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Abstract:

 

This article provides an overview of growing conflict in
Oceania and considers some of the broad attempts to explain it.
It critically outlines the nature of the post-colonial transformation
of the region and considers the influence of this on patterns of
instability. It concludes that the region exhibits an unprecedented
vulnerability in politico-economic, social and environmental terms
and that useful interpretations of this must involve attention to local
contingency as well as broad structural/historical change. This
context is used to introduce the contributions to this special edition
on postcolonial transformations and political conflict in Oceania.
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The enduring fallacy of the Pacific Islands of Oceania

 

1

 

 as havens of tranquillity
and consensus has been laid bare over recent decades by increasingly violent
political conflict and instability. In general, analyses of these events have
failed to place them in their post-colonial context, by tracing the associated
political, economic and cultural pressures which have resulted in civil war,
coups, political assassinations, grassroots uprisings and constitutional crises
across the region. Over the past five years, and particularly of late, across the
television screens of New Zealand and Australia and to a lesser extent the rest
of the Western world, images of armed conflict, coups, and rioting, have been
flashed (see Figure 1). Such images are vastly at odds with the dominant tourism-
driven stereotypes of the region which also regularly appear on television and
in newspapers. The popular imagination might find it difficult to reconcile
such disparate images. In reality, these starkly contrasting perspectives are
two sides of the same coin in a region where internal and external dependency
increasingly drive conflict.
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 Increasingly described as ‘basket cases’ by the world’s media, post-colonial
nation states such as Papua New Guinea, Fiji and the Solomon Islands appear,
if such analyses are believed representative, to be in a state of perpetual
turmoil where cycles of violence grow more prevalent with each month. A
recent report on National Radio (New Zealand) on the arrival of New Zealand
forces to enforce peace in the Solomon Islands described the ‘beaming faces’
of children in scenes that were more akin ‘to pictures from the Third World’
as the forces rode into town. The implication of this story – that the woes of
the Pacific Islands (see Map 1) are internally generated and their solution must
necessarily involve outside intervention – is widely held. Even regional aid
agencies, such as AusAID and NZAID, now include security as a key element
of their development aid agendas. Such perspectives often greatly over-
simplify the complexity and historical nature of the problems which currently
trouble the region. Given the growing interest with conflict in the region, this
is a timely point to contribute to the debate concerning the roots, nature, and
potential ways out of conflict. 

This overview article has four interlinked purposes: 1) It provides a brief
chronology of recent conflict in the Pacific Islands; 2) It reviews some of the

Figure 1. The consequences of looting during the Fiji coup, May 2000. Photo: W.E. Murray. 
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broad explanations that have been posited in order to explain the rising incid-
ence of unrest; 3) It seeks to place recent turmoil in historic and political-
economic context and critically appraises the concept of the post-colonial
transformation and its impacts on conflict. In doing this we seek to challenge
the often simplistic and superficial explanations and resultant solutions that
are proposed by international institutions, governments and the media which
reflect them, both within and beyond the region; 4) Throughout the article,
the contributions that comprise this volume are introduced. 

 

Recent political conflicts and their geography

 

As we write, armed police from across the region, led by Australia but also
involving New Zealand and Fiji among others, are being sent to the Solomon
Islands to enforce a ceasefire between Malaitian and Guadacanalese forces.
This is evidence that the region’s ‘powers’ are taking an increased interest and
role in the affairs of neighbouring states, leading to actions which range from
mediating disputes and facilitating peace accords (such as Bougainville and
the Solomon Islands) to active intervention (East Timor and more recently
the Solomon Islands; see also Henderson in this edition). There are numerous
reasons for this interest and concern including: historical ties; economic inter-
ests; the safety of expatriate populations and, more recently, concerns over
‘weak’ or ‘failed’ states. This latter concern is also being driven by post-9/11
and post-Bali anxieties over the consequences of ‘failed’ states for regional
and, increasingly, domestic security. Australian officials, in particular, have
been keen to indicate a potential relationship between such states and terror-
ism in terms of their intervention in the Solomon Islands. 

Table 1 outlines recent military and civilian ‘hot’ conflict in the region.
Among the more widely known and analysed are the Fijian coups of 1987 and

Table 1. Chronology of recent ‘hot’ conflict in selected PICs

Country Type of conflict Year

Fiji Military coups (two)
Civilian coup and hostage crisis
Military mutiny

1987
2000
2001

Solomon Islands Civil conflict (c.25,000 displaced people)
Armed civilian coup

2000–
2000

Vanuatu Urban land riots, Port Vila
Kidnap of President 
State of Emergency after riots in Port Vila

1988
1996
1998

PNG Civil War (Bougainville) (c.20,000 lives lost)
Defence Force mutinies
Continuing trans-border disputes 

with Indonesia and cessation conflict 
in West Papua (Irian Jaya)

1988–97
1997, 2001, 2002
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2000 (See Sriskandarajah; Lal; and Overton in this volume) and the recent
case of the Solomon Islands. One of the clear indications from the table is that
most conflict is occurring in Melanesia, the region’s so-called ‘arc of instabil-
ity’,

 

2

 

 running from east Indonesia through to Fiji. 
Concentrating on the ‘arc of instability’ in this way is biased towards

open, armed conflict, and greatly underestimates the true extent of conflict
in broader terms. Many of the articles in this volume do not focus on ‘hot’, but
on the small conflicts of everyday life. Several countries in the region not
indicated in the table, or in subsequent articles, are facing enormous social
and political challenges (which some would argue represent crises). For ex-
ample, when the country’s king since 1965, King Taufa’ahau Tupou IV, passes
away, the absolute monarchy of the Kingdom of Tonga faces complex suc-
cession issues in the face of a vigorous prodemocracy movement. Tiny Nauru,
population 12,000 and the world’s smallest independent republic, continues to
struggle to maintain a sustainable standard of living in the face of exhausted
phosphate earnings while also hosting hundreds of detained asylum-seekers
who were refused entry to Australia in 2002 following the ‘Tampa refugee
crisis’. Measured over the last 30 years, Niue is the one of the most rapidly
de-populating territories in the world and disagreements between emigrants
and those who remain with respect to access to land are rising as the ‘viabil-
ity’ of the nation is increasingly called into question (Murray and Terry,
2003). Conflict then can be quite local, non-sensational and beyond the public
gaze, but that does not imply that tension in the region over urbanisation, gov-
ernance, land issues, corruption and custom is any less significant, as several
authors in this volume point out. 

 

Explanations: Red herrings and catch-all theories

 

The recent armed conflicts in Melanesia have been explained, according to
some, by the great diversity of ethnicities which characterise the societies of
the states created by colonialism, leading to a ‘Balkanisation’ or ‘Africanisa-
tion’ effect (see Reilly, 2000 and Firth, 2001 on the merits or otherwise of
this comparison). In Polynesia, due in part to the history of migratory settle-
ment, populations are more unified culturally, and this has been cited as an
explanation for the relative lack of open conflict. Although issues of ethni-
city are important they are often greatly over-played. In many cases ‘ethnic
conflict’ has become a proxy for deeper-seated political and economic issues,
and in some cases it has been used as a smoke screen by various interest
groups vying for power (see Overton, this volume). The relative proliferation
of armed struggle in Melanesia probably has more to do with the poverty and
inequality which has come to characterise the societies there relative to the
rest of Oceania, and is thus as much an economic class issue as anything else.
PNG, the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu possess the lowest human development
ratings according to the United Nations (see Table 2) – although these arise
partly as a consequence of conflict. In Polynesia, the history of colonialism is
such that countries have often retained closer ties with former powers, and
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have reaped the ‘benefits’ of higher per capita aid grants and other economic
flows.

The red-herring of ethnic explanations is perhaps best illustrated in the con-
text of Fiji, where the ethnic question has been cited by both internal and
external commentators as the source of all the woes of the country (See Lal
and Sriskandarajah in this volume on the issue of race). Indo-Fijians have
often been wrongly characterised as the dominant commercial middle-class
while Fijians struggle on the margins of the economy. This false dichotomy,
which ignores the extreme poverty of many Indo-Fijians and the wealth some
Fijians, has been reinforced throughout Fiji’s recent history. The recent upris-
ing, led by George Speight, and successfully transformed into a coup by an alli-
ance of parts of the Military and the Fijian elite who lost power to the Fiji
Labour Party in 1999, was justified on the basis of such mis-readings. Need-
less to say the international media jumped on the issue of ethnic tensions.

 

3

 

More worrying, however, was the use of this discourse to convince grassroots
Fijians that Indo-Fijians, led by a so-called ‘Indian-dominated’ Labour Party,
were taking control of the country and, crucially, Fijian land. The 1997 con-
stitution, a painful balancing act, had clear provision for the non-alienation of
Fijian land and remains, arguably, one of the most progressive documents
with respect to the protection of indigenous rights in the world. In spite of this,
the 2000 coup was, and remains, couched by some as an assertion of such
rights. The extent of grassroots support at the time could perhaps be more

Table 2. Human development indicators for Oceania 

Population 
(000s)

Annual 
Population 

growth 
(1990–98)

GDP per 
capita 
(US$)

Life 
expectancy

Urban 
population 

(%)

HDI

Cook Islands (P) 16.5 −1.8 4,947 72 59 0.822
Fiji (Mel) 797.8 0.9 2,684 66.5 46 0.667
FSM (Mic) 114.1 2.1 2,070 65.7 27 0.569
Kiribati (Mic) 85.1 2.1  702 61.6 37 0.515
Marshall Islands 

(Mic)
61.1 3.6 1,182 65 65 0.563

Nauru (Mic) 11.5 2.4 3,450 58.2 100 0.663
Niue (P) 2.1 −1.0 3,714 74 32 0.774
PNG (Mel) 4,412.4 2.5 1,196 54 15 0.314
Samoa (P) 174.8 1.2 1,060 66.6 21 0.590
Solomon Islands

(Mel)
417.8 3.3  926 64.7 13 0.371

Tonga (P) 98 0.3 1,868 68 32 0.647
Tuvalu (P) 11 3.0 1,157 67 42 0.583
Vanuatu (Mel) 182.5 2.7 1,231 65.8 18 0.425

Source: Adapted from UNDP (1999).

Notes: P = Polynesia; Mel = Melanesia; Mic = Micronesia. 
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realistically explained in terms of the poverty of the overwhelming majority
of rural and urban Fijians, many of whom suffered greatly under the increas-
ingly neoliberal policies of the Rabuka-led government of the 1990s.

 

4

 

For many then, the political troubles shatter a widely held misconception of
the passive nature of both Pacific Islanders and Pacific Island countries (PICs).
The ‘orientalism’ of the Pacific and the fallacy of the stereotypes diffused
through the tourist industry since the 1970s in particular have been roundly
critiqued from both within and outside (see Nicole, 2000). Notwithstanding,
popular stereotypes remain firmly rooted in the Western imagination of the
Pacific (Fry, 1997). In this way, open conflict in the region is seen as ‘un-
Pacific’ and in some ways anomalous. Even among governments close to the
region in territorial and politico-economic terms, such as New Zealand and
Australia, the sophistication of analyses of the situation and the resultant
suggestions for ‘solutions’ have often been based on a poor understanding of
the complexity and history of struggle and the role that the powers themselves
have played in precipitating conflict through colonial and neo-colonial rela-
tions. The current orthodoxy then is to explain rising conflict as a consequence
of low economic dynamism and failure to embrace free market neoliberalism
and poor governance – often reduced to the proliferation of 

 

corruption

 

 on the
part of certain elite groups. Whilst these factors are undoubtedly at play, they
have arisen partly as a consequence of deeper historic and structural relations
which have placed Oceania at the periphery of the globalising system since
colonial times and have reproduced networks of dominance and subordination
within its societies and economies. 

 

From colonial to postcolonial?

 

5

 

For those who are acquainted with the history of Oceania the recent violence
comes as little or no surprise and can be interpreted as only the latest wave in
the historical struggle for control. Early Western anthropologists often celeb-
rated the ‘Pacific Way’ and emphasised the reciprocal and consensual nature
of Pacific Island peoples and the societies of which they were part. More
recent work, however, has suggested that conflict and political upheaval go
right to the core of Pacific Island society. For example, the patterns of migra-
tion that eventually populated the region arose due to conflict and instabil-
ity based partly, though not entirely, on struggles over natural resources (Nunn,
2003). The colonial era (from the late 1800s onwards) has also been errone-
ously labelled as one characterised by compliance and stability – both by
apologists outside the region and by elites that prospered through these
relationships within. Although it is fair to say that resistance to colonial rule
never reached the widespread and violent level of similar struggles in other
territories across Latin America, Africa and Asia, there was certainly active
resistance (Linnekin, 1997: 209–16) and today this resistance (to the legacies
of colonisation) continues, in the form of opposition to state structures,
national institutions, ‘unwelcome’ migrants, and to the role of outside powers
and organisations.
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In a number of interlinked ways it is questionable whether we are currently
in a post-colonial phase in the Pacific Islands at all. Indeed, it could be argued,
that it is the unfinished nature of this transition which underlies ongoing conflict.
Only around half of the Pacific Island territories have achieved political
independence (see Table 3) and some of these hold various forms of ‘in-
between’ status. Niue and the Cook Islands for example are ‘territories in free
association’; New Caledonia remains an overseas territory of France in a sort
of ‘infinite pause’, but one which is never far from conflict (Connell, 2003).
The period of formal political post-colonialism arrived in the Pacific Islands
in the late 1960s and continued through the 1970s and 1980s. Independence
came later to Oceania than other formerly colonised regions, and this has been
explained in terms of the small size, and thus ‘non-viability’, of the territories
involved and the geo-political comparative advantage they possessed during
the Cold War era. The United Nations commission on decolonisation has put
relatively limited pressure on the powers to divest themselves of their remain-
ing possessions. There are movements in most of these territories for self-rule

Table 3. Pacific colonial powers and independent nation states 

Colonial power Incorporated 
into colonial 
power

Dependent 
colony

Self-governing in 
free association

Independent 
(date)

UK and France Vanuatu (1980)

United Kingdom Pitcairn Fiji (1970)
Tonga (1970)*
Tuvalu (1978)
Solomon Islands

(1978)
Kiribati (1979)

France French Polynesia
New Caledonia
Wallis and Futuna

New Zealand Tokelau Cook Islands (1965)
Niue (1974)

Samoa (1962)

Australia Norfolk Island Nauru (1968)
Papua New 

Guinea (1975)

USA Hawai’i American Samoa
Guam

Marshall Is (1986)
FSM (1986)
Palau (1994)

Chile Rapa Nui 
(Easter 
Island)

Source: Chappell (1999).

Notes: * Tonga was a protectorate of the United Kingdom, not a fully fledged colony.
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and, in some cases, full independence. Generally however, the greater the level
of political dependence the higher the income per capita

 

6

 

 (Bertram, 1999),
and although indigenous groups in societies such as French Polynesia, New
Caledonia and the Marshall Islands are often the poorest and the colonies
are subject to vast income inequalities, this has had the effect of muting protest.

The term ‘post-colonial’ to describe the Pacific is questionable in another
sense. Many societies are arguably subject to processes of internal colonialism
where certain groups, often those imbued with power by colonial forces,
dominate others. To a certain extent the rise of separatist movements in
Bougainville, West Papua (Irian Jaya) and the Solomon Islands can be couched
in these terms. However, notions of internal colonialism also go some way to
explaining continued unrest in Fiji between different ethic-Fijian groups and
also in relatively homogenous Pacific Island societies. 

Finally, even in countries that have obtained full independence it has
been argued that neo-colonial relations maintain a very important role. The
rise of global capitalist forces and their increased penetration into the islands,
and the globalisation which underpins this, are powerful and increasingly
pervasive forces. As the MIRAB ‘model’ of development (Bertram and
Watters, 1985; Bertram, 1999) is called into question, given declining aid
from the former powers and reduced immigration possibilities to the Pacific
Rim,

 

7

 

 neoliberalism is pedalled by regional development stakeholders as if
there were no alterative (Storey and Murray, 2001). Given this discourse, and
the near impossibility of resisting it, global capital plays an increasingly
determining role in the economies and societies of the PICs. A new twist
to this was added at the recent Pacific Island Forum of 2003 held in New
Zealand, where Australia in particular used the War on Terror to argue for a
greater security presence in the region and sought to further diffuse neoliberal
reform as a means of reducing instability as part of this effort. That the Prime
Minister of Australia, John Howard, himself attended the meeting (after
earlier meetings were attended by foreign ministers) signalled the intentions
of the former colonial powers to play a central role in regional foreign and
economic policy.

 

8

 

The postcolonial transformation of Oceania is incomplete and, as is the case
elsewhere, it is uncertain what the end state will or should look like. If elements
of the colonial relations of power permeate and to a certain extent, continue to
define the region, how is it possible to separate the current era from the past
(e.g. Hughes, 2003)? What explains rising conflict in the current period and
how is this linked to the past? We argue that what we have is a region char-
acterised by many damaging colonial legacies upon which new challenges are
being superimposed to create a fragility which is unprecedented. New nation
states, often containing quite disparate social and political entities attempt
to forge out a place in a harsh global market, where the forces of globalisation
increasingly assault and transcend national borders and deeply ingrained
socio-cultural traits. This, together with the obvious disadvantages of diminut-
ive economic power, territorial isolation, and climatic uncertainty

 

9

 

 has cre-
ated a situation of extreme politico-economic and environmental vulnerability
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which is bound to increasingly express itself in terms of conflict. Naturally,
the actual reasons for conflict in each society are deeply contingent and to
suggest an overarching structural theory to explain the current reality is some-
thing we are seeking to caution against. Nevertheless, global power-relations
remain heavily stacked against the PICs.

 

Contemporary conflict: Studies in this volume

 

This volume comprises five research articles, a research note, a reflection
piece and a review essay. Within these works many of the themes touched
upon above are expanded and others are introduced. We do not pretend that
the coverage is exhaustive in either thematic or geographical terms. In terms
of the latter the focus is placed on countries in Melanesia given that the
most explicit conflict is evident there. Studies of simmering conflict in Poly-
nesia and Micronesia would be required for a full picture and we hope that
others will take this up in the future. In terms of the themes covered we have
included studies that reflect upon the role of external intervention (Henderson);
economic inequality (Sriskandarajah); race (Lal); the impacts on gender rela-
tions of conflict (Leslie and Boso); urban transformations (Connell; Storey);
explanations of conflict, which are themselves in a state of flux (Overton);
and the role of indigenous cultural forms for resolving conflict (Huffer and
So’o). There are many other themes that could have been dealt with, we are
hopeful that this collection will stimulate further work which fills the gaps
that the reader might discern.

What all of these contributions illustrate is that the roots and nature of con-
flict in the region are complex and historical. Grand narratives that seek to
address such problems and suggest monolithic solutions, such as neoliberalism
and ‘good governance’, cannot hope to address them. Sending peacekeeping
forces to the Pacific, may address some of the 

 

consequences

 

 of conflict in the
short term and is certainly favoured by certain groups in society. However,
such responses are largely reactionary and become necessary partly due to the
lack of precedence given to studying both the broader sources of conflict and
its outcomes in particular places by both the academy and other sectors. What
is sorely required is an open dialogue between people on the ‘outside’ with
those on the ‘inside’ with a view to gaining more nuanced understandings
which take both local contingency and regional structural/historical forces
into account. We hope that, if nothing else, this special edition reminds us of
that imperative.

 

NOTES

 

1 Territorial definitions of Oceania vary. In this volume, by Oceania, we refer to the island
nations and territories in the South, and particularly, the Southwest Pacific Ocean. These
include: Fiji, New Caledonia, Papua New Guinea (PNG), Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu
(Melanesia); Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, and Nauru
(Micronesia); and American Samoa, Cook Islands, French Polynesia, Hawai’i, Niue,
Samoa, Tokelau, Tuvalu, and Wallis and Futuna (Polynesia) (see Map 1). For reasons
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outlined further into this article analysis in this edition focuses on Melanesia and pays
explicit attention to Fiji, New Caledonia, PNG, Samoa, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu.
Given shared histories and conditions understanding conflict requires interpreting indi-
vidual transitions in the context of broad regional change.

2 A term which is usually used to refer to the relatively intense tectonic activity exhibited in
this area.

3 Throughout the second half of 2000 and 2001 BBC News Online for example continued
to refer to the ‘ousting of Fiji’s first Indian Prime Minister’ and the racial tension which
dogged the country. This failed to recognise internal struggles between Fijian groups which
ultimately led to labour’s election win in 1999 (see Britton and Murray, 2001).

4 Sitveni Rabuka led the coups of 1987 which ousted the Labour Party and a compromise
alliance subsequently. Rabuka rewrote the 1970 constitution in 1990 and won the gen-
eral election in 1992. He served a Prime Minister until 1999 when he was replaced by
Mahendra Chaudhry of the Fiji Labour Party who led the People’s Coalition, comprised
of his party and a number of explicitly ethnic Fijian parties into power. 

5 By postcolonial we refer to actual or supposed transitions from formal political and/or eco-
nomic dominance to sovereign independence. We are not referring to postcolonialism as
an epistemology and what this might imply for the region. We are aware that the links
between postcolonial transformations and postcolonialism as a mind-set are inextricably
linked and would like to encourage further work on this nexus.

6 A notable outlier in this respect would be Rapa Nui (Easter Island) where income levels are
very low. During the brutal Pinochet dictatorship (1973–1990) the possibility of review-
ing links between what are referred to as the ‘mainland’ and ‘the island’ was never raised.
Only recently has the issue of self-government entered into political debate in Chile.

7 The hypotheses concerning the decline in aid and remittances are not empirically
proven and some have argued that ‘non-political’ aid from East Asia, motivated by
natural resource needs is filling the gap left by the former powers (see Henderson in this
volume).

8 As a consequence of this meeting in August 2003, Greg Urwin, an Australian, was voted
as the leader of the Pacific Island Forum. Although the majority of countries voted for this
outcome it has caused some commentators, and some leaders, to question the ‘neocolonial’
intentions of Australia in particular. 

9 We are mindful of the erroneous nature of environmentally deterministic explanations of
regional marginalisation but such factors do aggravate asymmetries in politico-economic
power.
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