping mechanisms for tomorrow's 
Pacific Islanders today. This is the responsibility of parents and a function of 
their environment and worldviews. 

The responsibilities in parenting the Pacific Child have changed. These have 
occurred as much as a result of social changes, as they are due to current physical 
changes. This paper is a personal perspective, addressing the varied 
responsibilities of parenting and discussing the direction and speed of change, and 
how these may be modified to conserve the identity of Pacific Islanders and to 
strengthen their societies. 

The Pacific child 

Demographically childhood is defined as the period from birth to 15 years. Many 
other social and economic definitions exist relating to societal, reproductive, 
productive, and developmental functions. From a religious point of view, one is a 
child forever with supernatural powers being superparents for all human-kind. It 
is not clear how religions, especially Christianity, have contributed to the 
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definition of a Pacific 'child' but there seems to be a connexion. 

The important factor in the definition of 'child' in the Pacific is the presence of a 
relationship with parents or parent figures. Therefore, a child is a person whose 
mother, father, or an older person provides the authority figure needed by the 
child for decision-making. This definition persists both in patrilineal and 
matrilineal societies. It is derived from the structures of the leadership, and the 
rest of the family do all the work appropriate to their age, gender and status. 

Within the family, a child was not merely a recipient of care but an active 
contributing member. At an early age, she learnt psychomotor skills for tasks that 
grew in sophistication and degree of responsibility fitting her developmental stage. 
This varied from picking up rubbish, washing the dishes, child-minding to 
assistance with food gathering and other more complicated chores, such as 
carpentry. This opportunity to serve an "apprenticeship" developed specific life 
skills necessary for extended family relationships and for survival in a Pacific 
environment. 

This process also integrated children into society as essential functional members 
rather than as mere users of resources. 

The Pacific parent 

These are adults who are responsible for children, regardless of who the biological 
parents may be. The position and relationship may be permanent or temporary, 
depending on the social situation. The concept of a guardian seems to be rarely 
used. Therefore an adult person is always a parent when taking care of the young 
and with this go the accompanying prestige and responsibility expected of parents. 

This social definition of a parent, and thus parenting, allows for a complete 
transfer of responsibility to different members and the formation of new parent-
child allegiances within the extended family. It ensures that prospective parents 
do not become socially childless and that a child is never without parents. The 
institution of traditional adoption is maintained through this flexible system of 
relationships. 
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Responsibilities in parenting 

The basic responsibilities of parents are common to all societies. The difference 
lies in the cultural approach to parenthood. Parenting is the art and science of 
producing, caring for and raising children. It is an art because of the personal 
variations among people and situations, requiring the experience and subjective 
judgement of the parents in matters such as discipline, for example. It is a science 
in that certain objective tasks are unchanged, regardless of the person and 
situation, such as child development. 

The main responsibilities in parenting may be divided into 

* Producing the child: This is the determination of genetic and 
biological parents. To whom parents are responsible for this 
process is not clear and is still a topic of much debate. Should 
children be planned or just produced? Are children produced for 
the parents, families or society? 

* Care of the child: An important role of parents is to cater for 
the basic needs of the child and ensure life. Children must be 
provided with food, shelter, clothes, protection, and 
companionship until they can provide for themselves. 

* Raising the child: This is ensuring that the child develops 
appropriately according to her environment. The provision of 
appropriate education, support, organization and love are 
important components of raising the child. It is these 
components that will give the child's life purpose and direction. 

* Maintaining an environment and the heritage for future 
generations: This applies both to the physical and social 
environment. The parents must conserve traditional practices 
and physical resources to allow children to make choices about 
their future. 
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Responsibilities of children 

There is much discussion on whether children have responsibilities or are merely 
passive recipients of care. This stems from the consideration that children are 
products of adult functions and pleasures. However, children actively change the 
balance of the social and physical environment by their presence and their 
utilization of resources. Therefore, they must be responsible to the world around 
them as a means of self-preservation and compensation for their effect on their 
environment. 

The responsibilities of children include 

* continuity of genetic and biological heritage 

* development and adjustment of social and physical environment 
to withstand change 

* care for parents and contributing to community building. 

Parent-child interaction 

The specific parenting responsibilities vary with the age and gender of the child. 
Therefore the parent-child relationship reflects both the parent's and the child's 
needs. They respond to each other in unpredictable ways and both learn only 
through their interaction. It must be emphasized that this relationship is a 
reciprocal one and not unidirectional. The basic components of this interaction 
must include: 

* Communication - this must be clear, complete and congruent. 
Each must communicate with and understand each other. 
However, with increases in peer attachment a gap can develop 
between generations e.g. use of language. 

* Self-esteem - The self image of both parents and children must 
be enhanced through appropriate role models and socially 
acceptable systems of praise and control. 
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* Decision-making - Each must be able to make autonomous 
decisions and choices. These must be done within socially 
accepted set of boundaries. 

* Disciplines - Each must have a sense of having done wrong and 
accept "punishment that fits that crime." There must be 
guidelines for social interaction and resolution of conflicts. 

General changes in parenting responsibilities 

The changes in parenting the Pacific child are functions of the changes in the 
parents and the children. Both are changed by the social and physical 
environment. Therefore, the participation of Pacific countries in the global 
economy have brought about the most important contributing factors to these 
changes. Migration, westernization, monetization, and technology transfer have 
changed knowledge, attitudes and practices in the Pacific to such an extent that 
there is social dislocation, confusion of identity, change of roles and environmental 
degradation. All these have led to the following changes in parenting: 

* Shift of educational responsibility: the perceived importance 
of a western education has led to a transfer of these 
responsibilities to the schools. This has eroded parental 
authority, traditional roles and rules, and the status of the elderly 
as storehouses of knowledge. 

* Development of the nuclear family: This has occurred due to 
migration as well as economic necessity. In many countries 
traditional obligations are perceived to be expensive. The 
nuclear family decreases the number of potential parents. This 
has resulted in "orphaned" children without parent figures. Lack 
of participation in traditional activities also decreases their 
central role in giving children a sense of belonging. Therefore 
parenting depends on fewer adults who may be too busy to do 
the job well. 

* Economic pressures: The monetization of society has led to 
parents working without a replacement to take care of the 
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domestic responsibilities. Traditionally, the home has been the 
place for education and discipline. However, working parents 
are often too busy to appropriately fill these roles. Early 
employment or unemployment of a child means a change in 
parenting responsibility usually with the child listening less to 
the parents. 

* Emphasis on individuals: In the Pacific the family has always 
been the unit of interaction. The emphasis on individualism is 
developing a selfish, "me - myself - and - 1 " society that may not 
be sustainable in the vulnerable Pacific environment where many 
survival tasks need a communal effort. Many parents now have 
to deal with children who insist on "finding" themselves, usually 
away from the family. 

* Dependency on technology: This fosters the idea of individual 
freedom and independence. With technology, many tasks can be 
performed without the need for other family members. This 
leads to a focus on "tasks" rather than on "people" and their 
relationships. 

* Exposure to media: This exposes both parents and children to 
many definitions of "normal" relationships and languages. Each 
has a tendency to support those definitions that suit their 
purposes. Raising expectations without an equivalent increase in 
productivity complicates this situation. This may lead to a 
divergence of purpose, potential for confrontation and 
development of a generation gap. 

In addition, children exert changes on parents through different stages of their 
development. At each stage these needs reflect both their physiological and social 
development. These include needs for: 

* intimacy and love 
* sexuality and sexual expression 
* career development 
* dependence and independence 
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adjustments to life crises, such as marriage, illness, death, school 
and divorce. 

Specific changes to parenting responsibility 

The specific changes are symptomatic of the general changes discussed above. 
Most pertinent is the confusion of parents and children over what is culture and 
what is merely fashion. This is a result of a flexible definition of normal without 
an authoritative traditional standard. This situation leads to cultures of 
convenience where what is allowable and acceptable depends on power rather 
than concensus. In the small Pacific countries this is not difficult because 
everyone is closely associated with any one politician, the latter being the modern 
day power brokers. This undermines the social and economic structures, and 
accelerates social degradation. 

Many of the specific changes can be considered under each of the parenting 
responsibilities. These are as follows: 

* Producing children: This should start with the potential parents 
deciding on a partner based on the ability to provide the basic 
needs of a child. However, as indicated by increasing 
illegitimacy, teen age pregnancy, demand for abortion, use of 
contraception and unwanted pregnancy, the production of a child 
is becoming accidental to the pleasures of the partners. In 
addition, the gradual increased social acceptance of 
homosexuality indicates that production of children is becoming 
secondary to sexual pleasures. 

The process of preparation for parenthood started at home, but 
that is becoming less important with much of the educational 
responsibility moved to the schools and peer groups in the 
streets. The threat of AIDS/STD is reopening discussions on sex 
and sexuality. There are varied, strong views and parents must 
make a choice. The actual choice has however been affected by 
the erosion of traditional guidelines on sex and sexuality. 
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Pregnancy, delivery and the management of these natural 
processes are other parenting responsibilities. The welfare of the 
mother and child depends on the social and economic 
environment of the parents. The pressures on the working and/or 
single mother are detrimental to child development. It is 
therefore important to consider who should be responsible - the 
parents, family, community or government. 

Caring for the child: The process of child care is changing. 
Breastfeeding is decreasing and early weaning common. These 
are results of social and economic pressures. The process of 
care seems to have been transferred to the health services, with 
parents taking less responsibility. There has been a reduction in 
infant mortality in many communities, but morbidity has been 
increasing. It is possible that health services are able to reduce 
infant mortality rates, but leave society with sickly members who 
consume resources without the productive capacity to contribute 
to the common good. Therefore the challenge is to parents and 
the health services to not only decrease death but also morbidity 
and improve productive capacity. 

Raising of children: As discussed, schools have increasingly 
taken over this function. Unfortunately very few traditional or 
locally relevant life skills are taught. This leaves children 
unprepared to live in the Pacific and they yearn for foreign 
ideals. The raising of children is becoming a nuclear affair in 
many homes, in contrast to a wide exposure to different 
individuals in an extended family situation. The latter provided 
for a more rounded education and meant less demand on parents. 

Maintaining the environment: The same forces as above are 
bearing down on the efforts to conserve our heritage. As a result 
of money-focussed living, much short-sightedness is practised. 
The short term gains have been a gross miscalculation for future 
generations (e.g. importation of rubbish from the 'developed' 
world). 
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Conclusion 

Parenting is difficult in a rapidly changing environment. This is especially so 
when changes are not understood by either the parents or the children. The effects 
of the changes can be decreased through a strengthening of the family unit, 
through improved communication and the encouragement of community 
participation in economic development and social services. In order for parenting 
to be dynamic and appropriately address the future of the Pacific child, may I 
suggest that 

* Traditional educational systems be strengthened, incorporating 
the teaching of cultural aspects (including language) to children. 

* Parents take more responsibility in the education of their 
children, especially in cultural values and social literacy. 

* Government economic policies be adjusted to allow for more 
parental involvement in raising children and for strengthening of 
family support. 

* The community in urban areas especially provide more facilities 
and activities to enhance parent-child interaction. 

* Administrators provide organisational and legislative support 
(e.g. maternity leave, flexibility in working hours). 

* Debate be encouraged and appropriate community guidelines 
actively supporting parent-child relationships (e.g. U.N. Rights of 
the Child, or National Goals etc.) be adopted. 

In these ways perhaps there is some hope of our coming to terms, especially in 
urban centres, with the rapid westernisation of our communities and solving the 
problems arising from this. The onus is on the parents and the system to give 
children, and their appropriate development, first call on the resources of the 
Pacific. 
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