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Executive Summary

The Young Women, Beauty, and Self-Image project is a sub-project, funded by UNICEF, of the Vanuatu Young People's Project (VYPP). The median age in Vanuatu is 17.5 years, with 50% of the population under 18. The VYPP was formed in 1997 to respond to the needs of the rapidly-growing number of young people living in urban settlements in and around Port Vila through a focus on research, advocacy, and video production. The VYPP has now expanded its focus to examine the issues affecting the lives of young people living in rural areas and on the outer islands as well. One of the key recommendations from the VYPP's 1998 report on a survey of over 1000 youth living in and around Port Vila was the need to undertake more research on the gender dimensions of issues which affect young people in Vanuatu today.

The Young Women, Beauty, and Self-Image project is, in part, a response to this recommendation. The project focussed on hearing young women's opinions about issues, such as kastom (custom or tradition), religion, relationships, and money, which affect young people in Vanuatu, and, particularly, on the way in which these issues affect young. women's ideas about beauty and self-image. The project consists of both qualitative and quantitative research with video training for young women. 79 young women from Port Vila and from villages on Erromango were interviewed and/or took part in video-training workshops. The research component of the project consisted of in-depth interviews as well as focus group discussions at the workshops. The workshops also contained a video training component, in which the participants learned to use a video camera and filmed interviews with each other on beauty and self-image. Some of the footage collected during these workshops appears in the video component of this report. The main findings of the research component of the project are summarized below.

Trousers and Respect

Young women in Vanuatu today face a paradox when it comes to wearing trousers. On the one hand, they feel they have more freedom to wear the kinds of clothes they like, particularly trousers, than older, married women with children. On the other hand, they find that when they wear trousers, they are accused, as young people in Vanuatu so often are, of forsaking and disrespecting kastom and community. However, it is clear that, in reality, young women are keenly aware of the relationship between appearance, kastom, and culture, and are deeply concerned with dressing respectfully. In terms of their sense of self-image, young women are therefore constantly negotiating between their desire to look and feel attractive and comfortable and their desire to remain respectful. These two, often contradictory desires are major determinants of young women's self-image.
Young women's desire not only to be respectful, but to be respected by others, has a major impact on their self-image as well. Young women feel that their own desires, choices, and needs in terms of beauty and self-image, are frequently disregarded and disrespected by chiefs, family, and others. The search for respect, as well as attractiveness and comfort, is therefore significant in shaping young women's ideas about beauty and self-image, and is one of the biggest barriers to positive self-image faced by young women today.

Jealousy, Relationships, and Money

Jealousy is a major factor affecting young women's choices in terms of their appearance, and often has a highly negative effect on young women's sense of self-image. The desire to express themselves, to be comfortable, to appear upwardly mobile, and to be attractive make young women eager to dress well, to buy new clothes, and to experiment with new styles and products. However, young women feel they must carefully guard themselves against jealousy when they make their appearance choices, especially when jealousy often results in cruel gossip and physical violence. Young women are often said to cause jealousy by dressing improperly or disrespectfully; however, upon closer examination, it is clear that jealousy over appearance-most frequently expressed in accusations of "showing off"-is more often related to money or to relationship issues than to appearance in its own right. Unfortunately, jealousy often results in scathing gossip and/or physical violence, both between women and within couples. Even more unfortunately, young women are not only the victims of jealous violence and gossip, but are often the perpetrators themselves, building their own sense of self at the expense of others.

However, some young women are beginning to examine jealous accusations more closely and are realizing that often jealousy has little or nothing to do with the respectfulness of their appearance, and stems from other issues entirely. As well, the increasing popularity and availability of good-quality, inexpensive second-hand clothing is making" it easier for young women to dress well, and reducing the likelihood of clothing causing jealousy over money. These changes are helping young women to begin to separate their sense of self​-image from accusations of jealousy which are more often a reflection of the accuser's own insecurities, and suggest a positive future for young women's self-esteem in Vanuatu.

Island Dress and Identity

Young women's feelings about wearing the island dress are highly ambivalent. On the one hand, young women in Vanuatu today appreciate the island dress as a sign of the importance of tradition, kastom, Christianity, respect and motherhood to ni-Vanuatu identity. However, on the other hand, they find that the values that are embodied by the island dress do not necessarily reflect the realities of their lives as young women. Although kastom, respect, and motherhood remain important to young women, their relationship to these terms is vastly different from that of their own mothers and the older generation. A changing relationship to kastom, the increasing popularity of western-style clothing, the search for employment, and the overwhelming youth of Vanuatu's population are all making the island dress a less desirable and less practical style of everyday dress for young women, and a less important aspect of ni-Vanuatu identity.

Overall, young women's ambivalence about the island dress can be attributed to the competing desires to be respectful and at the same time, be respected. The equation of the island dress with motherhood, with national identity, and with respect means that, to some extent, young women who are not yet mothers are excluded both from national identity and from a key source of respect. Young women are faced with a double-bind: they do not feel comfortable wearing the island dress everyday, and are often accused of lacking respect because of this; furthermore, they feel that the respect and sense of national belonging which accompanies the island dress is not meant for them, but only for older women and mothers.

Although motherhood is undoubtably important and certainly worthy of respect, the growing population of young women who are not mothers means that many young women are left feeling as though their own contributions to Vanuatu and to national identity are not being acknowledged and respected. The rejection of the island dress could be explained, in part, as a rejection of the limited options available to young women in their search for respect and positive self-image. At the same time, their continued appreciation of the island dress and the values it embodies indicate young women's continued respect for their kastom and their identity, even as they struggle to negotiate their role in the creation of national identity.

