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6
Navigating tradition 
and modernity

You are divided into two. One half of you is modern Fijian, but 
the other half is still very much the traditional, laidback person. 
— Luisa Senibulu, Fiji

Within Pacific societies, a tension remains between perceptions of what 
is ‘traditional’, what is ‘modern’ and how each influences the formal 
and informal structures of society, politics and culture. Being iTaukei, 
living in Fiji and working in a multilateral development agency, Luisa 
Senibulu reported to me being acutely aware of how concepts of tradition 
and modernity impact on her and influence her differently in the 
multiple social roles she inhabits. Expanding beyond the individual to 
the societal, Mecartney and Connell (2017: 57) write: ‘Modernisation 
and globalisation have brought fundamental changes to Pacific societies, 
affecting values, goals and social norms.’ While friction in response to 
processes of cultural adaptation to foreign influences is not new, the pace 
of change experienced in the Pacific in relation to factors such as ICT, 
trade and travel makes the current challenge to cultural identity appear 
more urgent. Writing of strategies to manage the benefits and pitfalls of 
globalisation on an outer island of Vanuatu, Katherine Wilson identifies 
the impact of modernisation on the Great Ocean States of the Pacific, 
noting that 

the combined forces of national independence, globalisation and 
the penetration of the free market economy have all contributed 
to changes in aspirations in the Pacific, even on the outer islands. 
(2013: 246) 
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Meanwhile, Jayaweera and Morioka (2008: 10), in a World Bank 
report on youth participation, see the quickening pace of change as a 
challenge for Pacific communities, writing that ‘most Pacific societies 
are experiencing conflict between traditional and modern ways of living 
and thinking. They struggle to find ways to accommodate the pressures 
of globalization.’ For Mellor and Jabes (2004: 13, 16), in a report on 
Pacific governance for the Asian Development Bank, the conflict between 
tradition and modernity is identifiable in the ways modern states extol the 
virtues of individual merit, equal access to opportunity and participation 
in contrast to traditional Pacific sociocentric structures and big-man and 
chief–led hierarchies.

Such social flux is not new and need not be seen as a threat to cultural 
identity and practice. After all, all cultures are in a state of constant 
hybridity. As Zorn (2003a: 97) writes: ‘Every society is changing all the 
time. The societies of the Pacific were always changing.’ Good (2012: 
293) notes for Tonga that even the popular usage of terms such as ‘youth’ 
to categorise groups of people ‘has become a powerful index of global 
modernity’, and the same can be said of other Pacific countries.

This chapter explores some of the ways in which ‘traditional’ identity 
is represented and challenged in Oceanic contexts and how young 
people negotiate pressures to maintain their cultural identity without 
forgoing the opportunities offered by globalisation and modernisation. 
The chapter first considers social attitudes towards youth, as well as youth 
attitudes to customary roles and rules. This is followed by a discussion of 
the real and perceived conflict between sociocentric and individualistic 
values. Investigating the opportunities created by exposure to global 
capital and ideas, a case study of how Solomon Islanders have used ICT to 
enhance civic engagement is introduced. This opens discussion about the 
potential for young people’s further inclusion and participation as active 
citizens representing broad and multiple subsections of their societies. 
This chapter presents the argument that Pacific youth, through their 
navigation of indigenous and foreign influences on their livelihoods and 
beliefs, will largely be responsible for what future generations come to 
recognise as ‘tradition’.
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Attitudes to youth and tradition
Discussions of tradition versus modernity are considered somewhat 
outdated in most contemporary literature. The discourse has largely 
moved on to embrace ideas of hybridity (Garcia Canclini 1995; Rosaldo 
1995), indigenisation (Jolly 1996; Sahlins 1999) and vernacularisation 
(Levitt and Merry 2009), which reflect on the ways indigenous peoples 
in Oceania and elsewhere adapt foreign influences to suit local needs 
and customs. It is important to note, though, that concepts of tradition 
continue to have great social and cultural currency in the Pacific. People 
in Fiji and Solomon Islands talk about tradition as being relevant to 
everyday functioning and decision-making processes. And, for many of 
those to whom I spoke, navigating ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ spaces is an 
everyday consideration. Just as it is important to note how concepts and 
practices of culture and tradition change and evolve, so, too, must we not 
overlook the ways that such changes are conceptualised and practised by 
those who are navigating these spaces (see Teaiwa 2006: 75).

The perceived tension between concepts of tradition and concepts of 
modernity in relation to Pacific youth populations is most prominent in 
social attitudes about appropriate levels of youth agency and participation 
with elders in decision-making processes. While tensions between 
generations are common across cultures, the ability to resist elders and 
concepts of tradition is a site of particular tension in Oceanic communities. 
As discussed in previous chapters, the role of youth in their communities 
is understood to be passive and deferential. To question authority is to be 
insubordinate and disrespectful.

Mereia Carling provided me with insight into how these mindsets 
play out in the Fijian setting. Partially raised and educated in Europe 
and having worked on Pacific youth issues for bilateral and multilateral 
development organisations, Mereia’s cultural understandings straddle 
Western and Fijian contexts. She told me her parenting style reflects this, 
as she is attempting to instil in her children respect for tradition as well as 
nurturing individual curiosity. The benefits of this approach to parenting 
are not self-evident to some members of her Fijian family:

My relatives look at me and think that I let my child just talk 
and ask questions. They might call them siosio—which means 
‘cheeky’—because they are always asking questions and they’re 
confident. All my kids are confident and they always ask questions 
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and that’s what we’ve always encouraged and given them space to 
ask questions. It is not about them being cheeky. Rather, these 
are the difficulties of nurturing a child that has the freedom to 
speak and has the confidence, knowing that they will never get 
hurt for speaking.

The conflicting ideals of traditional social protocols emphasising deference 
to elders and contemporary global values that promote individual 
endeavour and achievement are further complicated by formal institutions 
that endorse economic growth as the primary aim of development. This 
is no doubt strongly influenced not only by the resources bestowed on 
Pacific societies by international development organisations, but also 
by the use of seemingly neutral terms such as ‘empowerment’, ‘rights’ 
and ‘participation’, which in fact carry very Eurocentric connotations 
(Cornwall 2007; Cornwall and Brock 2005; Good 2012; Makuwira 2018). 
Development discourse perpetuates narratives that equate development 
with economic growth and the replication of Western-style structures 
of governance and civil society (Cornwall and Brock 2005: 1055, 1057; 
Kleine 2010: 675).1 For Pacific youth, this begins with formal education 
systems that, despite persistent problems of quality and resourcing, 
increasingly attempt to encourage individual identity and awareness 
of global movements and cultures. McMurray spoke of this tension in 
a seminar hosted by UNICEF Pacific regarding how to facilitate the active 
participation of Pacific children and young people:

The Pacific way of learning is by passive observation, whereas 
modern education systems promote active engagement and 
research. Passivity and unquestioning respect for leadership bring 
acceptance in a traditional Pacific society, whereas evaluation 
and initiative are the keys to success in a modern environment. 
(McMurray 2006: 5)

This creates a sense of cultural and identity confusion for some people. 
While young people may be taught to question and critique in school,2 
they are admonished for doing the same in the home environment. 
As Carling stated in her master’s thesis on youth citizenship in Fiji:

1  Others, such as Jolly (1996: 184), counter that human rights are not simply the ‘pious projections 
of wealthy western nations’, and that even in Western states, their influence and pre-eminence have 
primarily been driven by women and other marginalised groups.
2  Though this is not uniform across educational settings, as discussed in Chapter Three.
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For children and young people brought up in Fijian traditional 
settings, negotiating the conflicting values between tradition 
and those espoused by educational institutions presents [a] great 
challenge for them, affecting the development of a clear identity 
that can rationalise both traditional and educational settings. 
(2009: 107)

The tensions between ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ modes of living are ever 
present as the lure of financial reward and freedom in urban centres 
provides an incentive for Pacific peoples to remove themselves from 
their lower-status positions within their home communities (McGarry 
2014). This is evident in the examples of the masta liu in Honiara and the 
case study of Pesa presented in Chapter Three, as well as the continuous 
streams of youth engaging in rural–urban migration (Carling 2009: 
80; Keen and Barbara 2015: 1). These examples speak directly to the 
challenge of forming an individual identity that receives the benefits of 
development and yet maintains a strong sense of self through culture. This 
is the pressing paradox between Sen’s (1999) concept of ‘development 
as freedom’, which holds that access to the material and institutional 
markers of development provides the freedom for individuals to achieve 
their potential, and Kleine’s (2013) ‘technologies of choice’ hypothesis, 
which argues that exposure to technological and developmental advances 
may limit our ability to consciously reject or resist change.

Though the pace of social change is undoubtedly quickening—
influenced by factors such as increased global trade and transnational 
communication—the challenges arising from this should not be seen 
as new. The societal and cultural pressures of maintaining identity 
through ‘tradition’ in light of ever-encroaching modernisation are well 
acknowledged in anthropological case studies from around the world.3 
What remains less remarked on, however, are the social attitudes 
towards youth and their roles in actively navigating these changes. Some 
interviewees spoke of their frustration at being expected to uphold 
traditional values and practices but without an appreciation from adults 
of the livelihood pressures they face. They argued that young people are 
not simply seen as a subservient subclass needing to bide their time before 
becoming the gatekeepers to tradition and culture, but they are also 

3  See, for example, Haley and Wilcoxon (1997) on Chumash Native Americans; Jakimow (2012) 
on the impacts of international development in India; Sahlins (2005) and van Meijl (2001) on Oceania; 
and Wee (1996) on South-East Asian populations.
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viewed as problematic and disrespectful if they do not conform to social 
expectations. Daniel Evans (2019: 82) notes that this framing has been 
applied to youth in Solomon Islands since their emergence in the national 
conversation in the 1960s. Development workers Mereani Rokotuibau 
from Fiji and Patrick Mesia from Solomon Islands told me that village 
youth need to earn the respect of adults through acts of community service. 
Without engaging in culturally approved forms of civic engagement, they 
will struggle to be respected and have their opinions considered.

Left unchallenged, these social attitudes to youth and the roles they play 
in their communities allow for their continued marginalisation. Echoing 
the sentiments of Mereani and Patrick, Sandra Bartlett, who manages 
the Youth@Work program in Solomon Islands, believes the best way to 
reverse these perceptions is for young people to be seen to contribute 
positively to their society. With reference to Youth@Work, she discussed 
the positive social effects the program has had in Honiara:

The big success, the social change success, is that we’ve put youth 
development on people’s minds. In Solomons, it was always, 
‘Youth are a problem’, ‘Youth are a time bomb’, ‘It’s an issue, it’s 
an issue …’, but now they see that youth are doing things. They 
think about putting money into youth development and that’s the 
great social change success we’ve had.

The role that kastom4 plays in this understanding of youth as 
problematic is difficult to unpack. History is awash with declarations 
that each generation  of young people is marked by decreasing moral 
worth—a  sentiment that continues to this day (Protzko and Schooler 
2019). Plato is credited with pronouncing in the fourth century BCE:

What is happening to our young people? They disrespect their 
elders, they disobey their parents. They ignore the law. They riot in 
the streets, inflamed with wild notions. Their morals are decaying. 
What is to become of them? (Cited in Merchant 2013: 91)

It appears to be an informal role of youth populations globally to be 
criticised as representative of perpetual social decay, despite a lack of 
empirical evidence.

4  As noted in Chapter Two, while kastom as a term may not be applied universally across Oceania, 
it is taken here to reflect the socially understood constructs of everyday Pacific life, imposed not only 
by elders but by ancestors (see Goddard 2010).
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These common negative perceptions of youth are related to the perceived 
potential for loss of status and identity in older age groups, as discussed in 
Chapter Four. West (2007: 129) describes how some adults are reluctant 
to allow young people to critically engage with them, as this is seen as 
undermining cultural norms and respect for elders. Andre Tipoki, of 
Solomon Islands, explained this fear with reference to local context: 
‘What  concerns elders is having development and this influencing 
our culture. This is more based on culture being lost at the expense of 
these influences.’

Immediately following this statement, Andre discussed the need for 
Solomon Islanders to acknowledge the realities of social change and 
globalisation as drivers of this. Echoing concepts such as hybridity and 
indigenisation, Andre spoke of the need to balance traditional knowledge 
and beliefs when planning for the developmental futures of Solomon 
Islanders at local and national levels:

In terms of addressing some of the issues that we are facing, 
if we want to adapt some of the strategies to use and improve 
our livelihood and standard of living and those things, I think 
we should look [at] how best we can work with that in a very 
local context.

Even when Pacific youth view some aspects of traditional ways of living 
and the institutions attached to them as repressive and outdated, this does 
not necessarily imply that young people do not respect or value tradition 
and kastom more generally. Instead, this is where the tension between 
the contemporary and what is perceived as traditional is perhaps most 
pronounced. Many Pacific youth hold a strong sense of cultural identity 
and are proud of many of the traditions of their peoples, but they still 
hope to engage in the economic and social freedoms that modernity offers 
(Fletcher et al. 2009: 25).

Culture as fixed
One of the more prevalent challenges to modern Pacific societies is 
the friction between the conservative ideals of traditional societies and 
the social and economic changes demanded by global markets and 
democratic processes. When societies resist social change as defying 
tradition, as asserted by McMurray (2006: 5), the connotation is that 
what is traditional—and, by extension, what is kastom—acts as a safeguard 
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against change. This implies that tradition is and has always been fixed. 
Coordinator of the Pacific Youth Council Tarusila Bradburgh spoke to 
me of this challenge in relation to how young people from across the 
Pacific can fully engage with their communities as active citizens when 
established structures minimise their opportunities:

How do we use what we see as barriers that are structures within 
our families and communities to help us be able to grow, develop 
and be part of decision-making? Otherwise, we get the same: 
culture is a barrier, the church is a barrier; our families, our 
parents, our elders [are barriers].

The perception that social change is a fundamental threat to cultural purity 
or that the values and practices that underpin tradition are antithetical to 
social change is intriguing. Notions of culture and tradition are constantly 
in flux, evolving and adapting to different social, political, economic and 
environmental realities—as Kanaka Maoli5 scholar Emalani Case notes: 
‘Everything ancient was once new’ (2021: 66). Rather than viewing 
culture and tradition as static, they are better understood as representing 
the most widely accepted narrative of how a community sees itself at 
a particular point in time, whether this is according to a shared creation 
of ideals or reflecting the will of those with power in that community. 
From an international development perspective, this underlies concepts 
of capabilities, as well as thinking and working politically, where the 
exercise of power, whether overt or covert, is most clearly demonstrated. 
In the words of development philosopher Martha Nussbaum (2003: 42): 
‘[A]ny society’s account of its most fundamental entitlements is always 
subject to supplementation (or deletion).’

The people of the Great Ocean States of the Pacific face a delicate 
balancing act trying to accommodate the positives of increased global 
interconnectedness, such as improved health care and livelihood 
opportunities, while maintaining cultural traditions and activities that 
contrast with such interconnectedness. For locals and foreigners alike, it 
can feel like the states of Oceania are straddling a divide, with one foot 
in the future and the other in the past. This is acutely experienced in 
the differences between modern city living and the influences of kastom 
that can dominate village life only a short bus or car trip outside urban 

5  Indigenous Hawaiian.
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centres. As Luisa Senibulu’s comment on being ‘divided into two’ alluded 
to, young Pacific peoples are forging identities that accommodate both 
traditional cultural norms and contemporary global pressures.

The notion of creating a hybridised form of identity and tradition is one 
that has been noted before, with particular reference to the notion of 
‘neotradition’ offered by Marshall Sahlins (2005). Fijian development 
scholar Vijay Naidu, when discussing the modernisation of Pacific states, 
agrees with the notion that what is considered cultural and what is 
considered traditional alters over time:

Sahlins maintains that the dichotomy between modernity and 
tradition is undermined by the fact that non-western peoples have 
sought to create their own versions of modernity. In any case what 
is regarded as traditional has usually been neo-tradition, already 
a hybrid of the old and the new. (Naidu 2003: 26)

The most obvious examples of this in the Pacific are the contemporary 
claims that Christianity is a cornerstone of culture, despite its 
introduction in only the past two centuries. Ravuvu’s (1983) depiction 
of the Fijian way of life and Brison’s (2001) writing on sociocentrism in 
Fiji highlight the fact that the success of Christianity’s spread was partly 
attributable to the ways missionaries aligned Christian precepts with their 
understandings of traditional values. More recently, peace studies scholar 
Louise Vella (2014: 6) has written of how Christianity and kastom in 
Solomon Islands can be hybridised for the peaceful governing of conflict. 
These examples echo discussions of ‘indigenisation’ from Pacific studies 
scholars such as Margaret Jolly (1996) and Sahlins (1999), referencing 
the way that seemingly foreign concepts are shaped to be applicable to 
local circumstances. Similarly, beyond the Pacific, sociologist Peggy Levitt 
and anthropologist Sally Merry (2009) use the term ‘vernacularisation’ 
to discuss their findings in activist spaces throughout parts of Asia and 
the Americas of foreign concepts regularly being assumed and adapted 
for local contexts. They discuss this through the example of gender and 
human rights advocacy in developing countries:

As women’s human rights ideas connect with a locality, they take 
on some of the ideological and social attributes of the place, but 
also retain some of their original formulation. (Levitt and Merry 
2009: 446)
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Fijian civil society activist Tura Lewai explained to me how the introduction 
of Christianity by European missionaries brought with it the concept of 
divine right, which was extended to chiefly titles. This provides a hallmark 
example of how cultural institutions and people’s understandings of 
what is and is not traditional can be supplanted relatively quickly. It also 
elaborates on writings by social scientists Morgan Tuimaleali`ifano 
(2007) and Stephanie Lawson and Elizabeth Hagan Lawson (2015: 3) 
that describe the interconnectedness of contemporary Fijian conceptions 
of land, politics and Christianity, including the ‘embodied mana (divine 
power)’ of chiefs. Tura stated:

Because Christianity came in, suddenly your leaders are anointed 
… so you cannot question them. Before, our chiefs were not 
born into that. That status was not ascribed … You had to prove 
yourself; you had to be a good warrior; you had to be a good 
speaker; you had to be able to be influential. The people would sit 
down and talk about who they would nominate to be the leader 
of the clan, or chief, and they would vote for who would become 
the chief. So, we had something that resembled democracy. 
Then, when the church came in, they were like, ‘Your leaders are 
anointed by God.’ As soon as that happened—you know how 
the royal system worked, where you were born into royalty—
that is how we took it on and said, ‘Our chiefs are God-sent’, 
and so we shouldn’t question them, because questioning them is 
questioning God.

Governance and participation
While pronounced differences between rural and urban locations are 
apparent, the impacts of globalisation are increasingly felt in rural and 
island village communities where everyday livelihood activities remain 
more connected to subsistence farming and traditional social roles and 
protocols. These impacts are experienced as Pacific states seek to engage 
in economic and governance practices that support increased health and 
economic indicators, but with corollary processes and outcomes that 
run counter to traditional practices—notably, in the differing forms of 
citizen engagement and participation. Where modernised developed 
states extol the virtues of individual identities impacting on collective 
norms, in Pacific cultures, people are viewed as more sociocentric, with 
their identities more tightly linked with the consciousness of the collective 
(Brison 2001). Interestingly, in an analysis of weekly feature articles in 
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the Fiji Times newspaper celebrating ordinary citizens, focusing on how 
they ‘constructed emerging notions of what citizenship and nationhood 
might entail’, Connell (2007: 85, 103) found they lionised traits that one 
would associate with modernisation, such as ‘social mobility’, ‘economic 
success’ and ‘individual endeavour’. Michael Morgan (2005), writing 
about the sometimes awkward fit of liberal democratic institutions with 
traditional Pacific modes of governance, theorises that the tension between 
‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ arises due to the separation of state, market and 
civil society. This gives rise to a tension between a Western emphasis on 
the rights of the individual and the ‘indigenous socialities of kinship and 
community’ found in Pacific communities (Morgan  2005: 4). It must 
be noted, however, that this tension is not absolute. As anthropologists 
argue, modern and traditional identities are not fixed polarities, but 
rather representative of relative positioning on a spectrum between 
purely individualistic and purely sociocentric (Englund and Leach 2000; 
Hess 2006; Robbins 2007; Smith 2012).

While there is certainly merit to the argument that there are greater 
levels of  communalism in Pacific communities than in their Western 
counterparts, and that the differences between the individual and 
community focuses of Western and Oceanic states are stark at times, this 
assertion overlooks the substance of what community and civil society 
mean. Participation may be viewed as an individual right in Western states, 
but this does not need to be in contrast with Pacific communal values. 
Indeed, a strong argument can be made that increased participation in 
prosocial activities, such as decision-making processes, may have strong 
community benefits in traditional societies (Checkoway et al. 1995: 
136; Frank 2006: 352). Increased active participation of young people 
in their communities may not only allow for individual self-actualisation, 
but also expand the capabilities of communities at village, provincial and 
state levels.

The challenge that such participation would make not only to notions 
of kastom, but also to power relations across these societies must be 
acknowledged. Such issues need to balance ideals of participation leading 
to good governance with the political realities of who holds power and 
why they would willingly share it. The UN Economic and Social Council 
(ECOSOC 2007: 4) advocates that ‘participation can help to deepen 
democracy, strengthen social capital, facilitate efficiency and sustained 
growth, and promote pro-poor initiatives, equity and justice’. However, 
as Brownhill (2009: 360) writes, other accounts of participation ‘are 
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more pessimistic and argue that the rhetoric of increased participation 
is undermined by the inevitable rationality of power’. The risk identified 
here is that increased participation may only be tokenistic—utilised to 
protect the status quo rather than progress it. National Youth Council 
of Fiji representative Kinivuwai Naba expressed to me how this occurs 
in community meetings in his predominantly rural home province of 
Nadroga-Navosa, noting that ‘youth participation in the village and 
district—it’s well structured. But all the people who sit here, they tend to 
disregard youth.’

In the context of the Pacific, these challenges to socially constructed 
models of rank and authority need not be regarded as an attack by youth 
on traditional ways of living. Rather, the Pacific youth I have encountered 
express a strong connection to kastom and a strong sense of identity 
through a connection to their cultures. This is true both at home, as 
Carling (2009: 70) notes of the connection of youth identity to culture 
in Fiji, as well as in diaspora communities, with Fletcher et al. (2009: 25) 
finding through research into the education needs of Pacific migrants 
in Aotearoa/New Zealand that ‘Pasifika parents and their children 
demonstrated a strong desire not only to engage with and succeed in the 
mainstream culture but also to maintain their own cultural identity’.6 
Even the critically engaged youth I have quoted as informants and in case 
studies clearly demonstrate the willingness of at least some Pacific youth 
to engage in their societies through advocacy and actions supporting what 
they view as the common good. These examples lend weight to the idea 
that while there is a tension between emerging and established knowledge, 
attitudes and practices, this should be seen not as a clash of distinct forces 
but rather as navigation of the synthesis of different social influences.

Former Fijian youth magistrate Salote Kaimacuata even suggests that 
youth who wish to participate in decision-making processes should try 
to use cultural procedures to their advantage. By thinking and working 
politically, she suggests, young people can demonstrate their deference to 
culture and authority, while positioning themselves to be influencers. Just 
as it is important that elders make time and space to understand youth, 
so must youth attempt to understand their elders. Salote says:

6  Although connections to cultural identity can be more difficult to maintain in subsequent 
generations born outside the islands (Lee 2011).
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One thing I’ve always advised young people is to be very respectful. 
Follow the traditional protocols, listen to their ‘Blah, blah, blah’ 
and say, ‘Yes, yes, yes’, and then: ‘With all due respect, this is 
how we see it.’ Let the old people do their ‘Rah, rah, rah’ and 
judgement and then listen very patiently. Once you have their ears 
and they see that you’re listening and that you respect them, they 
will make time to hear you. That must always be the approach in 
the Pacific way. If we do it in the way that is going out and making 
a public comment against this person, you are shutting the doors. 
You need to be patient; you need to strategise on which leader has 
a youth your age; you need to look at it from all angles.

Furthering Salote’s comments regarding the need for young people to 
consider the lived experiences and emotions of those in positions of 
authority, Usaia Moli noted the challenge in presenting to elders changes 
to culture and increased youth prominence in areas of decision-making:

It’s hard for Fijians to accept changes and things that have been 
introduced because we still try, very much, to hold on to things that 
have gone in the past. It is not hard to accept new ideas. It’s about 
abandoning the old ones—that is the hard thing for them. We need 
to reassure them that they are not [at] risk. You can still hold on to 
that. We can [take] those learnings and move forward with that.

Several of my young Fijian informants have involved themselves in social 
debates in which they exhibit an acceptance of tradition as they push for 
social and political changes. Tura Lewai explained to me how he discusses 
with rural communities the applicability of human rights to cultural 
beliefs through a simple practice where he draws a circle and asks for the 
community to fill the circle with all the characteristics required to be a fully 
functioning human being. When the circle is complete, Tura explains that 
those attributes based on the needs identified by the community are the 
basis of human rights.

For 350 Pacific and their communications coordinator Fenton Lutunatabua 
(discussed in a case study in the previous chapter), working on the global 
issue of climate change requires communicating differently with different 
communities. While the Pacific Climate Warriors embrace Pacific dress and 
culture in their presentations to communities outside the Pacific, within 
the Pacific, they have recognised that they will receive more local support 
by having a less assertive presence. Embracing the cultural significance that 
religion holds in contemporary Oceanic societies, 350 Pacific created the 
‘Pray for Our Pacific’ campaign for domestic audiences (350 Pacific 2016). 
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This example speaks not only to the use of perceived traditional values, but 
also to the way in which Christianity has become part of the hybridised 
tradition of Pacific societies. Further, Fenton updated me in 2018 on how 
the organisational structure of 350 Pacific, in which youth occupy most 
of the leadership positions, reimagines traditional indigenous structures, 
identities and processes of decision-making that exist throughout the 
region. This is represented in the titles given to 350 Pacific representatives 
and representative bodies, such as the Council of Elders, which provides 
strategic guidance and planning to the organisation; the Fellowship of 
the Fonua (‘the Land’), comprising the executive committee; and the 
Custodians of Solwata (‘the Ocean’), which is the subcommittee charged 
with overseeing 350 Pacific projects and fundraising.

Taking a more dramatic tone, academic, civil rights activist and social 
commentator Jope Tarai posted a blog on his website in 2017 titled ‘God is 
Dead!’. In this post, Tarai questioned whether the traditions and hierarchy 
of Fijian churches had distanced them from their congregations and led 
to the gradual decay of the very morals they espoused. He suggested that 
religions were more concerned with their ‘brand’ than acting to uphold 
and advocate notions of the common good (Tarai 2017). Tarai’s argument 
was not that religion was not or should not be important to Fijians, but 
that if people were to live in the image of their god, they needed to engage 
with their faith on a deeper level. In this way, he was appealing to the 
righteousness of Fijians to embrace the causes of equality and social justice.

These examples speak not only to how young people are utilising ‘tradition’ 
to engage with modernity, but also to the practice of thinking and working 
politically for individuals and groups whose civic participation may be 
limited in some forums. Like the ways the youth activists above engage 
the resources at their disposal, Spark et al. (2019) report on how women 
political leaders in Marshall Islands, Papua New Guinea and Samoa utilise 
their networks, knowledge and cultural ties to navigate historically male-
dominated institutions of power. And, like Tura’s methods of connecting 
culture and human rights, more than two decades ago, Jolly discussed 
how gender activists in Vanuatu were 

insisting that human rights are not necessarily inconsistent with 
kastom, by appropriating and indigenizing notions of the ‘human’ 
to suit their local context and by insisting … that tradition is not 
a static burden of the past but something created for the present. 
(1996: 183)
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The necessity to navigate traditional and emerging forms of civic 
engagement is apparent through the burgeoning of ICT throughout the 
region. Political scientist Danielle Cave (2012), writing on how the rise in 
ICT use was influencing social norms in the Pacific islands, noted that the 
increasing youth populations throughout the region and improvements 
in access to internet network coverage and mobile phone technologies 
were resulting in a surge of active users even in countries where ICT usage 
had been below 10 per cent less than a decade earlier. It is reasonable to 
assume ICT reach and usage have continued to grow in the region since 
this time, in line with international trends (Internet World Stats 2021).

One space where increased ICT usage is having a clear impact in the Pacific 
is in social media–based civic engagement. The increasing opportunities 
for citizen interaction in online spaces have led to transformations in 
how some Pacific youth are engaging with social, political and economic 
issues. In Solomon Islands, this is best represented by the Facebook page 
of Forum Solomon Islands International.

Case Study: Forum Solomon Islands 
International
A curated Facebook group for Solomon Islanders and those interested 
in political and civic activities in Solomon Islands, FSII promoted 
dialogue between citizens, activists and politicians on a range of social 
and economic issues between 2011 and 2018. Created by four Solomon 
Islanders, including interviewee Benjamin Afuga, the page sought to act 
as a space where Solomon Islanders could freely express their opinions 
on matters that were important to them and use this information to 
advocate to government. FSII later moved to engaging in ad hoc acts of 
philanthropy such as renovating hospital wards and facilitating material 
responses to natural disasters. With more than 23,000 members at 
its peak,7 the page developed a reputation throughout the region for its 
strong anticorruption advocacy and impact on domestic politics. I first 
learned of the page in 2015 from Jope Tarai of Fiji, who explained to me 
the depth of impact the page was having:

7  As of November 2017. Members self-nominated to join from their Facebook account pending 
an approval process from one of approximately a dozen page administrators.
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Their [Solomon Islanders’] prime minister literally checks up on 
that forum: what the people discuss; how are they discussing; how 
are they engaging. That shows that they are literally taking a sense 
of accountability demanded from an online group.

When discussing the impact of the page with me, Benjamin was keen to 
point out that the forum had provided a new avenue for youth not only 
to express their sentiments on matters political, social and economic, but 
also to open conversations and seek counsel from others. In a culture in 
which young people are expected to accept the word and decisions of 
their elders without question, this was a particularly valuable outcome. 
As Benjamin informed me:

There are a lot of youth that have learnt so many things from 
the page. It gives them the opportunity to ask [questions of ] our 
academics [and] other respectable people in the community who 
are members of FSII. Some of the youth go under aliases, some 
[adults] choose not to use their real names, but these are very 
respectable people in the community. These youths are given the 
opportunity to talk to these people, to question them, to tell them 
that you are wrong. This is a very, very new experience for these 
people and it’s teaching our young people a lot of new things and 
that’s the good thing about FSII.

The greatest evidence of the impact FSII had on creating a culture of civic 
engagement and political accountability were the government’s attempts 
to neutralise the group’s impact. Speaking to the Solomon Star newspaper 
in August 2015, Special Secretary to the Prime Minister, Rence Sore, 
claimed: ‘Their continuous involvement in political decisions from the 
Cabinet forces us to seek [the] option to de-register them’ (cited in John 
2015). Benjamin countered that the page represented the voice of the 
citizenry—the ‘silent majority’—and told me:

People don’t want us to have a voice because there are a lot of 
people amongst us who don’t have the guts to speak up to ask 
these questions, so we are flooded with so many questions … that 
should be answered by our leaders. That’s why we keep exposing 
things that we think are not right. And when you start standing on 
someone’s toe, you know they will react.

Since interviewing Benjamin, the stability of FSII and its principles has 
been difficult to follow. In 2017, there were media reports that FSII 
had expanded into an aligned political party, The People’s Movement 
(Tuni 2017). Though the Facebook group and movement were not limited 
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to young people, it was reported that the political party ‘comprises mostly 
young tertiary students and people who initiated the Forum Solomon 
Islands International group’ (Tuni 2017). Early in 2018, however, the 
FSII Facebook group was disbanded without official notice and there 
have been no further media mentions of The People’s Movement. 

Civic engagement in the online space
The popularity of the FSII Facebook page and its use by its members 
to critically question social, economic and political issues displayed the 
willingness of the Solomon Islands population—including diaspora 
outside the country and short-term migrants within—to engage in 
critical civic discussion if provided the opportunity. Rather than simply 
another example of how Pacific youth are creating their own spaces for 
civic engagement, FSII demonstrated how globalisation and technology 
are influencing new social dynamics within which active citizenship and 
critical conversations between marginalised groups and those in positions 
of authority are taking place. Although the youth in this online space were 
engaging in discussions in which they otherwise would not be able to 
participate, their deference to elders as authority figures to question and 
from whom to seek counsel is evidence that they were using the page to 
hybridise new forms of civic engagement with traditional values of respect 
and deference.

What is most notable about the success of the FSII Facebook page is 
that it existed in a context where critical civil society is scarcely visible. 
Compared with urban hubs in Fiji, particularly Suva, Solomon Islands 
does not have a highly visible critical civil society presence marked by 
public talks, demonstrations and figures known for their activist and 
social justice positions. Despite this, the page generated significant user 
engagement, particularly from young people. This indicates that limited 
engagement from youth and others in spaces of public discussion and 
decision-making is likely to reflect the limited opportunities to access 
such spaces, rather than apathy or a lack of willingness to engage with 
social, economic and political issues. This is a critical point to ponder in 
debates about the extent to which young people, in Oceania and beyond, 
are willing and able to participate in public discourse.
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That the page has since been closed should not be read as a failure of FSII 
to embed long-term cultural change in relation to civic engagement in 
Solomon Islands. Rather, it is more accurate to view the cessation of FSII 
as an inherent risk of moderated internet-based discussion forums. The 
example of FSII’s folding mirrored a similar trajectory of high engagement 
and sudden closure documented by Helen Morton Lee (2003: 292) of 
the Kava Bowl—an internet discussion forum aimed at Tongan diaspora 
communities that was active in the late 1990s. Further highlighting the 
volatility of tracking online environments, the Kava Bowl appears to have 
inspired more recent Pacific-focused social media platforms, such as the 
emergence in 2020 of the Auckland-based cross-platform Kava Bowl 
Media (Kava Bowl Media n.d.).

Like the case studies of emerging youth civic engagement discussed in 
the previous chapter, the example of FSII demonstrates the initiative of 
young people to participate in forms of civil society and decision-making 
processes in spaces where their exclusion has not already been socially 
embedded. In particular, FSII existed where the confluence of technological 
and cultural barriers had not acted to restrict youth engagement. Social 
media allows almost anyone with an internet connection to become 
actively involved in public discussions. In the offline, physical space, such 
participation would be severely restricted and frowned on. In the online 
space, however, such constraints are not as prevalent, allowing youth to 
demonstrate their willingness to be active citizens. Benjamin Afuga sees 
this as the area where FSII has the greatest potential to have a long-lasting 
impact on Solomon Islands culture, stating:

Our role [in creating FSII] has given a voice to youth on issues 
that will affect them and their children. I believe the government 
has to be very, very accommodating in their approach to views 
on reforms and government programs. Otherwise, we will end up 
making laws for those who already died. Who are we going to 
blame? We will be blaming the graves.

Kleine (2013) has written of how it is virtually impossible for societies to 
resist and revert from technological advancements and the related increased 
reliance on material goods such as personal computers and mobile phones. 
The experience of globalisation in cultures and communities worldwide 
demonstrates that while the direction and pace of social change may 
vary in different contexts, there appears to be an inexorable spread of 
personal ICT in Oceania (Cave 2012). Acknowledging the inevitability 
of this uptake, it is nevertheless important to be aware of how youth 
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engage with new technologies and communication platforms, as their use 
and deployment of such technology will influence ongoing practices of 
hybridisation and the indigenisation of ‘modern’ global influences within 
‘traditional’ Pacific cultures.

Opportunity and threat
While the older generations in Oceania appear to still have some freedom 
in determining how much they will engage with the modernising 
components of society—maintaining their distance or engaging with 
these forces to varying degrees—it seems youth have less ability to do this. 
Advances in technology have spread the lure of economic and material 
gain as well as opportunities to inhabit individual identities free from 
the societal pressures of kastom. In Solomon Islands, Jourdan (1995: 211) 
noted of the groups of unemployed, undereducated youth known as 
masta liu that, ‘[m]ore than boredom, what the liu are avoiding is the 
inescapability of kastom and the control that their kin and members 
of older generations have over the young ones’. This complements the 
Fijian experience of youth seeing tradition as pivotal to one’s identity 
but also inhibiting the development of human capital, as reported by 
Carling (2009: 70). Though these accounts were written some time ago, 
the discussions of Solomon Islander culture on FSII and the examples 
of young people incorporating tradition into their progressive politics 
discussed earlier in this chapter indicate that the desire to maintain 
cultural identity is strong for many Pacific youth. Usaia Moli addressed 
this issue with me when discussing the need to maintain connections to 
both iTaukei and Indo-Fijian cultures while embracing change:

These are two unique cultures we all should be proud of, and we 
should also try and maintain as well for the sake of those who 
come after us, our children, to know where we’re from. People 
thought that for a new direction to take place we need to forget 
about the past, but it doesn’t have to be. You can change it and 
move on.

Within the conflict my informants identified between a wish to engage with 
modern, globalised cultures and a desire to maintain a link to traditional 
relationships and ways of living, a sense of uncertainty is created. Though 
developmental benefits such as increased access to safe water, medicines 
and knowledge that can assist with developmental problems are embraced, 
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further stressors become apparent when such innovations are welcomed. 
These include increased involvement from state and regional authorities, 
which may not be trusted and may undermine local power structures; an 
increased lure for citizens to move from rural to urban areas for social and 
economic opportunities that carry risks; and the risks of increased poverty 
that come from a transition from basic and sustainable subsistence living 
to a market-oriented economy that diminishes established kinship, 
village or mataqali  -based social support systems. Again, it must be noted 
that these challenges are not new. Both Fiji and Solomon Islands have 
been experiencing such pressures to varying degrees through migration, 
remittance practices and engagement with Western structures of human 
capital advancement, including plantation labour and the practice of 
influential families sending their children to domestic boarding schools 
or European education institutions. That these matters are still discussed 
by people in both countries indicates that they remain unresolved.

Compounding the challenge for youth to benefit from the positive 
changes brought about through modernity are the assumed threats felt 
by the older generations. Beyond the fear those in positions of authority 
have of losing their influence is a broader concern about Westernisation 
causing cultural erosion (Heron 2008: 89; Petras 1993)—based on the 
fear that the adoption of economic growth as the primary measure of 
development will result in a diminished sense of importance being placed 
on cultural values. The diminishment of cultural ideals may be both 
economic and social, such as the perceived tension between sociocentrism 
and individualism or between mass consumption and environmental 
sustainability. These concerns mirror those of dependency theories, which 
were explicitly concerned with the development industry’s imposition of 
linear, static approaches to development in opposition to the ‘traditional’ 
cultures that limited their development (Grosfoguel 2000; Valenzuela and 
Valenzuela 1978), as promoted in Rostow’s (1971) take-off approach to 
modernisation. Dakuvula’s (1975: 15) assertion about development being 
an ‘alien religious system’, Wendt’s (1976: 53) insistence that a return to 
pre-European contact living is impossible for Pacific peoples and Hau`ofa’s 
(1983, 1985) cautionary warnings about the double-edged sword of 
modernity reinforce the fact that these concerns have been apparent in 
the Pacific for generations.

When combined, these fears of relinquishing authority and of cultural 
subsumption can act to inhibit societal and structural openness to 
youth participation and leadership. As discussed earlier, to deny youth 
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engagement based on a fear of status hierarchies and culture being 
supplanted is misplaced. This is evident not only in the discrete practices 
of the youth who are maintaining and reimagining culture and tradition, 
as previously discussed, but also in the collective voice of the Pacific 
youth representatives at the second Pacific Youth Festival affirming 
that they hold their cultural identities dear and acknowledge a need to 
maintain indigenous values as globalisation brings new social, economic 
and developmental threats and opportunities (SPC 2009b). Mereani 
Rokotuibau, a regional development worker from Fiji, echoed this 
sentiment when discussing the need to maintain respect for culture while 
developing the capacity of Pacific young people. Reflecting comments 
that align concepts of hybridity, neotradition and indigenisation, 
Mereani stated:

Empowerment needs to be packaged in such a way that it blends 
in with our existing structures, because it can be seen as doing 
harm to what exists in our culture and tradition, particularly in a 
village setting. For education and all that, we need to package it in 
such a way that it complements rather than [goes] against culture.

The speed with which globalisation is forcing hybridisation of ‘traditional’ 
and ‘modern’ cultures is creating further uncertainty for young people 
in terms of how they understand and express their cultural identity, 
as well as the roles they are allowed and expected to play in their 
communities.  McMurray (2006: 5) argued more than a decade ago 
that the ‘[j]uxtaposition of traditional and modern cultures and values 
increases the level of uncertainty in young lives, and presents difficulties 
for young people and also for their adult carers’. Since then, there has 
been rapid growth in access to ICT, and the pace of globalisation has 
continued to increase. As Good (2019) writes of Tongan youth, social 
and economic uncertainty have become significant markers of the Pacific 
youth experience. Yet their ongoing structural minimisation means that 
many young Pacific people appear not to have the luxury of choosing 
their own pathways if these diverge from socially acceptable or ascribed 
roles and responsibilities. Likewise, the inevitability of globalisation 
means they also do not have the luxury of retreating from the forces of 
modernity. Encapsulating this difficulty, Salote Kaimacuata explains:

For our young people, there is a lot of pressure to conform, to 
live up to the expectations of mums and dads. Also, our parents 
are bringing up children the way they were brought up in 
a  different, new age. It is the dilemma between the old way of 
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bringing up children while our children live in a new age. They are 
bombarded with information. They sound really clever, but the 
emotional maturity is yet to be developed. Just because you have 
a lot of information doesn’t necessarily mean you’re clever, doesn’t 
necessarily mean you’re wise.

Salote’s comments about the dilemma for Pacific youth of maintaining 
traditional belief systems and customary practices while still preparing 
themselves to engage actively with contemporary global society are 
particularly poignant as they highlight the fact these issues are not new 
to Fijian society. Having lived, studied and worked outside the Pacific 
islands, Salote conveyed to me that since at least the 1990s she has been 
seen by some Fijians as embodying foreign ideals too much at times, 
through her work in various youth justice capacities. What distinguishes 
Salote’s experience of straddling contemporary and traditional identities 
is that, unlike previous case study examples, she is not considered 
a youth. Further exemplifying the difficulty of navigating social roles and 
expectations, she explained to me that while she is criticised by some Fijians 
for her ‘Western’ ways, her children see her as representing ‘traditional’ 
values: ‘To my children, I’m really old-fashioned and an ogre, but to my 
colleagues I’m not Fijian [because of a perceived Western approach to 
thinking] and I’m offended by that.’

The conflicting social expectations for youth to uphold tradition but 
also seek individual advancement through education and employment 
put them in a position to exert agency in relation to their identity, while 
simultaneously denying them the capacity and freedom to do so. Young 
people are socialised to consider their own needs as secondary to those 
of elders and the community, yet factors such as global economic forces 
and the reification in international development discourse of individual 
empowerment place pressure on youth to engage in self-development and 
seek to fulfil their individual capabilities. Good writes of empowerment 
that it is 

one of several terms circulating around the globe along the paths 
of development projects and foreign assistance, linking particular 
kinds of youthful action to idealized notions of liberal citizenship 
and individualized forms of agency. (2014: 222) 

This is something that is clearly appealing to many youths, as evidenced 
by the continuing rural–urban migration trends discussed in the work 
of writers such as Jourdan (1995) and Woo and Corea (2009), and in 
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the case study of Pesa’s desires for employment, migration and status 
presented in Chapter Three. In contrast, however, are the actions of 
youth engaged in critical civil society who are actively working to shape 
their communities in ways they believe will lead to communal benefit 
in their communities, countries and cultures. As ideals of community 
and individualism are perceived to clash, this creates strains for youth 
in establishing their identities and fitting into their societies. Fenton 
Lutunatabua, who identifies more with a modern urban Fijian lifestyle 
than with any abstract notions of village-based traditionalism, articulated 
the complexities of developing an identity that balances sociocentric and 
individual values:

If you come from the culture in the Pacific where you are not 
encouraged to elevate yourself above everyone else, that can be a 
little difficult to start thinking of yourself as the self.

Negotiating neotradition
Understanding the forms of youth participation in civic life requires an 
examination and interpretation of how young people engage with the 
ideas and practices of kastom and tradition. Here, again, it appears that 
the perceived clash between indigenous sociocentric world views of kastom 
and the more individualistic world views of modernised societies is vital 
to understanding young people’s civic participation. The exponentially 
increased pace of social and economic change across the Pacific and 
globally in the past half-century appears to have created the conditions for 
a two-tiered approach to participation and civic engagement—one that is 
seen as traditional and is based on patience and passive observation, and 
one that is understood as being informed by greater access to information 
and communication and which emphasises individual capabilities and 
promotes individual identity.

The ‘to be seen but not heard’ approach to Pacific youth development 
and participation has been repeatedly referenced by Patrick Vakaoti in 
his work on Fijian youth citizenship practices. Vakaoti (2012: 3) notes, 
in research on how young people in Fiji participate as active citizens and 
demonstrate leadership, that in Fiji and across the Pacific young people 
occupy subordinate roles to adults and those in positions of authority. 
Vakaoti and Mishra (2010: 10) argue that ‘[t]his social status affects their 
participation in many facets of life’. Such subservience is encouraged in 
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young Pacific people from childhood, with Carling (2009: 66) similarly 
noting the prevalence of this in her research into Fijian youth citizenship. 
The enculturation of passive participation from such a young age speaks 
to my contention of Pacific young people’s structural minimisation: the 
roles of Pacific youth are systematically diminished through most of their 
formal and informal social interactions, with youth populations forced 
to wait to be invited into decision-making processes and institutions. 
For  the  youth and youth advocates whom I interviewed, a point of 
enduring frustration was the resistance from authority figures to youth 
occupying formal and informal positions of leadership.

Regardless of community attitudes, the reality is that youth generations 
will be the ones responsible for balancing aspects of traditional and modern 
cultures—creating their own ‘neotraditional’ cultures (Sahlins 2005). 
Young people are the ones who will lead their communities into new, 
hybrid understandings of what is culturally valuable and acceptable, as has 
been noted of Honiara, where the emerging urban middle class is driving 
a ‘creolisation’ of language and culture (Jourdan 1996, 2008) as well as 
of everyday ways of living (Moore 2015). These reconceptualisations of 
culture may be driven intentionally by an informed and capable youth 
populace—cognisant of the challenges, risks and opportunities inherent 
in such cultural changes—or they may emerge immanently in response 
to competing social and economic influences, leading to a hybrid social 
structure that will continue to change over time. Alternatively, such 
change may occur through a combination of intentional and immanent 
processes (Cowen and Shenton 1996), through which young people utilise 
foreign ideas, materials and interventions—such as by the international 
development community—to assist their reimagining of culture. This 
would be like the practices Jolly (1996) writes about of ni-Vanuatu 
women who have indigenised women’s rights discourse to advocate for the 
prevention of violence against women while invoking notions of kastom.

Having the skills to navigate the forces of tradition and modernity 
is becoming an ever-more pressing issue for Pacific youth. Globalisation is 
resulting in increased precarity for young people that is best demonstrated 
by rural–urban migration. Through migratory practices, youth must 
engage in livelihood practices without the safety net of village subsistence 
farming while they straddle social roles as breadwinning remitters and 
subservient young people. Although Pacific youth are expected to uphold 
‘traditional’ values, the social structures to support them in doing so have 
not kept pace with modern livelihood pressures. Vanuatu-based journalist 
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Dan McGarry (2014) noted this in a Pacific Institute of Public Policy 
blog, writing of the influence of diminished barriers to communication, 
information and transport and their impact on traditional Melanesian 
societies:

Men and women both are no longer subject to the social and 
geographical confines of village life. Mobility and distance 
undermine traditions that have sustained Melanesian societies 
since time immemorial. The coercive or corrective power of 
community scrutiny recedes once it becomes possible to evade the 
villagers’ gaze. The village’s role as collective conscience has been 
eroded and, to date, nothing has arisen to take its place.

With recognition of the quickening pace of rural–urban migration in the 
Pacific, and particularly across Melanesia (see Kiddle 2016; Lindstrom and 
Jourdan 2017), this is an issue that is unlikely to abate. It is well established 
that young Pacific peoples are prepared to engage with the contemporary 
market economy and associated individual benefits, including material 
goods and increased independence. Rural–urban migration signals 
both the willingness of young people to leave their village contexts to 
seek financial gain and the increased social pressures to provide financial 
stability for themselves and their families. Jope Tarai, who has grown up in 
the peri-urban outskirts of Suva, outlined the combination of economic 
and employment opportunities driving such migration:

We have high-rise buildings on this end and right next to that 
we have expanding squatter settlements—the majority of them 
young families within the youth category. That indicates that the 
youth population … in the Suva–Nausori corridor … are coming 
in to find financial and social security, access to better services and 
all that.

Despite technological advancements, economic pressures and increasing 
rural–urban migration, the fear of Pacific youth actively rejecting the 
maintenance of culture and tradition is at odds with their own practices 
and stated intentions. Indeed, Pacific youth voiced a clear commitment 
to maintaining their sense of identity through culture and enactments 
of tradition in the communiqué from the participants from 13 Pacific 
states who attended the second Pacific Youth Festival in Suva in 2009, 
including concerns about how ‘[t]he lack of focus on rural and outer 
island development increases incentives to move to urban areas and 
creates imbalance and disintegration of traditional values and practices’ 
(SPC 2009b: 4). Such statements can appear superficial. Taken together 
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with the examples of how youth are maintaining and reimagining 
culture in their progressive politics, however, these assertions go beyond 
platitudes about the connection young people feel to culture. They speak 
to specific practical areas where they feel culture is not being adequately 
supported at an institutional level and thus is at risk of deterioration. Jope 
sees this expression of youth connection to culture and the desire for its 
preservation as reflecting social norms driven by fear of the loss of identity 
and agency of Pacific peoples. While modernisation is seen to bring many 
benefits, it is also considered a threat to cultural purity. This supports the 
assertion of Sahlins, drawing on Jolly, that 

when Europeans change it is called ‘progress’, but when ‘they’ 
(the  others) change, notably when they adopt some of our 
progressive attributes, it is a loss of their culture, some kind of 
adulteration. (Sahlins 2005: 45) 

Jope argues that this sentiment is shared by some Pacific peoples (see also 
Pigg 1996: 178). As he told me:

The colonial hangover does play a strong part in all of that. Over 
the years, people have taken it on … [and] a consequence of that 
has been ‘us’: this is our tradition; this is what we do; this is who 
we are. Everything that we have taken on from it—whether it 
be religion, whether it be the colonial hangover—everybody is 
boxed into their own community. Integration is, indirectly, highly 
discouraged … People are resistant, especially outside urban areas. 
They are resistant to these changes out of fear that they will lose 
something; that they will lose a bit of themselves—their identity.

It is worth noting again that such fears are not new, nor have they led to 
previous generations forgoing technological and accompanying cultural 
changes through their lifetimes. There are myriad ways such incorporation 
of foreign influences is strikingly apparent in both Fiji and Solomon 
Islands: the use of buses as a common mode of transport; the high levels 
of consumption of rice and instant noodles in rural and urban settings; 
the television sets that occupy pride of place in most village homes; even 
in the prevalence of Filipino soap operas I have witnessed being purchased 
from the DVD stores in Suva and Honiara—a practice remarked on in 
other Oceanic locations, such as by Good (2013) on the Tongan island of 
`Eua. The extent to which these practices reveal a willingness to embrace 
change as it occurs or the subversive power of technology to embed itself 
in people’s lives regardless of their original wishes—which is the extension 
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of the ‘technologies of choice’ theory (Kleine 2013)—is impossible to state 
with certainty. What is certain is that these practices clearly exemplify the 
contemporary hybridity of cultures in these societies.

For young people, their position between the ideas and practices of 
traditional and contemporary society is marked by further complications. 
As has already been discussed, youths are the ones most likely to engage in 
employment-motivated migration, both domestically and internationally. 
The urban and international areas to which they relocate are more 
exposed to global cultural and economic forces, so they are placed in a 
position of having to negotiate cultural hybridity with the real likelihood 
of a diminished close social network to help them through these processes. 
On top of this, as they begin to remit earnings back to family and clan, 
they embody two distinct positions, as subservient young person and 
as livelihood provider, which offer them greater authority at household 
and community levels. The tension of maintaining these twin facets of 
individual and communal identity was conveyed by Jope when he spoke 
of youth being given a greater voice as they contribute financially to the 
family yet still being expected to show deference in certain traditional 
settings. Interestingly, Jope continued by highlighting the fact that 
financial contributions do not elevate youth to an equal footing with 
adults, but rather grant them initial access to decision-making processes. 
Of the burden on urban-based youth to remit earnings, he stated:

I have conversations with uncles within my age group who are 
frustrated with their own parents. Sometimes I get phone calls 
[requesting money] and I ask, ‘How many cows do you people 
want to eat in a week?’ It would be interesting to find out from 
Western Union the age group of people sending money back and 
forth. Obviously, they are young people.

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, an area of delineation between 
‘traditional’ Pacific values and those perpetuated by Western market 
and development forces is in the value placed on the communal and 
the individual. As the forces of kastom and modernisation continue to 
be placed against and alongside one another, the impacts of sociocentric 
and individualistic approaches to civic participation will be shaped by the 
youth generation. As Good writes of Tongan youth: 

[D]espite their relatively low position in the status hierarchy that 
still determines the boundaries of social experience in Tonga, 
youth have become critical actors in the ways Tongan institutions 
and Tongan people think about and ‘do’ modernity. (2012: 18) 
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Unless communal, culturally agreed on approaches to participation 
that represent a hybridised future melding kastom and modernity are 
formally created, it is youth who will define what civic participation looks 
like through their practice of it, creating informal guidelines for later 
generations’ engagement in similar spaces. In this way, the current youth 
generations are the ones who will indigenise foreign influences and create 
the neotraditions of tomorrow.

Comparing Fiji and Solomon Islands
With the pace of social change ever quickening globally—exponentially 
enhanced by developments in ICT—young people in Fiji and Solomon 
Islands face the same challenges in navigating tradition and modernity. 
The difference between the expectations of youths’ participation within 
sociocentric and individualistic approaches is significant and challenging. 
If young people are not exposed to and included in decision-making 
processes from an early age, the lack of modelling will limit their 
understanding of how to negotiate such spaces. In villages and non-urban 
settings, this may not be problematic as there is the opportunity to learn 
through observation leading up to inclusion as one among many leaders 
often making decisions based in consultation and consensus. In urban and 
professional settings, however, these same young people are expected to 
understand the boundaries within which their participation takes place. 
The example of FSII, however, suggests that some of this slack may be 
taken up in the online space, where young people feel freer to openly seek 
the advice of their elders.

That perceived tensions between traditional and modern ways of living 
continue to be presented as problems by my informants demonstrates 
that they are yet to be resolved. Indeed, they may never be. Just as young 
people are perpetually discussed in terms of their waning morals and 
represented as embodying antisocial behaviours, discussions about social 
change are ongoing and harken back to an idealised past that may or may 
not have existed.

What I found more surprising in discussing these issues with my 
informants was how they actively engaged with notions of hybridity 
and indigenisation, even if they did not utilise these terms. This was 
evident through the statements of Andre Tipoki and Usaia Moli when 
they affirmed that engaging with new ideas does not mean having to 
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disavow established practices and protocols, and Salote Kaimacuata 
and Mereani Rokotuibau, who called for young people to engage with 
traditional customs and expectations as a means of being granted access 
to discussions with those in positions of authority. More powerfully, 
an embrace of hybridity as a means of affirming culture, tradition and 
kastom was evident in the practices of various informants—Tura Lewai, 
Fenton Lutunatabua and Jope Tarai—who utilise cultural identity and 
values to ground their engagement with the forces of globalisation and 
modernisation. These actions are what affirm that a connection with and 
respect for tradition and culture go beyond rhetoric in the critical civil 
society spaces within which activist youth operate. Further, for as long 
as Pacific peoples speak of the challenges of maintaining tradition, it will 
remain a worthwhile site of investigation.

Conclusion
Beyond the impacts of a clash between indigenous and non-indigenous 
values and customs, the impacts of any such clash on the wellbeing of 
Pacific peoples, young and old alike, should not be overlooked. This 
includes considering how they shape understandings of what is cultural 
and ‘traditional’. Culture is a means by which humans not only understand 
their lives, but also find meaning and purpose. Though shifts in cultural 
practices and beliefs about what is traditional have always incorporated 
foreign ideas and customs, the pace of globalisation means that the 
cooption of such ideas and customs is likely to occur similarly rapidly. 
The extent to which there is critical engagement with change is poised to 
determine the degree to which Pacific communities can negotiate such 
hybridity on terms favourable to them and their values. With heritage 
and cultural identity being expressed as of such personal and communal 
significance throughout the region, this is shaping as an important debate 
for Pacific people to engage in. Through this, the communities, countries 
and cultures of Oceania may be able to provide a counterpoint to the 
concept that ‘development’ is a homogenised cultural endpoint—one that 
assumes a Western form, based on principles of perpetual growth and 
individual merit-based advancement.

Pacific young people are uniquely poised to be affected by the competing 
social demands of sociocentric expectations and the individual and 
economic-focused demands of modernity. Older generations have had 
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time to establish their societal roles and form their identities as the forces 
of globalisation and modernisation slowly entered Pacific societies. For 
youth, their futures and identities will largely be shaped by how they 
engage with and respond to the sweeping pace of social change, which is 
influenced significantly by progressions in the capability and accessibility 
of ICT. How Pacific youth navigate these changes will be determined, to 
a large extent, by the ways in which they utilise concepts of traditional 
knowledge and identity.

As I have repeatedly noted, Pacific youth currently experience significant 
minimisation of their participation, agency and capability. This is true at 
household levels in the determination of future livelihood prospects, 
at policy levels through the failure to reform institutions with poor records 
of developing young people as active citizens, and at the cultural level, 
where the role of youth is to be seen but not heard. In the context of the 
increasingly rapid impacts of modernisation on shaping individual and 
communal futures for the people of the Great Ocean States of the Pacific, 
this denial of youth participation is creating duopolistic environments 
of youth civic engagement. In physical spaces, Pacific youth engagement 
continues to be marginalised, and young people are not being mentored 
to become partners for today or leaders of tomorrow. In online spaces 
such as FSII, however, these same youth are asking questions of their 
leaders and forging space for their inclusion in decision-making processes.

The exclusion of youth from participation in some Pacific settings places 
them in a precarious position as far as shaping what will be viewed as 
traditional in coming generations while having limited access to the 
‘traditional’ knowledge and decision-making forums that elders appear 
to wish them to inherit and uphold. As with the examples of emerging 
youth leaders discussed in Chapter Five, however, these young people are 
proving through alternative displays of active citizenship, including in 
online spaces, that they are interested in and connected to conceptions 
of how their societies should develop and function. Rather than lingering 
as adults-in-waiting, they are seizing opportunities to be actively engaged 
members of their communities, countries and cultures.



This text is taken from Youth in Fiji and Solomon Islands: Livelihoods, 
Leadership and Civic Engagement, by Aidan Craney, published 2022, 

The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/YFSI.2022.06

http://doi.org/10.22459/YFSI.2022.06



