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4
Civic engagement 
and leadership

You cannot have young people questioning what is happening 
when the church and tradition are interlocked and where they 
have no voice at all. You need to be able to get them to think 
critically: ‘Why is this?’ ‘You say for me to do this. Why?’
People say that’s annoying: ‘Don’t ask why. Just do it.’
No. Ask why. Ask your leaders why they are doing that; why you 
have to do this. That is important. Only then can young people 
be well-informed, well-equipped and have access to resources. It is 
often there but they don’t know how to access it and who to ask 
for it. 
— Tura Lewai, Fiji

For Tura Lewai, the suppression of critical thinking is a vital issue for 
youth in Fiji. Well-known in the country for his social justice and 
prodemocracy advocacy, Tura remarked on how formal and informal 
structures discourage young people from being curious about how their 
societies work, let alone holding authority to account. His sentiments 
were echoed by Mereia Carling, regional youth advisor for the SPC, who 
told me that Fijians ‘avoid confrontation and just follow suit, generally’.

The image of civil society in Oceania is one of juxtapositions. Though 
village settings are often represented as supportive, cohesive, family-like 
units, critical civil society is still seen as uneven, even weak, throughout 
the region (Corbett 2015; Haley 2008: 10). Conventional theories of civil 
society posit the legitimacy of the state through an active populace holding 
its government to account (Post and Rosenblum 2002: 1) by engaging 
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in civic action outside formal state or parliamentary structures (Woods 
1992: 77). These concepts reflect Western norms and are indelibly linked 
to notions of liberal democracy, and their applicability to Pacific contexts 
varies between communities and countries.

Superficial readings of civil society across the Pacific suggest that citizens 
play a passive role in the functioning of the state. Social roles are culturally 
prescribed and hierarchies well established. This is not to say that civil 
society within the Great Ocean States of the Pacific is weak. If we take 
an alternative starting point—that the core premise of civil society is 
that ‘individual well-being is tied to, and understood to be tied to, the 
well-being and independence of groups’ (Post and Rosenblum 2002: 6)—
it can be strongly argued that the sociocentric norms of Pacific societies 
have created robust endogenous versions of civil society.

In this chapter, I argue that understandings of civic activity in the Pacific 
appear to represent a limited band that lionises civic engagement with 
overtly political ideals. Everyday civic engagement is just as, if not more, 
significant in its impacts on social norms and mores through the subtle 
challenging or reinforcing of social roles. For young people, the roles that 
are socially acceptable for them to occupy are quite restrictive, relegating 
them as observers to decision-making with an eye to being future leaders 
in an undetermined time frame.

Civil society in the Pacific context
The strength of civil society across Oceanic communities varies. The 
hierarchical nature of traditional communities can act as a limiting factor 
on citizens’ active participation in civil society, with Oceanic societies 
generally prescribing the roles that each member of the community is 
allowed and entitled to perform. Thus, despite the long history of group 
decision-making processes for most Pacific societies, power is primarily 
wielded by adult men (McLeod 2015; Prasad 2017: 331; Sahlins 1963), 
though senior women have greater influence in some matrilineal societies, 
particularly outside Melanesia (McLeod 2007: 10–12; 2015).1

1  This is further structured hierarchically according to factors such as chiefly lineage, religious 
roles such as being a pastor, and big-man attributes such as wealth and influence.
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Despite this, change has been present in recent years, resulting in an 
expanded and emboldened civil society sector in certain spaces. The 
combination of enhanced information flow through telecommunications 
technologies, growing levels of educated citizens and the influences of 
globalisation such as the expansion of the international development 
industry—including through regional multilateral bodies—has resulted 
in civil society groups and development organisations critically engaging 
with and, at times, challenging authority in the region (Brimacombe 2017; 
Slatter 2006; Titifanue et al. 2017). Moving from ‘sporadic’ responses to 
issues of immediate concern, such as Fiji’s 1987 military coups (Slatter 
2006: 29), these groups, both formal and informal, are now engaging 
in sustained campaigns that are both sociocentric and issues based. 
Fijian LGBTIQ+ activist Kris Prasad even theorised that events that risk 
repressing civil society can act to fortify critical civil society. He told me: 
‘Every time we have a coup, social movements start, civil society groups 
start, human rights groups start. There is always a people’s response to 
tyranny and dictatorship.’

Notably, the increasingly politicised civil society activities of the recent 
past have largely been driven by, or made inclusive of, youth. This is 
despite the continued structural minimisation of the roles they play and 
have the potential to play in their communities. Particularly in fields 
related to social justice, such as gender rights, sexuality rights and climate 
change, young people are at the vanguard of change and forcing their way 
into the public consciousness and conversation. This does not overcome 
the fact that the reach of civil society and civil society organisations 
remains limited. To begin with, these spaces are mainly apparent in urban 
hubs, particularly those with significant cosmopolitan populations, such 
as Suva.

Rationalising power imbalances
A number of those with whom I spoke talked of the frustration they felt 
within Pacific youth communities regarding the lack of opportunities for 
their active engagement in civil society. In some youth populations, their 
minimisation was being met not with passivity but with resistance. Not 
content to be seen as citizens-in-waiting, they were agitating to be viewed 
and included by their societies as active citizens.
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Child protection specialist Salote Kaimacuata informed me that this is 
a problem throughout Oceania. Having lived and worked throughout 
the Pacific region, including in Aotearoa/New Zealand, she has witnessed 
youth struggling to be included in decision-making processes. She reflected 
on her experiences working with young i-Kiribati women for UNICEF 
Pacific, telling me: 

i-Kiribati youth have been asking for a long time: ‘Can we sit 
there?’ ‘Can we participate?’ ‘Can we input? Because our time will 
come sooner than we want and we need to learn now from you 
and be mentored by you.’

Usaia Moli, who has a long history of youth leadership in Fiji, conveyed 
the same experience of engaging with and resisting adult leaders:

No longer can they point to us and say, ‘You’ll be the leaders of 
tomorrow’, because we are making changes right now. We look 
at every issue that comes up around the country and we have 
become champions on these issues in our own way. We represent 
the country in international meetings and presentations and 
everywhere we go, but yet they keep telling us, ‘You are the leaders 
of tomorrow. Your time will come.’ Our time is now. I don’t have 
to wait a few more years.

Interestingly, this is an issue that also arises in critical civil society spaces in 
Oceania. Mamta Chand, a women’s rights activist from Fiji, described her 
dismay at the women’s movement’s rigid leadership structures and lack 
of acknowledgement of the successes of its young members:

When we are in the intergenerational spaces, young women are 
told: ‘You’re not leaders. You’re the leaders of tomorrow.’ It was 
really frustrating. We would say, ‘We are leaders of today. We are 
doing things. We are mobilising young women. We’ve mobilised 
young women to go and vote. We did that ourselves.’ They refused 
to see us as leaders of now, of today. They say, ‘No, when we die 
you become leaders.’ We are leaders. We are leading. They refuse 
to accept that.

Resistance to youth engagement and participation has significant 
precedence on a global scale. Power is classically held by adults and 
elders, for whom weakening this hold on power would have little clear 
benefit. Whether consciously or not, their status and significance are tied 
to their social role and to share power with those who do not hold it 
would serve not only to undermine their own authority, but also to risk 
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the development of their communities in ways that run counter to their 
interests. As youth worker and scholar Andy West (2007: 126) finds, 
‘adults resist and control the development of children’s participation often 
because it disrupts adults’ established working patterns and challenges 
existing norms’.

Issues related to the difficulties of engaging Pacific youth in prosocial 
civic behaviours, including decision-making processes, are not limited to 
the region. As international development youth worker Claire O’Kane 
(2003:  1) asserts: ‘Children and young people have traditionally been 
excluded from decision-making processes in all parts of the world.’ 
To  challenge such power imbalances would require going beyond 
improving access  to decision-making processes for youth and other 
marginalised groups, to facilitating their prosocial participation in civil 
society and, further, to promoting cultures of deep critical thought. Public 
planning scholar Sue Brownhill (2009: 360) writes of the ‘inevitable 
rationality of power’ as undermining true modes of participation. Only 
by disrupting accepted ideas of whose voice counts, when, where and 
why, can such power be countenanced.

Across the Pacific, the power imbalances divided along age and status lines 
are prevalent across all aspects of society. From the expectations of young 
people to undertake most menial labour in household and village settings 
to the limited representation of youth interests in formal governance 
systems, including parliaments (Noble et al. 2011: 19),2 the opportunities 
for invited, engaged participation in civil society are few. Further, when 
youth attempt to create space for themselves to represent their views, they 
are derided for disrespecting how their cultures operate and the wisdom 
of vesting authority in their elders, as discussed in Chapter Two with 
quotations from Mereia Carling, Tura Lewai and John Firibo.

Beyond maintaining the status quo of power relations, inhibiting 
youth participation has direct negative impacts on the self-actualisation 
processes of young people. When ignored and left unnurtured, the skills 
and creativity of young people may fail to develop. As they internalise 
the idea that their abilities are not valued, they are less likely to invest 
their own energy in engaging critically with their surroundings. Engaging 

2  It should be noted that this is not a phenomenon limited to the Pacific region. For example, the 
2015 national election in Australia and the 2017 national election in Aotearoa/New Zealand resulted 
in the election of people aged under 35 years at levels of 3.1 per cent (Evershed et al. 2016) and 10 per 
cent (Farrar 2017), respectively.
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in practices of rational ignorance may then lead to the perpetuation of 
power structures that are overtly or opaquely oppressive and embed such 
communal mental models into understandings of young people’s place 
within their societies (Saraswathi and Larson 2002: 346).

Structural minimisation
The influence of hierarchy in Oceanic societies can scarcely be overstated. 
Social roles are generally well established and align with an individual’s 
lineage, gender and age3 (Brimacombe 2017: 144; Cox 2017: 77; Jolly 
1994; Morton 1996: 22–24). Other factors with greater variability—
such as ability, sexuality, education, occupation and marital status—also 
play a part. For youth, such hierarchy underscores the roles and influence 
they can have in their communities. This is commonly marked by an 
expectation of deference and a lack of deliberative participation. As Tura 
Lewai eloquently phrases it: ‘Young people are taught to be seen but 
not heard.’

This extends to youth representatives often not being young themselves. 
While in Fiji, I met with Kaajal Kumar, who established the Aspire 
Foundation as an organisation to promote youth civic engagement 
and action. Of note, the Aspire Network hosted the 2014 Fijian Youth 
Parliament—the first time the event had been held in more than a decade. 
Kaajal spoke to me of the propensity of such representatives to be 
disconnected from current trends and issues affecting youth but holding 
on to the position of influence they have obtained. She told me:

What you see in the Pacific—you come across young people who 
are 30 or 40 who are in the youth movement. If you look at [name 
of organisation], the person holding the youth desk, how old is 
that person? Because it took them time to get there, they have an 
ideology. And the youth movement, the way it functions, is that 
our ideas keep changing.

Discouraging youth participation enculturates young people to occupy 
a subordinated position in society. In a report on increasing youth 
participation in the Pacific, commissioned by the World Bank, youth 
development advocates Shasheen Jayaweera and Kate Morioka (2008: 11) 

3  Though forms of hierarchy differ significantly throughout the region (for example, Besnier 2004; 
Jolly 1994).
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explain: ‘Young people are expected to accept authority without question, 
to the extent that they are discouraged from sharing their ideas and 
suggestions with elders.’ Despite this, examples exist of young Pacific 
people expressing a desire to be more actively involved in the planning and 
decision-making processes of their communities, countries and cultures. 
At the second Pacific Youth Festival in 2009, more than 300 young people 
from across the region declared: 

[A]s young people, we are important human resources to 
development, and have an important role to play in building 
families, communities, institutions and nations; and in all sectors, 
both formal and informal. (SPC 2009b: 2)

This sentiment is mirrored in the responses to which Jayaweera and 
Morioka (2008) were exposed from young Pacific people discussing their 
wishes to be engaged citizens. They point out: 

Whilst some cultures actually discourage young people from 
expressing their views, it was the heartfelt desire of youth to 
become active citizens who could make a worthwhile contribution 
to their nation. (Jayaweera and Morioka 2008: 10) 

Moreover, it is evident in growing examples of young people inserting 
themselves into spaces of active civic participation, as highlighted in case 
studies presented in the following chapter.

The minimisation of youth engagement in home and village settings 
is replicated in formal decision-making policies and processes. Such 
minimisation even flows through to academia. Vakaoti (2012: 8) notes 
that the ‘literature on Fiji’s political history has failed to offer any detailed 
analysis about young people’s involvement in politics’. Regionally, this 
minimisation is most notable in the repeated lack of mentions of youth 
in progress reports on the Pacific Plan (Noble et al. 2011: 16) and similar 
documents outlining the focuses and ambitions of the 18 member 
states of the Pacific Islands Forum. Such examples act as evidence not 
only of the assumed lack of influence of youth within Pacific societies, 
but also of the recurrent failures to acknowledge, understand and address 
their realities.

Whether by design or simply reflecting kastom, the result of the youth 
voice being ignored amounts to a structural minimisation of the worth 
and potentiality of youth. To borrow a term from citizenship scholar 
David Owen (1996), youth are considered not as active citizens, but as 
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‘apprentice citizens’ who need to be managed, rather than consulted; 
taught, rather than learned from (see also Bessant 2004; Harris 2006). 
As Jayaweera and Morioka (2008: 11) note: ‘Even if adults understand 
youth concerns, they are perceived as unlikely to prioritize them or take 
action to address them.’

A disjuncture is evident here between the ambitions of young people to 
be active participants in their communities—to be involved in decision-
making processes, to share their knowledge and to learn—and their 
systematic marginalisation. This not only results in a vicious cycle in which 
many young people internalise their own subordination, but also leads to 
ineffective policy responses to youth issues, such as those discussed in 
earlier chapters in relation to education and employment. This inability 
to enact effective youth policy outside occasional ad hoc successes can 
be attributed to any or all of three factors. First, the simple notion that 
youth voices are not valued makes it less likely that poor policy will be 
challenged openly, nor will it represent risk at the ballot box. Second, 
when youth are consulted on issues they face and asked how these may 
be addressed, their internalised belief that their opinions matter little may 
result in them struggling to identify and enunciate their positions. Third, 
even when they are consulted and can articulate their thoughts and values, 
their participation is often tokenistic, with elders and those in authority 
determining the appropriate responses regardless of youth input. This 
sentiment was articulated in interviews I held in Fiji and Solomon Islands. 
Jope Tarai’s role as an educator at USP’s Laucala Bay campus in Suva 
exposes him to a great number of youths from across the region as well as 
Fijians active in critical civil society who attend events at the university’s 
campus. He told me:

I am sad to say that when youth interests come up, it’s tokenistic 
branding, rather than anything that is really genuine. When we are 
needed for publicity, we will have to stand with the minister and 
shake his hand. [Former UN Secretary-General] Ban Ki-Moon or 
whoever—these top-brass delegates come over for these ticking-
the-box consultations and then they leave and we go back to the 
same crap. We go back to the fact that our young people are facing 
the same struggling issues as they did before.

Jope’s frustration regarding what he considered to be the token 
engagement of young people was shared by informants in Solomon 
Islands. Of the tokenistic and formulaic responses to issues youth are 
facing, youth development worker Sandra Bartlett told me: ‘The older 
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generation just don’t get it. I find it so annoying. Even the leaders say, 
“Let’s do something for youth: we’ll do training.”’ Another informant 
from Solomon Islands said:

The youth issues are there. We know about the youth issues. 
In  terms of people in decision-making positions, of course they 
know the youth issues. But in terms of the strategies to address 
them, they always fall back to: ‘Let’s throw them some balls and 
nets and let them have fun with sports.’

This sentiment mirrors the observations of Pacific youth and development 
scholar Daniel Evans (2019: 87) that policy and program interventions 
aimed at developing youth potential in Solomon Islands are routinely 
‘low-cost, narrow and discrete’.

The lack of meaningful consultation with, and participation by, Pacific 
youth reflects cultural understandings of the social roles that subsections 
of Pacific societies are expected to play. Primary to this is the paramount 
authority of male elders, which is evident as much in the formal roles they 
play as village chiefs and big-men as it is in the parliaments of the region, 
where women account for only 8.6 per cent of parliamentarians (PacWIP 
2012–21).4 Two of these women are aged under 35 (PacWIP 2012–21)—
a significant change from the longstanding norm through the region of 
female youth having no representation at all (Noble et al. 2011: 19).5 
The lack of social and political leaders outside the parameters of male 
and middle-aged or older permeates through the formal and informal 
institutions of Pacific societies and is reflected in the lack of political will 
expended on issues related to youth, women, people with disabilities 
and other marginalised groups, and remarked on throughout this book. 
Further, as discussed in the case study below, the deficit of role models for 
these groups plays out in the understandings of youth, and others, of who 
can and cannot be a valuable participant in decision-making processes—
that is, who can and cannot be a leader.

This minimisation begins in the home and extends to the village, the 
schools, the provinces, right through to the policies of governments 
and the programs of their ministries. Though young people worldwide 
wield less authority than their elders, the extent to which this is true in 

4  As of May 2021.
5  Also based on research of existing databases identifying Pacific parliamentarians by gender and 
age, as of July 2021.
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Oceania exceeds countries such as Australia and Aotearoa/New Zealand. 
As was touched on in Chapters Two and Three, the influence of parents 
and communities in the decision-making processes impacting on young 
people’s lives and livelihood opportunities in the Pacific is difficult to 
overstate, including shaping their decisions to pursue careers held in high 
esteem, yet with few opportunities for practice (Nilan 2007: 5). Vakaoti’s 
(2014) commissioned study on youth participation behaviours in Fiji 
confirms the influence of elders, even to the point of stymieing the self-
actualisation of young people. He illustrates this when discussing focus 
groups he ran with Suva-based youth who identified parental expectation 
as a limiting factor on participatory decision-making processes, with one 
respondent stating that ‘an individual who is under 23 years of age cannot 
voice an opinion or make a decision on something like moving out of the 
family home’ (Vakaoti 2014: 18). Solomon Islands youth development 
worker Patrick Mesia sees this structural minimisation as being rooted in 
cultural practices of hierarchy:

Because of some of the cultural context here in Solomons, like 
the big-man system, the elders in some places dictate what should 
happen sometimes for a young age group like that. They don’t give 
them space and when they hear them raising issues, they ignore it 
as being from a pikinini [child] point of view.

Even in the most acceptable mode of democratic participation for youth 
aged over 18, voting, the influence of elders is strong. Jayaweera and 
Morioka (2008: 19) note that ‘most young people [in Fiji] vote for the 
same political party as do their parents, or, if they have a relative running 
for Parliament, are compelled to vote for them’. This reflects the strictly 
hierarchical social norms of Pacific communities, but also signifies the 
practice of rational ignorance (Downs 1957), as even at the most basic 
levels of participation, youth are expected to act in socially determined 
ways. Not only does this support Vakaoti’s (2014: 5) suggestion that 
‘voting does not mean that young people are meaningfully participating in 
democratic processes or that they are equal partners in decision making’, 
it also is further evidence of how youth are practically discouraged from 
expressing critical thought or being active participants in civil society. 
Young people are expected to be passive (McMurray 2006: 5), but such 
customs so marginalise their value as to render them largely submissive 
and truly subordinate—a risk identified by youth studies academic Anita 
Harris (2006: 224) as prevalent among young people cross-culturally in 
contexts where they feel their participation is not valued, with specific 
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reference to Australia and Aotearoa/New Zealand. The impact this has on 
their capabilities, agency and critical thought is crucial to understanding 
how youth are preparing for their future as active citizens and leaders of 
their communities.

The marginalisation of youth participation appears to traverse ethnic 
boundaries. The indigenous cultures of Fiji and Solomon Islands have 
both been long understood to operate their societies hierarchically, where 
youth ‘occupy a subordinate position and play a passive role’ (Vakaoti 
2012: 3). I was also informed of the strict deference youth must pay to 
their elders within Indo-Fijian communities. One notable difference 
between the indigenous Melanesian cultures and the Indo-Fijian culture, 
though, is that the social boundaries to participation within Indo-
Fijian communities apply much more strictly to females than to males 
(Carling  2009: 107),6 as they are expected to occupy a subordinate 
position, first, to their parents and, later, to their husband. As Mamta 
Chand expressed to me:

The Indo-Fijian community, where I come from, it is very difficult 
for an Indo-Fijian young woman to be out—just to speak up, to 
get opportunities in these kinds of organisations and these kinds 
of spaces. As soon as we are born, we are groomed to get married. 
Education level is just probably up to high school. Education is 
not a priority. Getting married is a priority.

Thus, we can see across a range of ethnicities in Fiji and Solomon Islands 
that youth agency and decision-making capacities are minimised. One 
obvious impact of this minimisation is apparent in the lack of young 
people occupying visible and influential leadership positions.

Qualities of a leader
Across five of the six communities in which I worked during my fieldwork 
periods in Fiji and Solomon Islands, I asked several questions designed to 
gain a basic insight into the daily activities of youth in these communities. 
One question sought insight into role models with whom young people 

6  Though young women in Melanesian communities are further marginalised than their male 
counterparts (Vakaoti 2012: 3), this is less restrictive than in Indo-Fijian communities according to 
multiple informants.
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may identify who would also be classified as youth.7 The intent was, first, 
to gain insight into the types of role models young people looked up 
to and, second, to gently test the critical thinking abilities of youth in 
response to an unanticipated question. This was inspired by a conversation 
with Mereia Carling, who told me:

When I first came to Fiji and worked in television, I would go to 
schools and see children who couldn’t answer a question where 
they had to use their own thoughts or their own dreams. They had 
to be told what to say about what they wanted to be when they 
grew up and what their favourite food was and then all the other 
children in the class would follow suit—the first one having asked 
the teacher what to say.

The responses from the five groups are detailed in the case study below.

Case study: Identifying youth leaders
To have the youth focus group participants thinking about leaders 
and leadership, I posed a lead-in question asking them to identify the 
characteristics of a good leader. None of the five groups across urban, 
peri-urban and rural Fijian and Solomon Islands communities struggled 
to respond to this question, providing lists of five or more traits in short 
succession. Some examples included: ‘Honest’, ‘Compassionate’, ‘Neutral 
in decision-making’, ‘God-fearer’ and ‘Inherit from ancestors’.

Once asked to identify a leader who could also be considered a youth, 
however, the participants in all groups struggled. When they were broken 
into groups of between five and 12 people, silence was common where 
only minutes previously there had been a steady hum of discussion. 
No  individual group was successfully able to identify a youth leader 
within five minutes of being asked the question, with multiple subgroups 
asking for clarification that the answer was to be someone who was both 
a leader and a youth.

With some prodding from within the group and some clarification from 
me and my research assistants, all groups eventually named their youth 
leaders. Their answers provide significant insight into the limited mental 

7  This question followed earlier discussion of how ‘youth’ was defined in these communities. The 
example that groups were asked to identify could be from the local community, from their country or 
from anywhere else in the world.
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space such people occupy in their communities. Among the answers were 
then US President Barack Obama and Fijian Youth Minister Viliame 
Naupoto, neither of whom was within even a decade of the upper age 
limit of 35 that the focus groups had previously identified as the cut-off 
point of youthhood. Closer to the mark was one response from a subgroup 
in Solomon Islands identifying the young King David, who was reported 
in the Bible to be 30 years old when anointed King of Israel in 1025 BCE 
(2 Samuel 5:4).

Two responses unquestionably met the two criteria—one for a person and 
the other for a group. Notably, both took time to be reached and only after 
considerable consultation. One Fijian subgroup identified then 30-year-
old Iliesa Delana, who won Fiji’s first Paralympic gold medal and was at 
the time the Assistant Minister for Youth and Sports. However, his name 
was only reached after that group agreed with the prompting suggestion 
of a research assistant. Another group identified the Fijian advocacy group 
Youth Champs 4 Mental Health. This answer was reached after extensive 
clarification of potential parameters for a youth leader between me and 
the subgroup and was suggested by a group member who had volunteered 
in a campaign run by Youth Champs 4 Mental Health.

Youth leadership as an oxymoron
The inability to identify youth leaders can be attributed to several forces. 
First, the number and visibility of youth leaders are most notable for 
their insignificance: Pacific youth occupy few positions of ceremonial 
or official power and their public stage is mostly limited to the sporting 
arena. Second, cultural concepts of youth and leadership make it almost 
impossible to conceive of someone being identified as both a leader and 
a youth. Once a young person achieves a position of recognised leadership, 
whether formal or informal, they are no longer socially associated with 
youthhood regardless of age. Third, the lack of opportunities for engaged 
participation in civil society provides the perfect mental environment for 
rational ignorance to develop, making it difficult for young people to 
challenge established mental models, such as that youth and leadership 
are antithetical traits, to identify individuals who challenge such notions.

This case study supports a recurrent theme throughout my interviews 
related to the socialised concept that young people cannot be leaders. 
For Georgina Cope, a regional development worker based in Fiji, the 
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responses from these focus group informants reflect a simple truism of 
Oceanic conceptions of leadership legitimacy: ‘People are conditioned to 
think of a leader as someone who is not young. You are not credible if you 
are young.’

Salote Kaimacuata, of Fiji, further suggests that elders’ lack of willingness 
to share or relinquish leadership positions limits opportunities for new 
leaders to be nurtured and developed. This mirrors the assertions of West 
(2007), discussed earlier, that leadership in cultures throughout the world 
is marked by practices of maintaining and consolidating authority rather 
than developing it in others. Salote told me:

When you get older, your priorities change. When you get older, 
you hold on to things that maintain your power base, whatever 
that is. When do we know to give over to young people? I’m happy 
to mentor now and I’m happy to nurture a leader. I really believe 
a good leader breeds other leaders and, as difficult as it may be, 
knows and discerns when they need to start moving back and 
putting that young person forward. They will not be forgotten. 
They will be remembered for putting forward that other person 
that continues good leadership for sustainability.

Perhaps this problem is cyclical in nature. There are few young leaders 
because limited opportunities exist for them, but also because there 
are few role models. Further, political models that are not liberally 
democratic and that privilege those already in positions of power limit 
the avenues through which young people can assert their leadership 
qualities. They provide little space for political discussion among youth 
and limited opportunities for genuine representation. Perhaps this is why 
Mereia Carling reported witnessing a huge shift in young people putting 
themselves forward for leadership positions in the time between writing 
her master’s dissertation on youth citizenship in Fiji in 2009—during the 
period of unrepresentative governance following the 2006 coup—and the 
2014 elections. This is further evidenced by young candidates standing 
for parliament, like Roshika Deo (as discussed in the case study below) 
and Usaia Moli. As Mereia told me:

I remember writing a paper on youth participation 10 years 
ago and I was scratching around. I could think of one or two 
youth leaders then but there is quite a movement now which has 
emerged in the last 10 years and it is growing. The fact that we had 
Usaia [Moli] and other young people standing at the last election 
was great.
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Given the boon in youth leadership examples in Fiji in such a short period, 
it will be interesting to see whether this trend continues. It also suggests 
that such an increase may be possible in other Pacific locations with fewer 
such examples, including Solomon Islands.

Cultures of silence
The restricted nature of youth participation and the flow-on effects this 
has on civic engagement and critical thinking processes hint at greater 
suppression of full participation in Oceanic societies. The  strictly 
hierarchical nature of these societies makes the overt questioning 
of authority figures taboo. Woo and Corea (2009: 14) refer to this 
culturally encoded restraint of criticism as a ‘culture of silence’ that is 
evident throughout the region. Benjamin Afuga is a Solomon Islands 
civil society activist who helped to create and moderate a Facebook page, 
‘Forum Solomon Islands International’ (FSII),8 which provided a space 
for Solomon Islander citizens domestically and in the diaspora to engage 
in civics discussions. Benjamin contextualised the concept of a ‘culture 
of silence’ to me when explaining the role of FSII in opening spaces for 
citizen engagement in the political realms of civil society:

Solomon Islanders have a culture of silence: even though things 
don’t seem right, people won’t talk, people won’t protest, people 
won’t use their democratic and constitutional rights to ask and to 
question. That is the biggest problem we have in this country and 
I think it is one of the stumbling blocks to development in this 
country. We think if leaders say something, you don’t question 
it. If you want to question it, we go and sit under the mango 
tree or under the coconut tree and question, ‘Why is John doing 
this?’ We cannot face people and ask them. We cannot go to the 
media and ask them to tell them [the government] they are wrong. 
So, when FSII started doing that, people started thinking: this 
is a new thing, this is wrong, this is not respectable, this is not 
respecting the leaders.

This silence is held at individual and community levels and its impact is 
seen in the difficulties youth have in voicing the issues with which they are 
struggling. Through the cultured understanding that their opinions and 
voices are unimportant, they embody not only rational ignorance but also 
a stoic muteness. Rosie Catherine, of Fiji, explained to me:

8  FSII is discussed in a case study in Chapter Six.
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Because of the way we were brought up, if you are not given the 
opportunities to speak, that continues and when it comes to talking 
about things that really matter … you don’t feel like you can.

Compounding this problem in Fiji in recent decades has been the political 
climate of coups, media censorship and restrictions on citizen political 
engagement. Discussion of political issues was severely suppressed 
between the most recent coup d’état, in 2006, and the 2014 election. 
I experienced this first hand before the 2014 election when friends and 
colleagues would actively disengage from conversations if issues of politics 
were raised. This occurred to such an extent that I distinctly remember 
the two people who would discuss political matters with me: one was an 
activist known for outspoken criticism of the then regime and the other 
only after becoming a good friend and developing a trusting relationship 
with me.9 Further enforcing the culture of silence during the 2006–14 
period of military administration, the mainstream media was subjected 
to significant measures of formal censorship, as well as self-censorship 
(Perrottet and Robie 2011). The imposition of government censors in 
newsrooms famously led to the Fiji Times redacting whole sections of the 
daily newspaper where a censored story was to run and replacing them 
with the text, ‘The stories on this page could not be published due to 
Government restrictions’ (cited in Hayward-Jones 2012).

This censorship was extended to the public sphere through the Public 
Emergency Regulations decree that was in place between April 2009 
and January 2012. The decree limited the ability of citizens to meet in 
groups, allowing police and local district officers to ‘prohibit absolutely 
or place conditions on “any procession, meeting or assembly in any place, 
or building whether public or private” unless a permit has been granted’ 
(Bhim 2011: 9; see also Vakaoti 2017: 701). The justification for such 
restrictions was, in the words of Bhim (2011: 4), the assumption by the 
government of the time that ‘a state of emergency exists in the country 
because elements planning activities to destabilise the government 
may exist’.

As with other forms of marginalisation, the stifling of criticism creates 
perfect conditions for the internalised repression of critical thinking 
development in the individual. Mereia Carling views the lack of revolt 

9  Leading up to and following the 2014 election, I have noticed a marked shift in people’s 
willingness to discuss political matters, including commentary published alongside identifying details 
in online spaces, such as social media.
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against the coup regime, particularly after coup leader Frank Bainimarama 
was democratically elected as prime minister in 2014, as reflecting the 
feebleness of opposition to power, which is socialised into most Fijians, 
not only young people:

It is amazing that we have had a dictatorship in Fiji that has told 
people what to do and pretty much the whole nation is happy 
with that. I think that is a symptom of this way we are brought 
up. People say, ‘He’s a man that knows what to do’, ‘He’s a leader’. 
Whether it’s right or wrong, it’s a leader telling us what to do and 
we’ll go and do it. I once spoke to my housekeeper about, ‘Why do 
church ministers have to scream and shout at their congregation?’, 
because to me that’s abusive and it makes me want to run away 
and she said, ‘We need it. Fijians need it. We need to be told what 
to do.’ Maybe that is a cultural thing that I just don’t understand. 
That’s how I think it affects people and nations, that we can then 
be happy with dictatorships.

This criticism indicates that the cultures of silence evident in Oceania are 
more widespread than simply youth communities. As has already been 
mentioned, the role of hierarchy in Pacific societies and how it shapes 
roles and relationships for and between citizens are ever-present. Though 
young people are among the most marginalised in terms of participation 
and voicing opinions, there is evidence that these silences can be employed 
in other circumstances over larger groups of people, as argued by Mereia.

Deep and deliberative democracy
Despite the structural minimisation of youth and other groups being 
normalised in contemporary times, Pacific societies are reported to have 
had a long and rich history of democratic practices before colonisation. 
Differing from modern forms of liberal democracy based on citizen 
consultation, formulation of policy platforms and legitimisation through 
voting, these practices more closely resembled systems of deliberative 
democracy. As defined by political philosopher Joshua Cohen: 

The notion of a deliberative democracy is rooted in the intuitive 
ideal of a democratic association in which the justification of 
the terms and conditions of association proceeds through public 
argument and reasoning among equal citizens. (1997: 72) 
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In short, deliberative democracy encompasses methods that seek the 
constructive feedback of the cohort of people affected by a decision, 
not power vested purely in a concentrated individual or group of 
decision-makers.

Traditional village practices in both Fiji and Solomon Islands appear to 
have upheld the concept of deliberative democracy for decades. Ravuvu 
wrote of this in relation to the need for Fijian leaders to justify their 
position in terms of the continued communal benefit to the village, 
stating that

a person who is veidokai10 does not impose without consultation 
any idea or action beyond his traditionally defined boundary of 
social expectation. He must concur with others who are going to 
be affected before he makes any public proposition. (Ravuvu 1983: 
104; see also Quain 1948: 205) 

Writing of Solomon Islands, missionary and amateur anthropologist 
Charles Elliott Fox contrasted the methods of customary decision-making, 
which combined aspects of centralised decision-making and deliberative 
democracy more explicitly with Western concepts of liberal democracy. 
He wrote:

In each village, separated from the next, perhaps by language 
or dialect and perhaps at war with it, when some matter of 
importance to the village had to be decided all the people of the 
village met together and discussed it. All would say what they 
thought about it and all were listened to. The chief might give his 
opinion, but anyhow it was he at the end who gave the decision, 
and not a majority of the people in the British way. (Fox 1967: 74)

Both Ravuvu and Fox write of deliberative democratic processes that were 
inclusive of all those affected by the decisions. Whether the deliberative 
democratic methods employed in villages included women, youth and 
others or whether only men were considered to be affected and thus 
consulted is unclear. What is clear, however, is that such processes were 
much more consultative than the oppositional nature that marks the 
equivalent processes of liberal democracies (Ravuvu 1991: 87), even if 
final decisions were ultimately made by chiefs, as stated by Fox.

10  Literally ‘respectful’—one of four qualities of vakaturaga (befitting a chief; also, behaviour 
befitting the presence of a chief ). The others are vakarokoroko (deference), vakarorogo (attentive and 
complying) and yalo malua (humility) (Ravuvu 1983: 103).
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Salote Kaimacuata spoke to me of how she has seen these approaches used 
less and less over time. She explained to me her fear that these customs 
and the skills to follow them may be lost: 

The old Pacific way was consensus-reaching. There was a lot 
of dialogue and politicking outside and inside and during side 
meetings. We don’t know how that was done anymore because it 
wasn’t passed on or trained.

The importance of an active civil society in fostering democracy is well 
documented in international development and public policy literature 
emanating from Europe and North America (for example, Diamond 
2015; Fukuyama 2001; McLaverty 2002; Scholte 2002). Mirroring the 
traditional Pacific models of deliberative, participatory democracy, many 
social scientists see fault in the functioning of Western liberal democracies 
in recent decades and their turn away from consultative engagement with 
their constituencies (Armingeon and Guthmann 2013; Pharr et al. 2000; 
Putnam 1995). Genuinely participatory modes of governance are seen to 
create a truer sense of democracy, emboldened by the general populace’s 
ownership and their continued engagement in decision-making processes 
(Gallagher 2008: 404; Putnam 1995; Regan 2003; ECOSOC 2007). 
As  Western democracies move away from these models and citizens 
become more disconnected from the systems and structures of governance, 
however, they may feel a sense of ‘democratic disarray’, leading to a ‘broad 
continuing erosion of civic engagement’, as explained by social theorist 
Robert Putnam (1995: 77).

This critique of contemporary Western liberal democracies provides 
interesting fodder for analysis when transposed over the emerging 
establishment of democratic models across the Pacific and compared with 
traditional participatory democratic practices. As Mellor and Jabes note:

In nearly all developing countries … Western/liberal democracy 
is a relatively new concept and practice; in the Pacific region, 
especially, the system is laid onto the base of a longstanding 
traditional culture whose values and institutions often seem at 
odds with it. (2004: 13) 

Ravuvu writes of this phenomenon and its alien characteristics in 
the Fijian context when discussing how villagers were introduced to the 
workings of contested democratic representation, noting: 
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Villagers could not understand the necessity for an opposition, 
it made no sense to them to actually pay people to work against 
the government and against their chosen leaders in parliament. 
(Ravuvu 1991: 87) 

Similarly, Connell (2011: 131) notes of Pacific governance institutions: 
‘Democracy requires time, experimentation, new habits of tolerance, 
mutual commitment to giving and taking, everyday respect for difference, 
strange ideas of a “loyal opposition”, etc.’ Here an interesting paradox 
emerges where the introduction and propagation of democracy from 
outside forces may, in fact, have acted to weaken established democratic 
norms. Where once everyone affected by a decision had, at least 
theoretically, an opportunity to engage in the decision-making process, 
now citizens are constrained to expressing their views through discreet 
acts of civic engagement and parliamentary voting—itself limited to those 
of a certain age.

Comparing Fiji and Solomon Islands
Cultural conceptions of the extent to which young people are expected 
and allowed to participate as critical and active members of civil society 
are similar in both Fiji and Solomon Islands. Perhaps more so than in any 
other space, this is where the notion that young people are to be seen but 
not heard is most uniform. Youth in both countries are unlikely to be 
provided access to decision-making processes and, in turn, be recognised 
for their leadership capabilities.

It was notable that across urban, peri-urban and rural communities in 
both countries, examples of youth leadership could not be identified 
without significant assistance. It appears that the settings are few and 
far between in each country where young people’s leadership potential is 
viewed as a possibility for the present rather than a promise for the future.

Conclusion
Cultures that exclude young people from decision-making and holding 
authority to account are not unique to Oceania. Indeed, the consolidation 
of power by adults has been identified as common across the globe. Two 
notable differences in how this impacts Fijian and Solomon Islander 
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societies and those beyond the Pacific bear remarking on, though. First, 
the permeation of youth minimisation through formal structures, such 
as education, and informal structures, such as village-level everyday 
civil society, renders deeper and more perpetuating the minimising 
effects on youth engagement. A strong argument can be made that this 
minimisation is furthered due to more widespread repression of criticism 
of authority, whether because of limits on democracy or through cultural 
norms that discourage open condemnation. Second, the representation 
of this minimisation as reflecting long-held traditional power systems, 
marked by chiefly and big-man systems, overlooks histories of deliberative 
democratic practices.

It should be no surprise that identifying examples of youth leaders proved 
such a difficult task across all the engaged communities. After all, youth 
is seen as a disqualifying factor for someone to be considered a leader and 
even if individuals overcome this barrier, once they become a leader, they 
are no longer culturally considered a youth.

Young people in Fiji and Solomon Islands should not be painted 
merely as passive observers to either their communities or their own 
lives. To  begin with, recognition must be given to the myriad ways 
they positively contribute to their communities, cultures and countries 
through their engagements in everyday civil society. In no region of the 
world are all citizens expected to be activists, advocates or agitators and 
this should be no different for Pacific youth. Further, the rich histories 
of deliberative democracy that exist in Fiji and Solomon Islands, while 
apparently diminished, still offer a guide to engaging youth participation 
more deeply. The biggest threat to the ongoing engagement of Fijian and 
Solomon Islander youth in critical civil society appears to be twofold: the 
assumption that youth will learn how to become leaders through passive 
observation, and the denial of their engagement in decision-making 
spaces where such observations of leadership can be made.
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