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5
Emerging youth activists

The older generation are so disconnected from young people 
… They are the ones who are responsible for training them and 
teaching the values that they need to actually succeed in life and 
they are not doing that. They treat them as less. 
— Sandra Bartlett, Solomon Islands

The structures restricting Pacific youth from engaging with their 
communities critically as full and active citizens are multiple and complex. 
Contemporary social expectations of deference to leadership—hybridised 
from the traditional forms of reverence previously discussed—create 
a foundation for the marginalisation of young people’s engagement across 
much of civil society. As youth development worker Sandra Bartlett notes, 
this is compounded by adults’ attitudes that problematise youth without 
reflecting on their own responsibilities to be mentors.

These, of course, are not the only structural barriers to young people’s 
full engagement as active citizens. Additionally, young people face societal 
notions that their role is to be passive observers, doing the bidding of 
family and community, and there is a lack of role models exhibiting active 
and positive youth leadership. At an institutional level, their minimisation 
is reinforced through the propagation of systems and structures that 
should be designed to assist their active citizenship, critical thinking and 
self-actualisation—namely, formal education and employment—and 
a lack of recourse to decision-makers regarding the ineffectiveness of these 
social and economic pillars. The forms and means of marginalisation 
of youth engagement and personal development vary in relation to 
demographic factors and are compounded by other factors such as gender, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, and physical and intellectual ability.
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Despite recent iterations of kastom that have normalised youth 
marginalisation, there is a small but growing recognition that providing 
opportunities for young people to develop their skills is required not 
only as a safeguard against antisocial behaviours and civil unrest—as per 
conventional readings of the youth bulge theory (Sukarieh and Tannock 
2017; Urdal 2006)—but also to create and sustain positive developmental 
futures for the Great Ocean States of the Pacific. This is particularly true 
in institutional settings that address youth development issues directly 
or indirectly.

This chapter analyses examples of how young people in Fiji and Solomon 
Islands are engaging in emerging spaces of civic discourse despite the 
formal and informal structures that act to exclude them, including social 
understandings that it is the position of youth to be passive citizens as 
they exist as leaders-in-waiting. The chapter concludes by reflecting on 
the current state of youth engagement in civil society in Oceania. I note 
areas where young people are staking their claim as active citizens and how 
they may be better engaged by governments, development organisations 
and others. Looking at overtly political civil society activity as well as 
more everyday subtleties, I note the nature of Pacific civil society is that, 
while an increasing number of youths are engaging as active agents of 
change, the majority remains somewhat marginalised by cultural norms.

Young people and critical civic 
engagement
Several of my informants discussed with me not just how young people are 
discouraged from engaging critically in civil society, but also their capacity 
to positively engage if allowed opportunities. Luisa Senibulu, who has run 
anticorruption workshops with young people from across the region, said: 

Youth have a lot to contribute. It is often said that they are the 
leaders of tomorrow. They have a lot of capacity. They have a lot 
of knowledge that we don’t really utilise. 

Similarly, former chair of Fiji’s National Youth Council, Usaia Moli, stated: 
‘If you’re going to plan for the future, then it is only right that you include 
those that are going to be there, and that is the young people.’ These 
sentiments were shared by Mereia Carling, who has researched youth 
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citizenship in Fiji and is the primary author of the current Pacific Youth 
Development Framework—the guiding document for youth policymaking 
and benchmarking for Pacific governments. She said: 

We are never going to solve the problems that we want to solve by 
ignoring what young people think and not involving them. We are 
creating problems when we don’t involve young people.

Beyond this, some young people continue to demonstrate their willingness 
to be leaders of their communities. This is particularly evident in responses 
to issues that have social as well as economic consequences. On issues of 
climate change and civil rights, youths are the ones making themselves 
experts and demanding that their voices be heard. No two examples better 
display this than the work of 350 Pacific in relation to climate change 
and Roshika Deo’s ‘Be the Change’ political campaign of 2014, which are 
discussed in this chapter as case studies. These examples support political 
scientist Patrick Kaiku’s (2017: 7) criticism of the application of the youth 
bulge theory in Melanesian societies: ‘[W]here the youth bulge discourse 
generally depicts young people as impulsively violent and conflict-prone, 
it disregards youth-led initiatives that are worth knowing and supporting.’ 
Notably, in each of these cases, the youth involved created the space for 
their engagement in areas where deficits existed that traditional ideas 
of leadership had not filled and reinforced: climate change and social 
justice–led politics.

The active and open participation of increasing numbers of Pacific youth 
in civil society reflect a growing sense of both optimism for change 
and despair at the status quo. Though their numbers remain small, 
their influence is growing. This shift cannot be attributed to a singular 
cause. A  combination of access to information, a growing network of 
youth engaged in critical civil society, political disenfranchisement and 
a renewed focus on democracy throughout the region also appear to be 
playing a part.

Access to information has long been recognised as important to shaping 
individual and collective thought patterns. From Alexis de Tocqueville’s 
(1947) assertion in 1835 that the strength of democracy in the United 
States was largely a result of a free and informative media, through to the 
impact of television on the civil rights movements globally in the mid-
twentieth century (Klarman 1994: 11; Winter and Eyal 1981), the flow of 
information has shaped politics and political engagement. As critical race 
and gender activist and author Bell Hooks writes: ‘Watching television 
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in the fifties and sixties, and listening to adult conversation, was one of 
the primary ways young black folks learned about race politics’ (cited 
in Torres 2003: 2). It also appears that the increasing reach of internet 
communications and particularly social media is expanding the scope 
of youth knowledge and engagement in civic discourse (Tarai 2015). 
Sionlelei Mario is a civil society activist from Fiji who has worked on civics 
education programs. She explained to me how social media is opening 
channels of dialogue across the citizen spectrum of Fiji: 

Social media has a lot of groups that are discussing stuff. Policy 
people are having discussions, youth are having discussions and 
then there are others who have gone past their time and they’re 
still talking.

Facilitator of Forum Solomon Islands International (FSII), Benjamin 
Afuga, sees the power of social media to communicate public sentiment 
to leaders and agitate for social change: ‘We believe that people’s views 
on Facebook can be a useful tool to bring issues across to our leaders and 
others who might have an answer to these things.’

Political disenfranchisement appears to be increasing youth civic 
engagement. Multiple interviewees spoke of political processes that 
discriminate against marginalised communities and push the concerns 
of youth to the side as motivating their own engagement. Jope Tarai 
expressed  his frustration that ‘[t]he current power structures that we 
have in Fiji are pro-elite, anti-youth, anti-poor. Not them personally, 
but the way the parliament is structured.’ Such an assertion is echoed 
by Honiara Youth Council President Harry Olikwailafa, who told me: 
‘We have a lot of good policies but the political will behind those policies 
[is lacking]. Sometimes you can see the political interference at [the] 
administrative level.’

This reflects Daniel Evans’s (2019: 85) assertion of the lack of political 
will behind youth policies in Solomon Islands: ‘Despite the steady stream 
of [youth] policies … youth-related objectives have more often than not 
been left unrealised.’ Similarly, findings from a study of seven youth 
communities across Central, North and South America by sociologists 
Jessica Taft and Hava Gordon (2011, 2013) identified frustration with 
political systems as a driver of youth civic engagement. Taft and Gordon 
(2013: 98) even suggest that youth engagement in activist civil society 
demonstrates that ‘these youth are deeply committed to meaningful 
democracy and participation’. Rather than embodying identities focused 
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on individual ambition and achievement—and shaped by forces of 
modernisation including international development discourses of 
capabilities and empowerment (Cornwall and Brock 2005; Kleine 2010; 
Makuwira 2018)—a number of Pacific youths are finding ways to engage 
in their societies to benefit what they perceive to be the common good.

This commitment to democratic engagement with civil society was 
a recurrent theme in interviews I held with young civic activists. Young 
people engaged in critical civil society in Solomon Islands saw it as their 
duty to promote the interests of youth and to hold government to account 
for transgressions and corruption. John Firibo, of Solomon Islands, stated:

In the schools, especially when it comes to history, we talk a lot 
about the politicians and there is a growing tension between us 
and the politicians. Many of us are trying to stamp out corruption 
in a way that they will see us, they will hear us and maybe 
make change.

In Fiji, this sense of frustration among youth interviewees with their 
marginalisation from civic and political practices was even more palpable—
due at least partially to the fact that 2014 had seen those aged under 30 
voting for the first time in the eight years since the beginning of military 
rule. The ‘coup babies’, as they are known (Vakaoti 2014: 5), appeared 
to revel in the opportunity to finally exercise their democratic rights and 
openly discuss their concerns with friends, family and the public more 
generally. Sionlelei Mario explained this enthusiasm:

I’m in my twenties and most of my friends are around that age 
group and, for most of us, it was our first time to vote. We thought 
we had some obligation since we were sensitised in that area of 
national development and youth roles [as civically engaged young 
people]. We needed to get involved with other young people who 
are just coming out of their late teens to discuss what we think 
your role is, what your level of interest is in the general elections 
and what does it mean as a young person to actually tick that box 
[on the ballot paper].

This should not be taken as a generalisation of youth approaches 
to engaging  with governance structures. Indeed, the youth activists 
I interviewed were notable precisely for the depth of critical engagement 
they have with political agents and structures in comparison with 
their peers. 
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Case study: Be the Change
Before the 2014 elections in Fiji, Roshika Deo decided to run for 
parliament. With a professional background in law and international 
development, as well as a long history of social justice activism, Roshika 
sought to use the campaign process to highlight inequities she saw in her 
home country, providing a voice for youth and women.

Roshika built a small support team and consulted with established parties 
about standing for them, before choosing to run as an independent. 
As she explained:

In the beginning, we went to two political parties. We sat in 
meetings, spoke to people and we realised that they were very 
much conformist and there were rigid hierarchies. I realised that 
if I went in that party, I would only be perpetuating the same 
systems that are there by being part of it. I wouldn’t be doing 
anything new. Nothing would change.

When determining to run as an independent, however, Roshika decided 
to acknowledge the significant support network she was building and 
labelled her campaign ‘Be the Change’.

Running on a social activist platform, Roshika and Be the Change 
challenged social and political orthodoxy not only by openly discussing 
issues such as abortion, domestic violence and same-sex marriage, but also 
by taking progressive positions on each of these issues, which contrasted 
with the conservative stances of the major parties. Her campaign shaped 
much of the public narrative of the election by pushing these boundaries. 
She told me:

Fiji Sun [newspaper] was running an opinion article, so the 
candidates could write opinions and submit. Parties could write, 
so I said, ‘Be the Change is like a party. It’s functioning like 
a party, so let’s write.’ Then I started getting other young people 
to write together with me. When we wrote about mental health 
issues, the next two or three days after, we noticed the media had 
started asking all the candidates about mental health. Once, when 
we wrote about LGBTIQ rights, on [television station] Fiji One, 
they asked all the candidates about same-sex marriage.
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Of the campaign’s influence, Roshika said:

We are very proud of our achievements. We raised a lot of issues that 
no-one else was talking about: things around LGBTIQ rights—
no-one used to talk about it, so as soon as we started talking about, 
the media started talking about it. Violence against women: no-
one talked about violence against women as comprehensively as 
we did. Also demilitarisation—people did talk about militarisation 
but we talked about it in terms of the impact on young people and 
women, moving away from generic discussions on militarisation. 
It was a bit more abstract, so we started contextualising it.

The campaign not only influenced media reporting and forced other 
candidates to discuss uncomfortable topics, it also opened Roshika up to 
significant criticism across the community, which regularly went beyond 
analysis of her political positions. She was criticised because of her gender, 
religion and culture, among other things (Chattier 2016; Palet 2014). 
She told me: ‘They had a [picture of a] full-born dead baby that they 
circulated all over Facebook, saying “Roshika Deo supports abortion.” 
Very aggressively and loudly, I got attacked in that space.’

The impact of such criticism did not silence Roshika, however. She 
continued her campaign, narrowly falling short of being elected. Her 
influence can be seen in her ability to attract more than 1,000 votes in 
the general election and more than 14,000 likes on the Be the Change 
Facebook page (Chattier 2016), and the ability of her campaign to 
dictate much of the election’s narrative. Demonstrating the capacity 
for organised youth to influence civic discourse, Roshika highlighted to 
me the motivation she took from some of the more distasteful forms of 
criticism she received when she realised why it was occurring, stating: 
‘We’re challenging the status quo.’

Developmental benefits of civic 
engagement and participation
As has already been discussed, many see a robust civil society having 
significant benefits to ideals of democratic deepening. Political sociologist 
Larry Diamond (1994: 8–9) suggests that full citizen participation 
in decision-making processes goes beyond the promotion of deep 
democracy, however, and results in holistic capacity strengthening. As the 
most disadvantaged and marginalised, including young people, develop 
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a greater sense of social inclusion and participate more actively in their 
communities, the rest of the community is exposed to their knowledge, 
skills and experiences (Gaye and Diallo 1997: 10). Multiple respondents 
expressed this sentiment and discussed what they saw as a clear necessity 
for young people to be engaged in decision-making processes from both 
rights and sustainability perspectives. Mereia Carling stated:

I love people’s first experience of working with young people 
because they’re always like, ‘Gosh, the young people really have 
a lot to say and they really know about sustainable development’, 
and they are shocked that they have a lot to contribute. There is 
this perception that they have nothing to say of value, and that 
exists everywhere [in the Pacific].

Confirming this theme, former member of Fiji’s National Youth Council 
Elisha Bano urged: 

We just need to be believed in. We need to be given the spaces. We 
need the support. If we were given the mix of those three things, 
people would be surprised at how much we can achieve. 

Harry Olikwailafa agreed and went further to state that youth 
representatives—from village youth groups through to national youth 
councils across the Pacific—need to be stronger in advocating their own 
legitimacy as leaders who should be included in decision-making processes 
regarding youth issues:

If we stay outside of the decision-making table, outside the decision-
making process, if we don’t speak to our leaders, sometimes they 
will forget us. We need to come into the circle, involve provincial 
youth structures, so that when elected youth leaders talk to elected 
national leaders they will listen and they will understand that there 
are thousands of young people’s voices behind them. When we 
talk to leaders, we can say to them, ‘I’m a leader as well. I represent 
the young people and I know my facts and I am prepared to give 
recommendations.’ And when you present yourself as a leader, 
they’re less likely to overlook you because of the Melanesian big-
man system.

Communal ownership of the direction of development and the building 
of civic capacity provide for the sustainability of development ideals. 
Reverting to more traditional modes of deliberative decision-making 
across Oceania provides the potential for historically marginalised groups, 
including youth and women, to not only contribute, but also feel a sense 
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of ownership over future plans. A considerable strength of this ownership 
is that it can be seen as a safeguard against corruption (Pinkney 2003: 13). 
The social capital benefits of enabling participation promote further 
participation (Bryer 2010: 271) and expand the network of those whose 
critical opinions and knowledge can help shape visions of locally relevant 
and sustainable development.

Case study: 350 Pacific
350.org is a global grassroots social movement focused on combating 
human-induced climate change (350.org n.d.). The organisation has a 
diversified structure, with the main office in New York and satellite bodies 
throughout the globe, representing cities, countries and regions. Most of 
its members are volunteers who engage in advocacy campaigns that can be 
locally led or coordinated through a regional office.

350 Pacific is the arm of the organisation representing the region 
incorporating Australia, Aotearoa/New Zealand and the Pacific islands,1 
and has a permanent staff member based in each of Australia, Aotearoa/
New Zealand and Fiji.2 There are active 350 Pacific groups across 15 
Pacific states. Though membership across the 350 global network is not 
restricted by age, the Pacific groups comprise almost exclusively people 
aged under 35 years. Their membership reflects their belief that as young 
people will most feel the effects of human-induced climate change, they 
should lead efforts to combat it.

The Pacific-based group, who identify as the ‘Pacific Climate Warriors’, 
have not let their age negatively impact on their engagement in advocacy 
and reform programs across and beyond the region. Rather than relying 
on recognised government, private-sector or civil society leaders to guide 
climate change advocacy and reform efforts, the members of 350 Pacific 
have insisted on having their voices heard by domestic, regional and 
international leaders and change-makers.

1  350 Pacific was created by a group of volunteers whose values aligned with the global 350.org 
movement, which developed into a formal partnership. Its volunteers are recruited through member 
networks.
2  At the time of fieldwork in 2015. The structure of the organisation has evolved multiple times 
since and is likely to continue to do so.
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The traditional methods of advocacy in which they have engaged 
include direct lobbying of decision-makers and facilitating protests (350 
Pacific n.d.). Overcoming some of the barriers related to geography and 
timeliness, 350 Pacific has engaged in electronic campaigns to contact 
local representatives, as well as sharing images and videos of their daily 
climate-affected realities with the global community (Carter 2015: 216).

To register an impact that is both current and sustainable, 350 Pacific 
has recognised that the ideas of leadership held by their communities 
are vital to influencing change, but instead of ceding authority to those 
seen as leaders purely because of their age, they have instead questioned 
what leadership looks like. Fenton Lutunatabua, 350 Pacific’s Fiji-based 
communications coordinator, explains that the organisation seeks to 
embed a sense of ownership and leadership in the communities with 
which it works by responding to their needs ‘in ways that make sense to 
them so they can take full ownership of and encourage leadership from 
the ground up’.

Beyond this, 350 Pacific actively targets young Pacific people whom it 
sees as agents of change to become members and lead their home-country 
initiatives. Regional representatives include members of the Pacific Youth 
Council and Commonwealth Youth Council and senior staff from Pacific-
based development organisation offices. Fenton claims of their worth to 
the movement:

These people are well connected. They’re leaders in their own 
right. Really, they’re doing the climate movement favours. Do we 
take claim to developing them? No. They have built their own 
reputations, they have networked so well, they have empowered 
so many people. It is us just connecting with them and trying to 
look at ways in which we can take their experience with the justice 
movements that they’re in and apply that to the climate justice 
movement.

These youth leaders have been influential in securing positions in regional 
decision-making processes, such as the drafting of the current Pacific Youth 
Development Framework.

The most disruptive 350 Pacific campaign took place outside the Pacific 
islands and focused on the damage being done to the planet by the 
region’s neighbour Australia. In 2014, 30 young Pacific people blockaded 
Newcastle  Harbour—home to the largest coal port in the world—
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on traditional canoes, with scores of non-Pacific people joining in support, 
stopping all 10 ships scheduled to pass through that day (Packard 2014). 
The success of this action led to a second 350.org blockade in 2016 
(Connell et al. 2016). Explaining the action, Fenton states the purpose was

to send a very clear message to the fossil fuel industry saying 
that, as Pacific islanders, we will do what it takes to stand up for 
our Pacific and show the world that, if they continue to expand 
the fossil fuel industry, that’s literally exporting destruction to 
the Pacific.

Facilitating youth participation
The campaigns and structures of 350 Pacific and Be the Change illustrate 
how some Pacific youth are identifying gaps in how their leaders are 
addressing issues of social justice. Where such deficits exist, young people 
are acting decisively to fill these gaps as advocates and activists. Further, 
they are proving they have the talent to do so in ways that are meaningful 
and have impact. Providing opportunities for young people to be positively 
engaged in civil society opens the prospect for a far greater number of 
youths to affect the futures of their communities, countries and regions 
for positive developmental change. The case studies also document the 
ability of a cohort of young people to create their own opportunities for 
civic engagement when none is provided to them. These case studies only 
highlight the positive, prosocial civic engagement Pacific youth create in 
a vacuum of opportunities, but potential also exists for more antisocial 
responses, as touched on in Chapter Three. 

As has been discussed, social hierarchies inhibit youth participation 
through both perceived and actual diminishment of the involvement of 
those towards the bottom of the hierarchies. To circumvent this issue, 
one mooted technique is to allow Pacific youth to engage in decision-
making processes in small groups rather than individually, which lessens 
the weight of perceived expectations of their behaviour and reflects their 
preferred method of problem-solving. When researching the democratic 
participation practices of youth in Fiji, Vakaoti (2014) supplied 
a questionnaire to participants across four rural and urban locations to 
understand their knowledge, attitudes and practices. He found: 
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When asked who they would turn to [to] address an issue they 
felt strongly about, the majority (64%) of young questionnaire 
respondents preferred addressing issues as part of a group compared 
to 18% who prefer to address issues individually. (Vakaoti 2014: 20)

Too often, appropriate modes of participation are determined through an 
adult-centric lens. Parents and elders minimise youth participation daily 
and yet expect young people to be able to engage in systems designed for 
and by adults when the adults believe that engagement is necessary or 
beneficial. Again, Vakaoti’s study provides valuable insight into how freely 
youth feel they can engage as valued contributors: 

Nuclear families, schools and social media were identified as 
popular spaces where young people could express their opinion. 
Adult spaces like community and church meetings were the least 
comfortable spaces for young people. (Vakaoti 2014: 24) 

The mention of online platforms as spaces for youth civic engagement 
supports my own observations and data drawn from informants. Thus, 
it appears appropriate that when desiring youth engagement and 
participation, thought is put into where, when and how young people will 
feel most comfortable and valued to share their knowledge and opinions.

Mereia Carling suggests that where youth input is required in more 
structured ways, guided participation is favoured. Rather than recruiting 
young people to be involved in non-specific tasks or tasks for which 
the parameters are unfamiliar, they should be guided in areas where the 
facilitators are looking for their perspective and informed of how it will be 
beneficial. Mereia recounted a recent experience regarding a consultation 
with female youths to highlight the failings of engagement when 
participation is invited but not guided:

The leader of [name of organisation] sent out our strategy to the 
women and said, ‘Please comment’, and I feel like that is really 
pointless. We might get one or two comments from the ones 
that always comment. Really what we need to say is to extract 
out of that strategic plan: ‘This is the thing that I want you to 
comment on. This question and what do you think about that?’ 
We need to do that sort of translation because just sending a 30-
page document out is not consultation. You need that facilitation 
process to happen.
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Guiding youth participation and attempting to engage young people in 
spaces in which they are comfortable contributing also lessen the likelihood 
of their participation feeling tokenistic. This was a significant issue raised 
by many of my interviewees and was attributed to a combination of 
dismissive attitudes towards young people’s views, maintenance of status 
quo processes and an inability to convert well-intentioned consultation to a 
meaningful response. Such remarks were made by youths, youth advocates 
and bureaucrats alike. Jai Narayan, Director of Secondary Education in 
Fiji, admitted to the difficulties of overcoming the established mental 
models of practice for policymakers: ‘We, as teachers and educators, have 
our own mindset because we have been brought up in a different age 
and setup.’

This problem was also noted by Kris Prasad, LGBTIQ+ activist from 
Fiji, who expressed frustration at the lack of commitment to ideals of 
youth participation. Kris described how spaces are created for youth 
engagement but rarely result in youth voices being valued and used to 
inform decision-making processes:

In terms of having a national space, they’ll bring youths together 
and make them come with their issues or speak about their 
issues and they’ll listen, but it doesn’t trickle down. ‘Okay, you’ve 
listened to us, you have this report but what are you actually 
doing?’ Because, at the end of the day, it just comes down to a 
senior person at the Ministry of Youth who signs off on the report 
and that’s it. They’re good at listening, but they’re not good at 
implementing or finding strategies on how we can work around 
the issues that these youths have raised.

Similarly, Sionlelei Mario expressed frustration with current attempts at 
participatory practice in Fiji. Viewing many such practices as tokenistic, 
she explained that often what is considered participatory by adults in 
positions of authority instead reinforces power imbalances. One way this 
is done is by limiting participation to observation, which is anathema to 
true participatory ideals (Hart 1992). Sionlelei stated: ‘That’s something 
I think young people should be doing: observe and action, not just observe 
and have someone come and tell you what to do.’

My own experiences working with and researching youth, prior to and 
during this study, confirm the truth in these claims and approaches. The 
most valuable tool I have found in sourcing information from youth is to 
create an environment of trust. In the absence of time to create a stable 
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dynamic of trust with individual young people, allowing them to interact 
with peers with whom they have already created trust networks allows the 
freedom to express ideas, debate approaches and feel equally comfortable 
agreeing or disagreeing with each other. Further, I have found it vital when 
conducting this research not only to be upfront about the limitations of 
what the study can materially offer my research participants, but also to 
conclude each interview by asking what the interviewee would like to see 
occur as a result of the research and their individual engagement. It was 
reflected to me on multiple occasions throughout my fieldwork that this 
was a unique experience for many interviewees and they appreciated the 
attempt to ensure each party was aware of the motivations for the other’s 
involvement and what reasonable outcomes could be expected. 

The engagement of youth through mediums who value their full 
participation and with whom they are comfortable would require 
a rebalancing of typical understandings of the social roles of youth that 
complement kastom but also reflect contemporary social and economic 
realities. As Vakaoti (2012: 11) writes: ‘This is the enduring challenge 
for young people’s participation in Fiji: how to successfully negotiate the 
past and the present?’ Against the sociocentric backdrop of traditional 
communities and the increasing global influence of materialism and 
individualism, their challenge is to negotiate change in the roles they play 
in society and in the roles their societies play in the global environment. 
McMurray summarises this difficulty:

Especially difficult for young people is that many of the values 
and practices of a modern society are in direct conflict with those 
of their traditional societies. Traditional societies tend to resist 
change and questioning of their identity, whereas modern society 
promotes freedom and democracy, new ideas, discussion and 
debate. (2006: 5)

Overcoming hierarchical hindrances to youth participation requires 
more than soliciting information from young people regarding issues 
important to adults or organisations they represent. For long-term, 
meaningful participation of young people, youth need to be empowered 
to appreciate that their contributions are valuable and people in 
decision-making positions need to truly recognise that value. A key 
tenet of international development approaches since the 1980s—such as 
alternative development, capabilities and adaptive approaches—has been 
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an understanding that individuals are the experts on their own situation. 
In the words of Berner and Phillips (2003: 19), this is ‘documented by 
their very survival’.

This understanding evolved through post-development scholars and 
practitioners in the Global South who sought to displace the belief that 
Western knowledge was superior to all others (for example, Escobar 1992, 
2000; Esteva and Prakash 1998). Ideas about who is ‘expert’ enough to 
have their opinions considered have provided insight into the power with 
which knowledge is seen to be held, both by governing powers (Brownhill 
2009: 360) and from Western centres of thought, such as academia and 
bilateral aid agencies (Mahiri 1998). Reversing this trend is not simple. 
It requires commitment by experts, policymakers and young people alike 
to be open to the possibilities of youth engagement leading to positive 
outcomes. Examples such as those from Be the Change and 350 Pacific 
demonstrate that such outcomes are possible.

Comparing Fiji and Solomon Islands
The differences in critical civil society spaces within and between Fiji 
and Solomon Islands are considerable. First, it must be noted that if 
one is seeking activists and agitators in either country, their respective 
capitals should be the first port of call. Of course, this is not necessarily 
significantly different to how critical civil society is exhibited throughout 
most of the world.

Between the two countries, the visibility and scope of critical civil society 
are appreciably larger in Suva than in Honiara. Whether as a result of Suva 
being a regional hub, exhibiting greater cultural diversity or some other 
factor, it is hard not to be struck by how active and present activism and 
activists are in Fiji’s capital. With minimal effort, one can find themselves 
at a social justice demonstration or a performing arts event free of the 
ominous badging of a local diplomatic mission or multilateral agency. 
In Honiara, these spaces are harder to find. Building relationships and 
a reputation opens doors, but they are less numerous outside displays of 
‘traditional’ culture or through ‘development’ sponsorship. Bearing this in 
mind, it is not surprising that the two most obvious examples of youth-led 
organisations creating space to demonstrate their civic engagement and 
leadership, Be the Change and 350 Pacific, both had their base in Suva.
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Even within Suva, though, the numbers of engaged civil society activists 
and allies remain small. A core cohort can be found at the same events, 
supporting women’s rights one evening and spoken-word poetry the 
next, while the majority of the city’s inhabitants go about their daily lives 
unaware and/or without care. I have come to know many of the people 
of Suva’s critical civil society space as much through repeated exposure 
as through intentional efforts to cultivate personal and professional 
relationships. In fact, several of my interviews strayed at times into 
recalling shared experiences at previous events, generally before personal 
connection had been made between me and my informant.

This space is expanding, though. New waves of university students from 
across the region and the globe are sharing their experiences of what the 
future could and should look like. The impact of the short-term migrant3 
diplomatic and development communities has a clear influence, too, in 
influencing ‘progressive’ debates in Fiji’s capital. Undoubtedly, this is 
a contributing factor in the greater and more visible number of active 
citizens in Fiji forcing their way into decision-making spaces on causes 
of social justice. Similarly, social media is having a significant impact in 
opening spaces for civic discourse in Fiji, but also in Solomon Islands, as 
demonstrated by FSII. The long-term impacts of such spaces opening will 
provide fodder for fascinating research into the future.

Conclusion
Despite cultural conventions discouraging their active participation in 
critical civil society, many young Pacific peoples are regularly finding new 
ways to engage in civic discourse. In particular, they are locating ways and 
means of engagement with critical discourse in relation to issues where 
they are yet to have their involvement and perspective minimised. Each 
of the organisational case studies presented in this chapter has found one 
or more ways to forge a path into public discourse. For Be the Change, 
it was in raising social issues in public discussions during the 2014 Fijian 
election campaign that had been considered taboo for the major parties to 
broach. For 350 Pacific, it has been in the ownership and representation 

3  They are often referred to as ‘expatriates’; I avoid this term as it connotes a dichotomous 
worthiness attached to the professional classes of typically Anglophone countries in comparison with 
less-worthy economic migrants moving from less to more developed states.



149

5. EMERGING YOUTH ACTIVISTS

of Oceanic indigeneity to a global audience. The influence of information 
and communication technology (ICT) cannot be overlooked in each of 
these examples and is discussed further in the next chapter.

It must also be noted that the youths engaging in public discourse are the 
exception rather than the norm. The structural minimisation of young 
Pacific peoples discourages their active citizenship beyond prescribed 
roles that do not extend to participation in decision-making processes. 
As I have argued, this risks creating a form of rational ignorance, where 
their dismissal from civic engagement results in a disinclination to future 
deep engagement.

With numerous young people currently making their voices heard in various 
ways—such as those discussed in the case studies—it will be interesting 
to see how young leaders are framed, understood and acknowledged 
moving forward. It remains to be seen whether these examples will turn 
out to be outliers or whether their actions are emblematic of a trend of 
increasing civic engagement by Pacific youth. Viewing how the people 
in each of these examples have navigated their way into public discourse 
by identifying gaps where their participation has not already been denied 
suggests that even if these groups are to close themselves off to newcomers, 
future generations of young people will continue to find new means by 
which to insert themselves into civic discourse and public consciousness.
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