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Between 1987 and 2006 Fiji experienced four coups in which Governments were
overthrown by it own military forces or parts of it. Many observers contribute political
violence in Fiji to ethnic tensions between indigenous ethnic Fijians and the descendants
of people of Indian origin, who immigrated to Fiji mainly between 1880 and 1920.

While ethnicity contributes to political instability in Fiji the existence of additional
cleavages based on class, kinship and centre-periphery dichotomy create a rather complex
picture. The coups are also about conflicts within the Fijian society. Such conflicts are
about loss of political and economic power in the process of modernization experienced
by traditional chiefs of tribal confederacies and conflicts caused by marginalization of
indigenous people living in the periphery demanding their share from the development
process.

External actors like Australia, New Zealand and the USA add another layer to the
conflicts. During the Cold War Pacific Islands were nuclear testing grounds for the USA,
France and Great Britain as well as a strategic region for the US-American Pacific Fleet.
Since 9/11 the USA as well as Australia and New Zealand consider political instability in
the Pacific Island Region as a breeding ground for international terrorism and thus a
threat to their national security.

Introduction

For many decades the Pacific Island Countries have been considered ‚Oases of
Democracy‘ among the developing countries. Of 93 states that became independent
between 1945 and 1979 just 15 had been continuously democracies. Two thirds of them
were located in the Pacific Island region (Stepan and Skach 1993).

In the meantime however it appears that political instability makes this part of the world
more and more an ‘arc of instability’, which stretches from Indonesia through East
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Timor, Papua New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, Fiji all the way to the Polynesian
kingdom of Tonga (Duncan and Chand 2002, May 2002, Rumley et al. 2006). Alluding
to weak and failed states in Africa where violence and (civil) wars prevent development
to happen some authors even speak of an „Africanisation of the South Pacific“ (Chappell
2005, Reilly 2002, 2000, critically: Fraenkel 2004). Firth (2001) comments that the myth
of a peaceful South Pacific ended in 2000 at the latest when in Fiji and the Solomon
Islands democratically elected governments were removed from power by the barrel of
the gun. Since then another coup in December 2006 made the putsch of 2000 in Fiji
already history.

Publications about war in recent years highlight that the classical wars between countries
have become obsolete and ‘New Wars’ would have taken their place (Kaldor 1999,
Münckler 2002). It is argued that coinciding with the end of the Cold War geo-political
shifts had happened which resulted in changes of what was commonly called ‘war’. In
contrast to a decreasing occurrence of war between states wars within countries

Contrary to the decline in conflicts between states politically motivated violence and war
within states stepped to the forefront. This is especially true for the Third World. These
„new“ wars are considerably longer than traditional wars and it seems that they are more
difficult to settle (Schlichte 2002). It is „New“ that now ideological reasons, backgrounds
and justifications for violence and war come up that don’t fit into the pattern of the Cold
War, at least not at first sight. These “new” conflicts are explained through nationalism,
ethnic and religious tensions as well as through political instabilities in the Third World
(Spanger 2002).

The term failed state first came up in the 1990s when Human Rights violations and
humanitarian disasters in states like Somalia, Haiti, Cambodia, Bosnia, Kosovo and East
shocked the world through unthinkable atrocities like ethnic cleansing and genocide. In
popular science Robert Kaplan painted an apocalyptic doomsday picture referring
especially to a Coming Anarchy in Africa emerging through the decline of modern nation
states in favor of tribal power and territories (Kaplan 1994).

Although scope and degree of violence in Fiji hardly can be compared with the situation in
many African states, there are reasons to be worried about the danger of the creation of
law-free territories. Territories which are beyond the reach and control of state institutions
and thus state power. Territories where political power depends on the belonging to certain
clans and tribes, on tribal kinship. Spaces that makes room for different tribes who compete
against each other for resources, who fight wars against each other.

Kaldor (2005: 492) sees the work of such destructive forces as a “new“ element in war:
According to her Old Wars definitely had constructive elements. “Old wars […] were
linked to the rise of the modern nation-state and were state-building. […] What I call New
Wars are just the opposite. They are wars that take place in the context of the disintegration
of states […]; wars that are fought by networks of state and non-state actors; […] wars
were battles are rare and where most violence is directed against civilians as a consequence
of counter-insurgency tactics or ethnic cleansing; wars where taxation is falling and war
finance consists of loot and pillage, illegal trading and other war-generated revenue”.

Often the importance of ethnic dominance fort he outbreak of internal violence and civil
war is highlighted. Collier (2000: 7) notes a doubling of the risk of a civil war, „if there is
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one dominant ethnic group which constitutes between 45% and 90% of the population.
Likewise Rotberg (2002: 86), who sees a close connection between civil wars in failed
states and ethnically, religiously, linguistically motivated animosities amongst various
groups in such states. However he highlights that „the simple fact that many weak nation-
states […] contain a heterogeneous collection of ethnic, religious and linguistic interests, is
more a contributor to than a root cause of nation-state failure.“. Referring to Tetzlaff
Chojnacki and Eberwein (2000: 17) introduce the term “politicized ethnicity” and elaborate
that criteria like language or religion easily can be used to mobilize own clientele.
„Ethnische Kriterien (gemeinsame Sprache, Geschichte, Religion oder Kultur) generieren
demzufolge konflikttheoretisch nicht eine eigenständige Klasse von Konflikt, sondern
spielen eine bedeutsame Rolle als Mobilisierungs- und Politisierungsvariablen im
Konfliktprozeß“.

State failure in Third World countries did not start to become a topic in Social Science after
9/11. However since the terrorist attacks against the USA and the war against terror state
failure has received a new dimension: weak or failed states are seen as breeding grounds of
terrorism. Where state power has become impotent, where zones outside of state and legal
power emerge terrorism can grow favorably.

In the Pacific the discussion about state failure, the expansion of violence and political
instability is surely very much influenced by Australian security concerns (Wainwright
2003). There seems to be much fear that the Pacific Island region right in Australia’s
neighborhood develop into unsafe territories (Greener-Barcham and Barcham 2006).

At first sight many aspects of state failure seem to apply to Fiji: an ethnically polarized
society and political instability, which lead to four coups within two decades, valuable
natural resources (Gold, timber) and ongoing conflicts over resources which surely can
be (mis)used to mobilize people to gather behind a “common” cause.

One has to ask if this state in the Pacific is on its way to suffer a similar fate like many
failed states in Africa. Is there a danger that sooner or later indigenous Fijians mob their
country fellows of Indian descent, plunder their shops, burn their houses, kill their
children and murder their women? At the same time one has to question of how realistic
it is that Fiji and other countries in the Pacific Island region might become future bases
for terror attacks on countries like the USA, Australia and New Zealand.

The noble savages – Pre-colonial Fiji

Like other islands of the South Seas also Fiji caught the interests of European colonial power
rather late. In the early 16th century the Pacific Oceans was little more than a seemingly
endless body of water between the colonial possessions in Asia and America (Clossey 2006).
There was hardly any interest to exploit anything there for more than two centuries. During
this time also the islands were discovered that form the state of Fiji today. About 170 years
after Fiji was added to the European world map things started to change when at the
beginning of the 19th century some exotic products caught the attention of European traders,
castaways and adventurers. For a few decades sandalwood and sea-cucumber from Fiji
became important commodities for European trade with China.

When the first Europeans settled in Fiji there was constant warfare between different
tribes. Reports of that time suggest that such wars were closely connected with
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cannibalism (Sahlins 2003, 1987, 1983). However some authors disagree and call these
reports about cannibalism seamen's yarns, fabrication or at least vastly exaggerated
(Arens 2003, Obeyesekere 2005).

After the first Europeans settled down in Fiji the intensity of warfare increased
considerably. Dubious characters advanced to „military advisers“ of indigenous chiefs
and thus influenced the balance of power. Like everywhere in the Pacific also in Fiji such
„Pocket-Napoleons“ (Beaglehole 1947) appeared on the scene. They brought with them
firearms, which became an important “currency” in the early period of European contact:
suitable to buy almost everything from women to land. Europeans and the firearms
brought in did also change the character and purpose of tribal warfare: once it had mainly
social and religious purposes. It was a rite de passage for male members of the tribes into
their adulthood (Tippett 1958). Tribal warfare was closely connected to the religious ideas
of pre-Christian people of Fiji, and war, as omnipresent it appeared to have been, rarely
caused a big number of casualties (Derrick 1974).

State-building and colonial pacification

In the very beginning of the 19th century there were a handful rather small political units,
tribes (vanua), which were governed by a chiefly clan and which had a range of little more
than a few kilometers beyond the chief’s domicile (Derrick 1974). Often the chiefly clans
were connected to each other through alliances established through marriage and / or
conquest. Despite this scale and range of political power was rather limited. Usually not
more than a couple of thousand people were likely to be governed by a single chief. Soon
after 1800 the chiefs of Bau, a tiny island off the South-East of Viti Levu, managed to
prevail against a number of neighboring tribes. The war between the tribes of Rewa,
Verata and Bau (1844 – 1856), which Sahlins (2004: 15) described as „the greatest war
ever fought in the Pacific Ocean before World War II“ was the precondition for Fiji
becoming politically unified. Soon after that the victorious chief Ratu Cabobau ceded
national sovereignty to the British Crown (1874). „By the time peace was declared, the
Fijian system had been included in the world system“ (Sahlins 1987: 302).

The war thus had a state-building consequence like Kaldor (2005) suggests for traditional
wars: all tribal leader gather behind Cabobau, even those who fought im in the war. The
idea of a unified Fiji thus could unfold. In this time also falls Ratu Cakobau’s effort to
establish a Government of Fiji. Several attempts however fail miserably, but lead to the
establishment of three confederations, Kubuna the confederation of Bau, Burebasaga, the
confederation of Rewa and Tovata, the confederation of Lau.

In the second half of the 19th century more and more European settlers were attracted
from the South Sea paradise. Many of them came through Australia and New Zealand
and were motivated to settle down in Fiji as speculation of a British annexation spreading
around. During the Civil War in North America (1861 – 1865) cotton plantations came
up in Fiji as European textile factories were eagerly searching for alternative sources to
satisfy their enormous demand. Individual settlers as well as colonial companies from
Australia like the Fijian Planting and Trading Company and the Polynesia Company
were buying land in big scales to establish cotton plantations or to sell it to newly arriving
settlers at fantastic margins. Conflicts did not stay away. More and more settlers occupied
the best land. Along the rivers they spread to the interior of Viti Levu. This however was
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possible only with the support of the chiefs in the coastal areas. They sold land which
often was controlled by the tribes in the interior.

Over the years a spatial structure emerged which made the Europeans settlement buffer
zones between the tribes in the coastal areas and those in the interior. Violence against
settlers increased. Atrocities against settler families and punitive expeditions to pacify the
tribes in the interior dominated the years between 1856 and 1874.

When it became evident that the “problem” concerning the tribes in the interior would be
solved sooner or later the British Government agreed to welcome Fiji in its huge empire.
On October 10, 1874 Fiji became a British Colony.

Colonial Economy and the question of plantation workers

European settlers who started plantation agriculture in Fiji considered themselves as
managers of the plantations rather than farmers. In other colonies, at other times
plantation economy was inseparably linked to slave work. However since the 1830s
slavery had been abolished in British colonies.

The last decades of the 19th century saw an enormous inflow of European settlers and the
demand for cheap labour could not be satisfied internally and through workers from other
Pacific Island countries. When after 1870 sugarcane cultivation started the question of
who should work in the plantations was more urgent than ever before.

On May 14th, 1879 the first ship arrived in Fiji bringing indentured laborers from India.
The Leonidas brought 463 Indians from Calcutta. Between May 1879 and November
1916 more than 60,000 indentured laborers were brought to Fiji to work in the
plantations. 85 percent were Hindus, 14 percent Muslims and the remaining Christians
and Sikhs. The majority were men aged 20 to 40 years. Most of them came from poor,
agricultural laborer castes. They considered Fiji as a place where they could escape
exploitation and suppression they had suffered in India. In Fiji a hard life under extreme
working and living conditions was waiting for them. Violence like robbery, murder and
suicide was widely spread in the working lines of the Indians (in detail: Naidu 1980).

The indentured laborers committed themselves to work for five years in Fiji, most of
them in the plantations of the Colonial Sugar Refinery (CSR) from Queensland, Australia.
After that they could return to India on their own expenses or sign a contract for another
five years. With the completion of the second contract the indentured laborers earned an
entitlement for a free passage back to India. Whoever wanted could also stay in Fiji and
many did so: not even half of those who came as indentured laborers to Fiji returned to
India after the completion of their contracts. Those who stayed back added a new
component to Fiji’s demographic structure. By the beginning of the 20th century about 14
percent of Fiji’s population had an Indian background; by 1966 those of Indian descent
made up more than 50 percent of Fiji’s population. Only massive emigration since the
second half of the 1980s had the proportion of people with Indian forefathers reduced to
fewer than 40 percent of the population.
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Graph 1: Development of demographic composition in Fiji (1800 – 2006)

1916 saw the end of labor immigration from India. Strong objections from British and
Indian politicians and well as welfare organizations made an end to this recruitment
system that often could be described as contracted slavery. When the last labor contracts
came to an end in 1920, a system that had brought more than 60,000 workers to Fiji’s
plantations became history, and with it the interest of the CSR to cultivate sugarcane. The
plantation economy depended on an endless inflow of cheap labor. When new recruits
ceased to arrive the CSR declared that it would drop out of cane production and
concentrate on processing and marketing of sugar. The plantations of the CSR
subsequently were sub-divided into plots of 4 – 5 hectares and offered to the former
plantation workers as leases.

Fiji’s way to become a British colony was dominated by violence: the war between Rewa
and Bau, which saw other tribes and foreign powers (Tonga, European settlers) involved,
misappropriation of land of tribal groups in the interior of Viti Levu (and elsewhere) and the
violent pacification of these tribes were the prerequisite conditions to become a colony as it
had been the establishment of a systems that guaranteed a constant influx of cheap laborers
for the plantations that enabled the plantation owners to pocket super profits (Narsey 1979).

It was also violence of the colonial rulers and their security forces that ensured that the
colonial economy could prosper. Whenever there was a threat or disruption the colonial
state used police forces and military as a continuation of economic policies with other
means. Strikes of the workers of the Public Work Department (1920), the sugarcane
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farmers (1921 and 1943), and the workers in the gold mines (1938 and 1947) felt all the force
of colonial violence.

Violent clashes were certainly rare. The Indian workers in the plantations, the Indian farmers
in their cane fields, the Fijian workers in the gold mines were all unable to face a conflict
with such a superior power.1. For that the balance of power was too uneven, the working
classes too heterogeneous, their degree of organization too weak and their collective identity
almost nonexistent. Resistance against economic exploitation, the grossly inadequate
working and living conditions in the plantations, the tax demands of the colonial state, and
many other forms of suppression, exploitation and structural violence was happening in the
form of deteriorating work ethics, petty thefts, and other forms of hidden insubordination, as
the “weapons of the weak” (Scott 1990).

A short history of the coups of 1987, 2000 and 2006

Fiji gained her independence on October 10th, 1970. The first decade was dominated by
the first Primeminister, Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara and the Alliance Party (AP), which had
its political backbone amongst the Fijian chiefs and European capital. Political alliances
that shaped the last decades of colonial rule were carried over to the independent period
almost unchanged. Fiji did not fight a war for independence. Rather the opposite: big
parts of the Fijian elites wouldn’t have bothered, if the countries would have remained
under British rule.

In the 1980s the situation changed gradually. In 1985 the Fiji Labour Party (FLP) was
founded, which two years later surprisingly won the general elections. Dr. Timoci Bavadra,
an indigenous Fijian, was sworn in Fiji’s second Prime Minister in April 1987. Only a
month later his government is removed by Lieutenant Colonel Sitiveni Rabuka, third in
command of the Royal Fiji Military Forces. The country them was ruled by a military
council. In the following months negotiations between the ruling parties and the opposition
led to an agreement of power sharing in a government of national unity (Deuba Accord)
signed on September 23. Two days later Rabuka dismissed in a second coup Governor-
General Ratu Penaia Ganilau, declared himself as head of state, put Fiji under martial law,
abrogated the constitution of 1970 and pronounced Fiji a republic. Early December 1987 he
then handed over power to an interim government headed by Ratu Mara. Ratu Penaia
Ganilau was appointed Resident.

The following years are dominated by drafting a new constitution for Fiji, which finally
became effective in 1990 and which the dominance of indigenous Fijians is intensified.
Rabuka then won the elections of 1992 and became Prime Minister. Under his rule another
revision of the constitution is done which resulted in the constitution of 1997.

The elections of 1999, the first under the new constitution, brought a coalition under the
leadership of the Fiji Labour Party to power, surprisingly for most political observers in
Fiji. Rabuka who also contested the election becomes a victim of the constitution he had

1 Conflictive groups oppose existing power and distributive relationships. As they either possess sufficient
potential to become a threat to ruling powers or to at least are able to successfully refuse cooperation (ability
to enter conflict) they are potentially able to accomplish (particular) group interests. As such they are eager to
use this potential actively to achieve their common goals against ruling (strategic) groups. With this they
become important elements for social, economic and political change (in detail: Schubert et al. 1994: 68f.)
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initiated himself. For the first time in Fiji’s history a politician with Indian descent
became Prime Minister, Mahendra Chaudhry. It took an entire year before George
Speight and a group of soldiers of the Counter Revolutionary Warfare Unit (CRW),
brought the life of the second government under the Labour Party to an end. Like Rabuka
13 years earlier also Speight and his group stormed parliament and took most of
Chaudhry’s cabinet hostage - for almost two months. Unlike 1987 this time the coup was
instigated by a civilian with the help of a fraction of the military forces. The army
command under Commander Frank Bainimarama was clearly opposed to the rebels, but
they stood by no means behind the elected government either.

Many consider the coup of 2000 as a failed coup. In the end the rebels had to surrender
and were arrested. Their goals however they had achieved: while Mahendra Chaudhry
and his colleagues were held hostage in the Parliament building Commander
Bainimarama pushed the President Ratu Mara to dismiss the government, abrogate the
Constitution, declare martial law and finally resign himself. “A coup within a coup”
(Watson 2005: 362). In July 2000 Commander Bainimarama appointed Laisenia Qarase
Prime Minister of a civilian interim-Government. In August 2001 Qarase then won the
general elections.

Bainimarama brought Qarase to power, but it took not long before it became evident that
there was quite of potential for conflict between the two. The differences grew the more
Qarase had to keep extremely fundamental Fijian nationalists around supporters of
George Speight happy that were backing his government. On November 13, 2006
Bainimarama issued an ultimatum to Prime Minister Qarase to withdraw a bill that aimed
to grant amnesty to those who were implicated in the coup of 2000. On December 5,
2006 Commander Bainimarama dismissed President Ratu Josefa Iloilo, declared himself
President, dismissed Qarase and his government and appointed a retired army doctor
Primeminister. A month later Bainimarama resigned as President and permited Ratu
Josefa Iloilo to return to the office. President Iloilo then immediately appoints
Bainimarama Prime Minster and leader of a “civilian” interim-Government.

The coup of December 2006 differs widely from the three earlier coups in Fiji: 1987 and
2000 governments were removed from power that were elected mainly through the votes
of Indo-Fijians for the Fiji Labour Party. In 2006 however the coup removed Prime
Minister Qarase and his ethno-nationalist SDL Party from power, which had been elected
mainly from indigenous Fijians. In Bainimarama’s interim-Government there are three
ministers of the Fiji Labour Party, among them Mahendra Chaudhry. 1987 as well as
2000 the coups had been supported by the Methodist Church and the Great Council of
Chiefs, while in 2006 these crucial power groups supporting Fijian elitist views opposed
the coup.

Coups in Fiji and multi-cultural society

Four coups in less than two decades clearly show that Fiji has a problem to safeguard
political stability.

Many commentators regard political conflict in Fiji as the result of ethnic conflict. An
indigenous, ethnically distinct population, which claims political supremacy tries to avoid
that a second, immigrated, ethnically distinct population group, which economically is
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dominant gains political power. Such a perspective however neglects that neither
indigenous Fijians nor those of Indian descent are homogenous groups, neither ethnically,
economically, socially, nor politically. It also neglects to admit that there are Fijians that
hardly have any political power at all, and groups of Indian descent that hardly command
over economic power.

Already in 1975 the leader of the Fijian Nationalist Party, Sakiasi Butadroka, moved a
motion in the Fiji Parliament to resettle all of Indian descent back to India. Although this
motion was rejected it clearly shows the real as well as constructed ethnic dimension of
the conflict: on the one side the indigenous Fijians, many of them living in rural areas,
not seldom engaged in semi-subsistence agriculture and on the other side those whose
ancestors once were brought from India. What looks like an homogeneous group at first
sight emerges as rather heterogeneous on closer examination. Many of them are
descendants of the indentured laborers that once were brought to work in the colonial
plantations. Today most of the sugarcane farmers can trace their roots to this group of
people, but many of them in the meanwhile abandoned farming. Others came of “free
immigrants” to Fiji: farmers from Punjab, merchants and artisans from Gujarat, religious
leaders, lawyers, teachers, doctors and other professionals. Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs,
Parsis and Indian Christians. These “free immigrants” were better educated and wealthier
than the indentured laborers. They laid a base for a growing Indian middle class. Some of
them started their own enterprises and became a merchant-based business class, which
economically became rather successful.

Wealth and poverty is found in both ethnic groups. There are a few wealthy business
houses with an Indian background. Surely successful private companies owned by
indigenous Fijians are much rarer, but all in all the upper classes constitutes a miniscule
proportion for both groups. All in all it is surely not wrong to say that the majority of
members in both groups are rather poor, many below poverty lines, and though it might
be helpful to analyze ethnically distinct difference, the big picture does not reveal that the
one group in poor, while the other is rich.

Also political power and powerlessness is surely not concentrated to one of the group.
The indigenous Fijians are “ruled” by their traditional chiefs, although their influence and
impact is diminishing. Social modernization in the form of an increasing urbanization
rate amongst indigenous Fijians, modern professions and a decline of “traditional
respect” is surely threatening the leadership of traditional chiefs.

Despite that much of the political conflicts within the Fijian communities still center
around the three tribal confederations that were established in the 19th century, and where
the big chiefs of today are mostly the direct descendants of the political elite of the 19th

century. In a modernizing world however political power much depends on how the chiefs
are able either to weaken the impacts of cultural change or to canalize them at least to their
favor. Many chiefs managed to occupy key positions in the political and administrative
institutions of modern Fiji. They also hold important power in the “state-controlled private
companies” that emerged through a half-hearted privatization drive in the 1980s. Last not
least the chiefly system is also reflected in the security forces. Especially in the Republic of
Fiji Military Forces (RFMF) most of the commanding officers come from a chiefly
background.
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With regard to the coups of 1987 Kaplan (1988) considers it as a paradox that the Fijian
chiefs as leaders of a politically privileged group should resort to a coup. By this she
hints at the Constitution of 1970 which safeguarded political supremacy for the elites of
the indigenous Fijian community. Neither 1987 nor 2000 there had been any danger that
the Fijians could have become a minority in their own country, suppressed by political
leaders of Indian descent. After the elections of 1987 all important political offices were
occupied by Fijians: Bavadra as Primeminister and Ratu Ganilau as Governor-General.
The most important ministries, especially those of crucial interests for Fijians, were
headed by Fijian ministers (Home Affairs, Fijian Affairs, Agriculture, Forestry and
Fisheries, Education) (Lal 1992).

The rebels of 1987 (as well as those of 2000) constructed a scenario that the Indian
dominated Fiji Labour Party wanted to take away the land from the indigenous Fijians,
wanted to introduce private property to where communal property was in place. The fear
for their land (vanua) had often been used in the past to mobilize Fijians against a
common enemy. The colonial experience of dispossession through settlers and the
Polynesian Company is deeply rooted in the collective memory of Fijians until today and
can be mobilized rather effectively. Less known however is the role their own chiefs
played in this episode of Fiji’s history, most importantly Ratu Seru Cakobau. Vanua is
much more than a factor of production in Fiji. Vanua is the most principle that bestows
identity. The social, political and cultural networks of the Fijian society are based on
vanua. “The vanua contains the actuality of one’s past and the potentiality of one’s
future. It is an extension of the concept of the self. To most Fijians, the idea of parting
with one’s vanua or land is tantamount to parting with one’s life” (Ravuvu 1983: 70).

The construction about the imminent loss of land was rather successful. However there was
hardly any reason to be worried. The Constitution of 1970 has engraved indigenous land
rights to an extent that changes are rather unlikely: changes are only possible with the
approval of three quarters of the Members of Parliament and Senate and at least of six of the
eight Senators appointed by the Great Council of Chiefs (Ward 1997).

Until today, 20 years after the coup of 1987, there is little known about the background
that led to the coup. Speculations of who might have initiated, supported and at least
tolerated the coup to happen are rife. Some see the coup as the intrigue of foreign powers,
especially the USA. There is little doubt that the US-Government had very much an
interest in the status quo before the 1987 elections. Important strategic interests were at
stake as the Fiji Labour Party played an important role in the Pacific Island Anti-Nuclear
Movement. Sources report that during the coup up to 11 CIA-agents had been in Fiji (Sun
4.6.1987). Prime Minister Ratu Mara had excellent relations with the USA. In 1983 he
abolished the nuclear-weapon free zone Fiji had established earlier (Robie 1989), and in
the following year he met President Reagan for breakfast in Washington. The USAID
financed Foundation of the Peoples of the Pacific made him Man of the Year in the
Pacific in 1984 (Robertson and Tamanisau 1988). When Australia and New Zealand
announced trade sanctions after the coup the USA increased their development assistance
considerably.

Others see Ratu Mara behind the coup. Like nobody else he benefited from the political
events triggered by the coup. When everything seemed to be lost the coup brought him
back to power. He identifies himself very much with Rabuka’s goals. In his report to the
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Great Council of Chiefs Mara emphasizes: „I had to do it, because if my house was on
fire with members of my family in it, why should I wait“ (Robertson and Tamanisau
1988: 94).

The picture of the family in a burning house is more than just a general metaphor.
Political power in Fiji had been reserved to the most influential chiefly clans for long.
The direct descendants of the most important chiefs of the 18th and 19th century are the
leading politicians of today. For the coup of May 1987 ethnic affiliation played a minor
role, if at all. Bavadra was a Fijian. His government threatened Fijian political supremacy
little. However Bavadra was an outsider. He did not come from the chiefly clans of the
Eastern confederacies ( (Kubuna, Toavata, Burebesaga), but his home had been the
Western side of Viti Levu, a region that political is in the periphery, but economically
dominant. While the Fijian political elites came from the Eastern side of the main island
and had their political capital in Suva much of the most important economic sectors are
found in Western Viti Levu: sugar cane, gold mining, garment industries and tourism.

A similar constellation appeared in 2000. During the two months of the hostage situation
many of the chiefs from Wetsern Viti Levu were opposing George Speight and his idea
of Fijian supremacy. They announced to establish a fourth confederacy, Yasayasa-Vaka-
Ra (The Western Side) and „possibly even a breakaway state” (Fraenkel 2000: 303).

Graph 2: The three tribal confederacies in Fiji
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Political conflicts thus don’t have only an ethnic dimension, but refer also to differing
affiliation to various tribes within the Fijian society. Beyond any doubt cultural, but also
political identity of Fijians often refer to specific regions, to specific tribes, to clans and
families, their history and the relation to each other. There are loyalties amongst such
tribal groups, but also long established animosities. It is not this long ago that various
groups fought each other in tribal wars, had the great great grandfather for super. These
tribal groups still compete for power against each other and not necessarily in support of
each other. The three confederacies provide the territorial expression of tribal clans. They
are more important principles of political identity, of belonging than the abstract,
inanimate idea of Fiji.

Griffin (2006: 255) describes the Fijian society as “a network of networks; an
interconnected web of smaller kin and similar based networks […], which outsiders
wanting to join or connect to must negotiate symbolically by word or deed, usually both,
often by ritual.“. Such a perspective enables us to better understand why political conflicts
in Fiji always have the aspect of exclusion of Fijian individuals (like Bavadra in the coups
of 1987, Mara in the coup of 2000 and Qarase in the coup of 2006) as well as the inclusion
of individuals of other ethnic groups. Fijian commoner often claim that their chiefs have
more in common with people of Chinese descendant or Indian background like the
businessmen Ballu Khan or Hari Punja than with them. At the level of Fiji’s High Society a
ethnically pluralistic, multi-cultural society is already existing.

Greed and Grievance: Rent income and conflicts over resources

Political power in Fiji even today often vests with the chiefs, which also have part in the
economic power. Not necessarily as entrepreneurs, but through rent incomes, which they
receive through the lease of land. Land for beach resorts, land for airports, dams, hospitals,
industrial areas and most important of all: land for agriculture. Especially for sugarcane
cultivation the big majority of tenant farmers are of Indian descent. They lease land from
indigenous clans, called Mataqali, which own almost 90 percent of land property in Fiji. In
2004 15 percent of the lease income went to the National Land Trust Board (NLTB), a
quasi-governmental institution which acts as a trustee of native land. 30 percent of lease
income is shared between the chiefs of the tribes and clans (Vanua, Yavusa and Mataqali),
while the remaining 55 percent is distributed amongst the members of the mataqali (clans)
(Table 1). For the members of each mataqali lease income is usually tiny, while the chiefs on
all levels can make quite a fortune. Especially the high chiefs of the vanua, who “govern”
huge stretches of land the income from leases can be impressive.

In sugarcane cultivation more than 7,000 leases did expire since 1997. Until 2028 another
6,000 leases will be added to this number (Fiji Government 1997). 61.5 percent of the
leases expired between 1997 and 2001 had not been renewed to the same tenant, 46.6
percent of those leases had not been renewed at all (NLTB 2003: 10). Many, mainly
farmers of Indian descent, did not only loose their land, and with it their livelihood, but also
their homes as their houses usually were built on leased land. In some of the cases the
traditional land owners intended to start commercial agriculture themselves and declined to
renew the leases for this reason. In most of the cases however leases were not renewed as
the land owners were unhappy with the amount of lease payment they can legally claim:
depending on the quality of land between F$45 and F$480 per hectare. Not much as many
claim their share, when the lease income is distributed.
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Native Land Trust Board
(NLTB) 1 15% 3,310,165 3,310,165

Vanua (tribal confederation) Turaga – Ni – Vanua 215 5% 1,103,388 5,132

Yavusa
(Tribe) Turaga – Ni – Qali 1390 10% 2,206,777 1,588

Mataqali
(clan) Turaga – Ni – Mataqali 5280 15% 3,310,165 627

Members of the Mataqali

up to several

100s families

per mataqali 55% 12,137,272 ???

Tokatoka
(extended family)

9979 0% 0

income

per

unit

Group / Institution share in

lease

income from lease

2004

F$22.076.767

Chief Numbers

1995

Source: Calculated using information from the website of the Native Lands Trust Board, http://www.nltb.com.fj /

Table 1: Distribution of lease income among different groups

In 2002 there were cases when individual members of the mataqali received not more than
F$2, in other instances the lease income was almost F$4,000 (Lal and Reddy 2002). To
supplement the meager lease a bit landowners often demand a “good-will-payment”, before
negotiations about the renewal of a lease are taken up. Such payments are illegal, but in the
meanwhile they are more rule than exception. (Nithiyanandam and Gounder 2002). What
is not more than blackmailing costs the tenants a couple of thousands dollars to ensure that
the lease will be renewed.

Access to land always had been a rather sensible topic, which always caused politically
polarizing tensions. As a result of ethno-historical events indigenous Fijian landowners and
tenants of India descent oppose each other when conflicts over the renewal of sugarcane
leases come up. However this constellation covers only part of the conflicts in Fiji that are
related to access to land. Conflicts that can be seen as a decline in rights over land, as
entitlement decline.

Quite a number of similar conflicts happen in front of entirely different ethnic
configurations and also have different intentions. They are conflicts within the Fijian
society; they are not necessarily about access to land, but more often about the distribution
of the revenue, of lease money and other benefits. Especially in rural areas more and more
Fijians experience that their land is rather precious. Precious for others. They often only get
the breadcrumbs, when Mahogany plantations are established on their land, dams for
electricity generation and water supply of the towns, beach resort, industrial sites and more.
90 percent of the land of the country belongs to them, but usually only their chiefs benefit
from these development activities and the investors, which are mainly foreign capital in the
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tourism sector, multinational and national industrial and wholesale companies, and
governmental and semi-governmental enterprises in fields like public infrastructure, health,
water and electricity supply, fisheries and forestry.

In September 2005 the Supreme Court of Fiji ruled that the owners of the land on which the
Monasavu-Dam has been constructed should receive a compensation of F$52.3 million
from the Fiji Electricity Authority (FEA) (Fiji Times, 26.9.2005). In the last years of 1970
this hydropower project had been constructed by FEA and in the meanwhile it generates
about 95 percent of electricity on Fiji’s main island Viti Levu (GOF 2007). Since the
beginning of the project FEA always had paid its lease to the landowners, but after a while
the landowners were no more happy with the amount, they demanded more. In June 1998
there had been first violent confrontations when they demanded an extra F$35 million and
threatened to occupy the power station (Daily Post, 30.6.1998). In response the
government sent 100 heavily armed soldiers the protect the installation (Daily Post, July
2, 1998). At the same time however the government entered negotiations with the land
owners and offered them compensation of F$15 million. The landowners rejected the
offer as far too low (Fiji Times, 7.10.1998).

During the coup of 2000 landowners again occupied the power station, took a number of
employees of FEA hostage and stopped power generation (PINA Nius Online 7.7. 2000).
The whole of Viti Levu had to suffer constant power failure for weeks as the backup
(diesel) generators were insufficient to compensate the power loss. It took until the
middle of August 2000 until the military was able to regain control over the dam and the
power station, long after the coup in the capital had ended (Radio Australia, 11 and 23.8.
2000). Finally in September 2005 landowners achieved a success that brought them
F$52.8 millions (Fiji Times, 26.09.2005).

Monasavu is not an individual case: in recent years there had been a big number similar cases
that threaten water supply in virtual any town of Fiji.

However not only water and power supply of almost every town in Fiji suffers in the one or
other form from such conflicts. When in 1999 the International Airport in Nadi had been
privatized the landowners presented a bill of F$48 million to the government. Two years later
they threatened to block air traffic, if the Government did not pay F$7 million at least. The
mataqali argue that they have the land free of charge in World War II so that New
Zealand and American troops could build a Trans-pacific airport. Then this had been the
landowner’s contribution for the fight against Japan, but in the meanwhile the airport had
become an economic undertaking and they had all they right to claim their share (Daily
Post 24.7.2001). In August 2001 the government finally paid F$1.1 million.

Examples where land is the basis to rent income are endless. One surely can interpret them
as an indication of greed. Very often groups are resisting developments that contribute to
the wealth of quite a number of people bypassing the landowners. Over decades the
Government, private industry and farmers benefited from the fruits of land that actually
belonged to the mataqalis, to people who did not see much of these benefits. Like in the
case of the Mahogany plantation in Fiji, the world’s biggest economically exploitable stand
of this tropical tree species (Swietenia macrophylla), worth several millions US-Dollars.

In the beginning of the 2000s experts assumed that in the near future Fiji should be able to
satisfy up to two thirds of global demand for Mahogany with revenue of US$50 – US$200
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millions (Wall Street Journal, 13.9.2000). When in the 1950s and 1960s the British planted
40,000 hectares Mahogany plantations nobody among the traditional landowners had any
clue what treasures were growing on their own land. In the meanwhile however this wealth
is no more a big secret and the landowners now insist on an extra to the meager lease
payment, which the Fiji Hardwood Corporation (FHC) is paying.

In 2002 the lawyer of the Vanua Mahogany Landowners Association (VMLA) filed two
lawsuits with a total value of F$394 millions (Wansolwara, November 2002). This however
was not the first time when Mahogany made it on the title pages of newspapers in Fiji. In
spring 2000 the newly elected Prime Minister Mahrendra Chaudhry decided to issue the
right to the British Company Commonwealth Development Corporation (CDC) to exploit
Mahogany in Fiji. With this Chaudhry rejected a request of the American company Timber
Resources Management (TRM). George Speight, CEO of Fiji Hardwood Corporation, had
favoured this company bevor Chaudhry dismissed him. Among other also the American
Government was shocked. After Chaudhry had announced not to grant a license to the
American company to harvest Mahogany in Fiji the American Ambassador to Fiji send out
a warning that investors from his country might leave, in case this decision would not be
revised. (New York Times, 14.9.2000).

George Speight started to organize resistance among the Fijian population. On May 19th,
2000 more than 20,000 Fijians marched through the streets of Suva, the biggest
demonstration the country had seen until then. While protestors ransacked and torched
Indian shops, George Speight occupied Parliament and took Chaudhry and his cabinet
hostage.

One also should not neglect the fact that the state and its organizations are resources in
itself: means that economically can be (mis)appropriated. Even when the coups of 1987,
2000 and 2006 included conflicts arising from power struggles of different tribal groups,
such a perspective also includes an economical dimension of such struggles within the
Fijian society. When different tribal confederacies achieved power after the coups the
relative and friends of important tribal leader saw themselves promoted within the state
organization. The coups of 1987 brought back to power Ratu Mara and the Tovata
Confederacy, which then was removed in 2000 by the Kubuna Confederacy. Through the
coup of December 2006 many crucial offices in the state apparatus (including the security
forces) now return to the Tovata Confederacy. When the Great Council of Chiefs (GCC)
met shortly before Christmas 2006 the representatives of the Burebasaga and Kubuna
Confederacy condemned the coup staged by the military just a few days earlier. Only the
chiefs of the Tovata Confederacy, amongst them Ratu Mara’s son Ratu Tevita
Uluilakeba, who only shortly before had been appointed commander of the Third Infantry
Regiment, backed Bainimarama (Fraenkel 2007). Close relatives of Ratu Mara are also in
the interim Government: amongst the ministers there is an illegitimate of the former
Prime Minister and President, two of his sons-in-law. In March 2008 Ratu Finau Mara
finally is appointed Fiji’s Ambassador to the USA.



Draft – Please don’t quote without Author’s permission

16

Summary and future prospects

There is no doubt that violence dominates the political process in Fiji. Not the power of
the ballot, but the power of guns decides who governs the country. At different times
political violence in Fiji had differing legitimation.

In pre-colonial Fiji, before the first Europeans settled down on Fiji soil and during the
first decades of contact there had been no state legitimation as there had been no state.
Tribal warfare dominated the co-existence of various groups. Foreign armies rarely
intervened in Fiji’s affairs. A Conquest of Paradise did not happen; however pacification
that was a prerequisite to colonialism. From the indigenous elites Fiji was offered several
times on the salver. They finally snatched the offer only when it became evident that the
pacification would be successful in a colonial sense.

Over extended period of the colonial Fiji violence by the colonial state dominates.
Violence which started when Fiji was just emerging as a state: raw and incomplete.
Legitimation was born out of colonial necessitates, which often were disguised under the
cloak of humanism and civilization. The heathens in the interior of Viti Levu (and
elsewhere) were not only delivered pestilence and murder, but also Christianity.

Something that never had been completed was the process of state formation, not to
speak of nation building. European interests only could prevail with support of Fijian
elites. The descents of Indian immigrants were politically disadvantaged.

In independent Fiji this incomplete state formation leads to pseudo-state power.
Important institutions of the state such as the military, police, the Governor General, the
Great Council of Chiefs and the President emerge as stakeholders of specific groups
within the Fijian elites rather as institutions of the state. The various coups thus appear to
be not only means of a politically beaten group to stick to power (Ratu Mara 1987), but
also of a politically marginalized group within the Fijian society to (re)grasp power
(Kubuna 2000, Tovata 2006).

Along with this development is the erosion of political legitimation: the political elites
more and more estrange themselves from the people and they lose their social base.
Political institutions degenerate to become private property of individual politicians /
political dynasties. Preservation of power becomes the most urgent motivation of political
action. The means however seem not to be at will. Violence surely has its limitations that
are difficult to grasps rationally. Political violence is just not happening, at least not in such
dimensions we could expect elsewhere where similar is at stake. There is no doubt still
much need to conduct research to explain, why Fiji did not (yet) go to pieces through an
escalation of violence, why politically motivated murder and manslaughter failed to appear
especially after the coup of 2006, when many of the Fijian majority must have felt
disenfranchised.

A possible explanation could be related to enormous emigration which set in after the first
coups of 1987. According to official statistics more than 91,000 people left Fiji between
1987 and 2004, i.e. more than 10 percent of the population of the country. Unofficial
sources even estimate that more than 100,000 people left Fiji, more than 90 percent of
Indian descent (Mohanty 2006).
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It appears that many of Indian decent left Fiji “voluntary” before they could be driven
out. Especially the highly skilled, well educated have little problems to find much better
paying jobs overseas. Through this Fiji has lost more than half of the managers,
technicians, doctors, professionals and administrative experts that were employed in the
country in 1986.

As problematic emigration and brain drain might be it also offered many alternatives and
hope for better futures to those who stayed back. Pressure on labor markets in Fiji was
relieved and social and political tensions canalized. And: the emigration of such a huge
population of Indian descent had an impact on the demographic composition in favor of
indigenous Fijians. In the meantime they make up a distinct majority. This actually
should provide more political stability compared to times, when people of Indian descent
had a population majority in Fiji.

The immediate future Fiji’s surely will depend on whether the country will be able to find
back to democratic rules in the coming months. This is the expectation the European
Union, USA, Australia and New Zealand have. In case there are no elections until March
2009 the expansion of economic sanctions announced by these countries are very likely.
Amongst others the cancellation of structural aid for Fiji’s sugar economy amounting to
US$170 millions might then become reality.
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