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Ethnicity in Fiji
Group selection
General Comments: Fiji was colonized by the British in 1874. Under colonial rule the British "imported" Indian labor to work on the
various plantations. After 1945, the Indian community surpassed the
Fijis in numbers for the ﬁrst time. When introducing electoral institutions the British also introduced ethnically separated electorates.
While there are still some European descendants and a growing number of Chinese traders, the politically relevant ethnic categories that were shaped by British colonial rule and expressed in
the Island’s party system through the Alliance (mainly Fijian) and
National Federation (mainly Indian) parties.
Fijians: Fijians were mostly converted to Christianity (Methodist
Church) by American and British missionaries. Due to earlier believes they still feel an almost spiritual connection to the land they
inhabit. Finally their language was Fijian. The main political organization was through "Chiefs." After independence the party that
stood for Fijian political concerns was the Alliance party under Ratu
Sir Kamisese Mara. Fijians, although the original inhabitants of
the island archipelago, were in the minority when Fiji became independent. Responsible for that was the high immigration of Indian
plantation workers as well as a devastating measle epidemic in 1875
that killed a third of all Fijians. However, Fijians gained the numerical upper hand after the political developments in the late 1980s and
early 1990s which led to mass out-migration of Indians.
Indians: Indians are the descendants of the plantation workers who
were brought to Fiji by the British. The Indians speak Hindi and
mainly adhere to Hinduism although there is also a sizable minority
of Muslims. Indians owned most of the small and medium businesses
in Fiji but have to lease most of the land on which to grow sugar
cane from Fijians. Since the political changes in the late 1980s more
and more Fijians have left the country.
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Power relations
General Comments: Fiji became independent from the United
Kingdom in 1970. It then had a population of 520,000 which has
grown to more than 800,000 today (1178 ).
1971-2009: After independence Fijians governed despite being a minority due to various safeguards given to them in the new constitution. The Fijian leader Mara consulted closely with his counterpart
from the Indian National Federation and while this was not a coalition government, Indian interests found their expression in decision
making (1179 ). In 1977, Indians won the parliamentary election but
could not form a government amid Fijian fears of being dominated
by the Indians. In new elections in the same year, the Alliance party
won a landslide victory and formed a government under Mara, and
the balancing act (1180 ) continued until 1987.
In that fateful year, the multi-racial (but Indian-dominated) Fiji
Labour Party under the Fijian Dr Timoci Bavadra won the election. Despite the fact that several Fijians were included in important
cabinet positions, and the prime minister was to be Fijian, Colonel
Sitiveni Rabuka overthrew the government in May and created a
caretaker government. Rabuka handed power over to long time
Fijian prime minister Mara but oversaw the draﬁng of a new constitution that created "in eﬀect a two-tier society where non-Fijians
were in eﬀect relegated to the status of second-class citizens" (1181 ).
Indians were not to attain the oﬃce of Prime Minister or President
but were still included in parliamentary process and could possibly
achieve cabinet positions.
Under international pressure, a new more liberal institution was
drawn up in 1997, leading to elections in 1999 that were won by the
Fiji Labour Party and their Fijian Allies. Mahendra Choudry became the ﬁrst Prime Minister of Indian descent. However, already
in May 2000 George Speight overthrew the government in a military coup. While there were new elections and a ostensible return
to the 1997 constitution, Indians were not included in the government and eﬀectively powerless. After 2006, Indian politicians of the
Labour Party joined the government (1182 ), and though their power
is precarious in a state where democratic rights and practices are
continuously endangered by military intervention, the Indians were
once more coded as a Junior Partner.
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[Gleditsch, 2010]
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[Us Department of State, 2011]
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2010-2013: Population ﬁgures for 2010-2013 based on 2011 information from the Fiji Bureau of Statistics
Description, Heads of State (as of 2013) –
- Incumbent Prime Minister – Frank Bainimarama – previously the
RAF commodore. The primary ﬁgure who initiated the 2006 Fijian coup against the Qarase government, who he saw as illegitimate
considering reconciliation eﬀorts towards ﬁgures that initiated and
facilitated the Speight coup of 2006 (1183 ). Publically, there are indications that the justiﬁcation for the coup was to prevent policies of
overt racism against Indo-Fijians, yet this seems more as an instrumental tool rather than the primary consideration for committing
the coup (1184 ). Ethnicity: Native Fijian
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[McCarthy, 2011]
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[Fraenkel et al., 2009]
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[Fijian Government, 2012]
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[Fijian Government, 2012]
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[Fijian Government, 2012]
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[Fijian Government, 2012]
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[Fijian Government, 2012]

- Incumbent President – Epeli Nailatku – succeeded the ailing Josefa
Illoio in 2009, who supported Bainimarama’s regime. Was imposed
by the interim military government. Ex-military, trained in New
Zealand and eventually rose to the rank of commander of the RFA.
Credited with facilitating the rise of Bainimarama in the military
bureaucracy despite his lack of ties to the native chiefs and his status
as a commoner. Was once a prime minister candidate and was the
speaker of the house leading up to the 2006 coup. Ethnicity: Native
Fijian ([2]WorldDiplomacy2013Walsh 2009
Description, Cabinet (as of 2013) –
- Incumbent Minister of Defense, National Security and Immigration
– Joketani Cokanasiga – control over the Royal Fijian Army, domestic police force, and immigration (1185 ) – Succeeded Epeli Nailatku
for this position. Ethnicity: Native Fijian
- Incumbent Minister of Education, National Heritage, Culture and
Arts – Filipe Bole (1186 ) – responsible for implementation of legislation related to education. Promoter of the new Alliance Party before
the beginning of the coup, advocated for desegregation of voting
polls. Ethnicity: Native Fijian
- Incumbent Minister for Finance and Strategic Planning, National
Development & Statistics – Frank Bainimarama – see above (1187 ) –
Ethnicity: Native Fijian
- Incumbent Minister for Foreign Aﬀairs and International Cooperation – Ratu Inoke Kubuabola – The Ministry of Foreign Aﬀairs
is the agency for Fiji’s relations with all foreign Governments and
international organizations (1188 ) – Ethnicity: Native Fijian
- Incumbent Minister of Health – Dr Neil Sharma – Ethnicity: IndoFijian
- Incumbent Minister of Industry and Trade – Aiyaz Sayed-Khaiyum
(1189 ) – accused of corruption by Tevita Mara, originally a supporter
of the coup. Thought to be paying himself and Bainimarama multiple salaries through his own accounting ﬁrm. Known to pressure
judges to become more deferential to the interim government. Facilitated destruction of unions. Known to have disputes with some
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military ﬁgures because of Bainimarama’s deference to his advice
(1190 ). – Ethnicity: Indo-Fijian
- Incumbent Minister for Information and National Archives of Fiji –
Frank Bainimarama (1191 ) – Ethnicity: Native Fijian
- Incumbent Minister for Lands and Mineral Resources – Frank
Bainimarama (1192 ) – Ethnicity: Native Fijian
- Incumbent Minister for Local Government and Urban Development
– Aiyaz Sayed-Khaiyum (1193 ) – Ethnicity: Indo-Fijian
- Incumbent Minister of Primary Industries – Inia Seruiratu
Ex-military, Lieutenant Colonel, Ethnicity: Native Fijian

(1194 )

–

- Incumbent Minister of Primary Industries – Inia Seruiratu (1195 ) –
Ethnicity: Native Fijian
- Incumbent Minister for Women, Social Welfare, and Poverty Alleviation – Jiko Luveni (1196 ) – Formerly a dentist and HIV activist –
Ethnicity: Native Fijian
- Incumbent Minister for Works, Transport and Public Utilities –
Timoci Lesi Natuva (1197 ) – Ex-military, former navy captain (1198 ).
– Ethnicity: Native Fijian
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[Fraenkel, 2012]
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[Fijian Government, 2012]
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[Fijian Government, 2012]
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[Fijian Government, 2012]
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[Fijian Government, 2012]
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[Fijian Government, 2012]
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[Fijian Government, 2012]

1197

[Fijian Government, 2012]
[Fiji Sun, 2013]

1198

- Incumbent Attorney General – Aiyaz Sayed Khaiyum – See Above
– Ethnicity: Indo Fijian
Description, military (as of 2013) –
- Incumbent Military Commodore – Frank Bainimarama (As of 2013,
he has recently stepped down this past month but appointed another
ethnic Fijian to his post) – Ethnicity: Native Fijian
- Overall Military Personnel Make-up – 99% Native Fijian (1199 )
Summary
- 18 overall positions (including overall military make-up)
- 14/18 Native Fijian (.7778), 4/18 Indo-Fijian (.2222).
- 10 people (minus overall military makeup)
- 8 Native Fijian (.8), 2 Indian (.2).
Recommended Entry –
- Senior Partner/Junior Partner – Representatives of a group (Native
Fijians) participate as senior partners in a formal or informal powersharing arrangement with junior partners (Indo-Fijians)
- Justiﬁcations –
- 1. Foregrounding unity – Fiji is far from becoming a post-racial
society, as indicated by the strength of informal/formal native Fijian
institutions and attacks against the interim government as facilitating a pro-Indian agenda, yet for this very reason the current government has produced a partnership with Indo-Fijians such as Aiyaz
Sayed Khaiyum and former interim Prime Minister Chaudhry (of the
majority Indian Fijian Labor Party) in order to legitimize its rule
as anti-racist and multi-cultural. The partnership is by no means
equal by virtue of representation and inclusion of former pro-Fijian

1199

[Fraenkel et al., 2009]
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political ﬁgures within the cabinet and parliament (an instrumental policy sustained by corruption and meant to legitimize interim
rule in the eyes of the native Fijians), yet internal executive policy
dictates that there shall be no racially motivated discrimination or
disenfranchisement in the area of politics (1200 .
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[Fraenkel et al., 2009]

- 2. Intent to undermine native Fijian institutions – several policies
that have been undertaken by the interim Fijian government indicates that there is some motivation to undermine institutions that
were historically perceived as racially motivated. It probably isn’t
the case that Indo-Fijians necessarily support these policies and see
them as productive for the advancement of Indo-Fijian rights, especially since it seems to be the case that the intent of undermining
Native Fijian institutions is meant to consolidate Bainimarama’s
rule, but the policies do indicate an intent to stamp out racial motivations in politics even if used instrumentally. Examples include:
- A. Dismantlement of the Great Council of Chiefs – the GCC is
understood to be the foundation for all governmental legitimacy in
the eyes of the native Fijians. They were consulted before the appointment of presidents and prime ministers in the previous political
system and there was great deference to their considerations before
the coup by native governments. The GCC opposed the 2006 coup,
and Bainimarama mandated the depoliticzation of the GCC, absolving it of its political power and indicating that it was a bastion of
racist, Fijian nationalism.
- B. Undercutting the legitimacy of the Methodist church – the
church, a native Fijian institution, had a meeting and opposed the
coup. The majority of native Fijians were Catholics and a part of
the Methodist church, so Bainimarama saw it as an aﬀront to his legitimacy, and closed down the annual church meeting and fundraiser
and banned their right to assembly.
- 3. Why is one still dominant? The RFM essentially controls the
government, and it is still 99% native Fijian. Although there is suppression of free speech, assembly, and native Fijian institutions, there
is still discrimination and blame for the coup being put upon IndoFijians. At ﬁrst, Indo-Fijians appreciated the interim government for
its ability to maintain law and order and prevent violent discrimination, they too see the current government as illegitimate because
of its egregious human and civil rights violations. There is now an
understanding that the political dynamic is one of political instrumentalism, where the rallying call of multi-culturalism was used to
buttress the legitimacy of Bainimarama’s regime and his associates
in the face of domestic and international opposition (1201 ).

506

epr atlas

Bibliography
[CIA World Fact Book, 2011] CIA World Fact Book.
(2011). Fiji - Population. Retrieved on 20.10.2011 from:
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-worldfactbook/geos/fj.html
[Eriksen, 2001] Eriksen, T. H. (2001). Ethnic identity, national
identity and intergroup conﬂict: The signiﬁcance of personal experiences." In Ashmore, Jussim Wilder (Eds.), Social identity,
intergroup conﬂict, and conﬂict reduction (pp. 42-70). Oxford:
Oxford University Press.
[Fiji Islands Bureau of Statistics, 2006] Fiji Islands Bureau
of Statistics. (2006). Religion. Retrieved on 20.10.2011 from
http://www.spc.int/PRISM/country/fj/stats/social/religion_stats.htm
[Freedom House, 2011] Freedom House. (2011). Freedom
of the World: Fiji. Retrieved on 20.10.2011 from:
http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=22&year=2009&country=7607
[Gleditsch, 2010] Gleditsch, K. S. (2010). Expanded
Population Data. Retrieved on 20.10.2011 from:
http://privatewww.essex.ac.uk/ ksg/data/exppop.txt
[Lal, 2003] Lal, B. V. (2003). Fiji Islands: From Immigration to Emigration. Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute. Retrieved on 20.10.2011 from:
http://www.migrationinformation.org/Proﬁles/display.cfm?ID=110
[Minority Rights Group International, 2008] Minority Rights Group
International. (2008). Fiji Islands Overview. Retrieved on
20.10.2011 from: http://www.minorityrights.org/4371/ﬁjiislands/ﬁji-islands-overview.html
[Premdas, 1993] Premdas, R. (1993). Balance and ethnic conﬂict in
Fiji. In J. McGarry B. O’Leary (Eds.). The Politics of Ethnic
Conﬂict Regulation (pp. 251-274). London: Routledge.
[Us Department of State, 2011] US Department of State. (2011).
Background Note: Fiji. Retrieved on 20.10.2011 from:
http://m.state.gov/md1834.htm
[Fijian Government, 2012] Fijian Government. (2012). Ministry
of Defense, National Security and Immigration. Retrieved

fiji

507

epr atlas

from http://www.ﬁji.gov.fj/Government-Directory/Ministriesand-Department/Ministry-of-Defence,-National-Security-andImmigra.aspx
[Fiji Sun, 2013] Fiji Sun. (2013). Navy Man Natuva
Waiting for PM. Retrieved on 17.7.2013 from
http://www.ﬁjisun.com.fj/2013/07/17/navy-man-natuvawaiting-for-pm/
[Fraenkel, 2012] Fraenkel, J. (2012). Fiji. The Contemporary Paciﬁc,
23, 456-476.
[Fraenkel et al., 2009] Fraenkel, J., Firth, S., Lal, B. V. (Eds.).
(2009). The 2006 Military Takeover in Fiji: A Coup to end all
Coups? Canberra: ANU Press.
[Walsh, 2009] Walsh, C. (2009). Former army chief Nailatikau
now Fiji’s new President. Retrieved on 5.11.2009 from
http://paciﬁc.scoop.co.nz/2009/11/former-army-chiefnailatikau-now-ﬁjis-new-president/
[World Diplomacy, 2013] World Diplomacy. (2013).
President of Fiji. Retrieved on 12.12.2013 from
http://www.worlddiplomacy.org/Countries/Fiji/LeaderFij/Iloilo1.html
[McCarthy, 2011] McCarthy, S. (2011). Soldiers, chiefs and church:
unstable democracy in Fiji. International Political Science Review, 32, 563-578.

fiji

508

epr atlas

fiji

509

Political status of ethnic groups in Fiji
From 1970 until 1987

Group name
Indians
Fijians

Proportional size

Political status

0.51
0.43

JUNIOR PARTNER
SENIOR PARTNER

From 1988 until 1999
Group name
Fijians
Indians

Proportional size
0.51
0.436

Political status
DOMINANT
POWERLESS

Figure 264: Political status of ethnic
groups in Fiji during 1970-1987.

From 2000 until 2000

Group name
Fijians
Indians

Proportional size

Political status

0.53
0.4

JUNIOR PARTNER
SENIOR PARTNER
Figure 265: Political status of ethnic
groups in Fiji during 1988-1999.

From 2001 until 2006
Group name
Fijians
Indians

Proportional size
0.548
0.374

Political status
DOMINANT
POWERLESS

Figure 266: Political status of ethnic
groups in Fiji during 2000-2000.
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From 2007 until 2009

Group name
Fijians
Indians

Proportional size
0.573
0.376

Political status
SENIOR PARTNER
JUNIOR PARTNER

From 2010 until 2013

Group name
Fijians
Indians

Proportional size
0.591
0.344

Political status

Figure 268: Political status of ethnic
groups in Fiji during 2007-2009.

SENIOR PARTNER
JUNIOR PARTNER

Figure 269: Political status of ethnic
groups in Fiji during 2010-2013.
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Geographical coverage of ethnic groups in Fiji
From 1970 until 2013
Figure 270: Map of ethnic groups in
Fiji during 2010-2013.

Group name

Area in km2

Fijians
Indians

18 133
18 133

Type
Statewide
Statewide

Table 81: List of ethnic groups in
Fiji during 1970-2013.

