
COLONIAL CAPITALISM AND CLASS FORMA TION 
IN FIJI: B retrospective overview * 

NiiK PIaDge 

INTRODUCTION 

Fiji was ceded to Britain in October 1874. This had occurred 
finally, after two unsuccessful attempts in which European 
settlers in agro-comrnerce encouraged cession to protect their 
interests. From October 1874, then, the British imperial state 
assumed responsibility for the protection of Fijian and Fiji, 
as one of its overseas colonies. The overarching aspects of 
a colony was that its resources have to be organised (or new 
ones intro~uced) for exploitation through the partnership of 
the colonial state, expatriate capital, co-opted traditional 
leaders and cheap labour. In the process, also, profits had 
to be made so that the colony could "pay its own way", and its 
resources chanelled through the imperial economy to the world 
capitalist system. The process of creating and maintaining 
these conditions had alway$ undermined indigenous modes of 
production, leading to the emergence of social classes. This 
artic~e attempts to recapitulate the process of class-formation 
in Fiji from the turn of the century onwards. 

Groups within socio-economic formations are referred to as 
classes and are defined not by random or arbitrary selection 
of factors but with reference to the system or process of social 
production. Classes are defined by an eminent social philosopher 
as: 

large groups of people who differ from each other 
by the place they occupy in a historically determined 
system of social production, by their relation to 
the means of production, by their role in the social 
~rganisation of labour ..• classes are groups of people 

* This is an abridged \"ersion of an unpublished manuscript. 
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one of which can appropriate the labour of another 
owing to the different places they occupy in a 
definite system of social economy.1 

The characteristic feature of the Fijian society from the 
late nineteenth-century was the installation of the colonial 
capitalist economy and its articulation with indigenous socio
economic and political organisations. Also significant was 
the introduction of considerable numbers of indentured Indian 
labour. Essentially Fiji's economy was distorted towards the 
production and exportation of raw materials. First copra, then 
sugar (and later gold) became Fiji's dominant exportable 
resources and their production undermined traditional forms 
of socio-economic changes and produced new forms of social 
stratification classes. It is possible then by the turn of 
the century to observe the following class structures in the 
making as the capitalist economy became entrenched as the 
dominant mode. 

1. The Expatriate Bourgeoisie 

First, and at the commanding heights of the economy, was 
a capitalist class which was solely European. They controlled 
the sugar industry, the copra business, banking institutions, 
shipping and the commercial houses. They also monopolised 
the import-export trade. Copra production (and export), located 
largely on Taveuni, the coast of Vanua Levu, the Lau group, 
Koro, Ovalau, Kadavu and the Yasawas, was mostly controlled 
by expatriate European capital. Burns Philp, the Australian 
commercial capitalist purchased almost all Fiji's copra. But 
Burns Philp was not the only merchandising company. By the 
first decade of the century companies like Morris Hedstrom, 
Henry Marks and Brown and Joske 2 were also operating, to be 
joined in the 1930s by W.R. Carpenter who purchased the 
interests and combined properties of Brown and Joske, together 
with other properties, and grew to become the main shipping 
power in Fiji. The dominant pOl5ition of foreign capital was 
encouraged by the colonial state through overt legislative 
support. State assistance, as well as other market facilities 
including the competitive advantages gained from economies 
of scale, ensured the commanding economic position of expatriate 
capital wh~le also undercutting the aspirations of small 
planters who had resided in Fiji before the establishment of 
the Pax Britannica. 
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2. The Bureaucratic and Indigenous Bourgeoisie 

Second, and as a fragment of this group of big capitalists, 
were the small professional groups and members of the colonial 
administration whose salary, benefits and position allowed 
them to participate in the exclusive life-style and tastes 
of the local bourgeoisie of expatriate origin. Gillion provides 
an apt description of the position of this expatriate community 
in the emerging class structure of the colony. He writes that: 

their standard of living was far higher than that 
of the other races, and they occupied the commanding 
positions in the colonial social structure. The 
majority of them had been born elsewhere, particularly 
in Australia and New Zealand, but a good number 
thought of Fiji as their permanent home. 3 

Politically this group had been able to consolidate its power 
through its strongest members. Thus Gillion again observes 

that "a main factor in the Government of Fiji was the influence 
wielded by a small oligarchy of local commercial interest ••• 
[They] have won their way to the top and mean to stay there ••• 
[A] few men control everything behind the scenes and even Govern
ment has been run with a strong bias". 4 

Included in this category also was an emerging indigenous 
bourgeoisie, the prominent Ratus of Fijian traditional social 
organisations. The changes instituted by the colonial state 
in the late nineteenth century in order to gain effective social 
and political control over the country, had had the effect of 
consolidating the prominent chiefs as a class. Some became 
administrative officials through whom the colonial state could 
exercise additional control over Fijian commoners. In practice, 
they colluded with the colonial state and capital to draw revenue 
and profits through rents from land rented as communal property. 
Aspects of the new structure therefore mixed well with and also 
reinforced, the old basis of their power, privilege and pros
perity. By their association and 'wealth', they were also 
able to participate in a new and exclusive life style. 5 

The customary practice of 1a1a which allowed free services 
to be offered to Fijian chiefs by commoners, was not only 
retained but extended in scope. Regulation 3(3) of the 1877 
Native Policy provided that "the people of the land shall obey 
and respect their chiefs and magistrates in all things, lawful 
according to their custom".6 Gradually the meaning of 'custom' 
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was stretch~d to include the presentation to chiefs of property, 
food (cooked and raw), money and free travel in commoner boats.? 
Through devices such as 1a1a. chiefs were able to appropriate 
surplus from commoner Fijians. Thus pre-capitalist social : 
relations were not destroyed by colonialism, they survived but 
in modified forms to enhance the processes within the newly 
introduced economy. 

Furthermore, the colonial state's land policy which reserved 
almost 83% of Fijian land for Fijians benefited, after Europeans 
traditional leaders more than it ever did. The Cession of 1874, 
which ·initiated the British colonisation of Fiji, had enabled 
the creation of a three-fold land tenure system to replace the 
traditional one. Tenureship of Fijian land was divided into 
Crown, Native and Freehold categories, with Native land consti
tuting some 83% of the total. This was about 37,500,000 acres 
of land held under communal ownership by about 7,000 Fijian 
land units called mataqa1i. The freehold land represented land 
which had been appropriated or purchased by Europeans prior 
to the Cession. Government legislation recognised these and 
therefore also their exclusive and private ownership. Freehold 
land, comprising 8-10% of Fijian land, included the most fertile 
and commercially valuable land. The third category was Crown 
land, which was land not claimed by a mataqa1i or whose owners 
had all died. 

Some native lands went under leasehold as early as possible 
and these were also the best for commmercial agriculture. Much 
of the land on which sugar and copra were being grown was leased 
from Fijian mataqa1i. The rents that these yielded "were 
relatively small and when divided among the members of the 
mataqali amounted to very little ••• only the chiefs, who were 
given much larger share than the others had any opportunity 
for capital accumulation. 8 Indeed the colonial reservation 
of land and later the creation of the Native Lands Trust Board 
(in 1940) as the grand landlord for Fijians, encouraged this 
state of affairs since it recognised and legalised the privilege 
position of the chiefs and, in effect, supervised the unequal 
distribution of rents. 

All finances that are accrued from land rents or royalties 
on Native land communally owned by a mataqa1i are distributed 
in the following pattern: 9 

Native Lands Trust Board 25% 
Head of Vanua 5% 
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Head of Yavusa 
Head of Mataqali 
Members of Mataqali 

10% 
15% 
45% 

It has been mentioned to me that in some instances the head 
of Yavusa, Vanua and Mataqali might be the same person, who 
could then expect obviously handsome returns from land rents. 
Hence the higher class position of a few of the traditional 
Ratus. The system then, helped first to appropriate land and 
second to distribute the returns unequally, with the result 
that the majority of native Fijians have been transformed into 
relatively impoverished 'landlords'. 

3. The Petite Bourgeoisie 

Beneath the foreign and indigenous bureaucratic bourgeoisie 
lay another class - a commercial and bureaucratic urban petty 
bourgeoisie. Those Europeans and part-Europeans ot planter 
and commercial background who had been seriously undermined 
in their business were part of this urban petit bourgeoisie. 
Some among them had become active traders and middlemen in all 
sorts of commodities. The part-Europeans were largely planters 
and skilled workers. Others owned trading vessels which plied 
the waters of the archipelago, or were employed by big merchant 
companies as managers of sugar cargoes and as ship's officers. 

Also within this class, was a small community of Chinese 
traders. It has been documented that many of the Chinese arrived 
as traders with capital accumulated through their tenure in 
the Australian gold fields. At any rate "by 1917 there was 
hardly a place in Fiji without a Chinese shopkeeper".1 O As 
traders they increasingly challenged the position of European 
traders and at times seemed likely to overtake their dominance 
in the intra island retail trade. By 1935, for example, the 
Chinese had penetrated the remote areas of Fiji whereas Europeans 
tended to remain in the towns. These areas then became the 
ground for Chinese petty bourgeoisie commerce. As simple retail 
storekeepers, the Chinese had contact with village Fijians and 
kept their stores open at the oddest times to provide service. 
Certainly it would appear that the "native preferred to deal 
with the Chinese where they could get better credit and, being 
on equal footing, they could hang about the counter and haggle 
over prices". 11 The Chinese retailer also operated with lower 
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costs. He made greater use of family labour, or would "sleep 
under the counter so that the stray customer can wake him up". 12 
This technique was of particular importance during the bleak 
years of copra prices and also in the second depression of the 
1930s, when most European and part-European planters and traders 
were crashed. Most Chinese traders survived this and "came 
into their own',', and in some of the islands and remote areas 
of Vanua Levu they too began to press their monopoly advantages 
on the people.13 

Among the emerging petty-bourgeoisie were also Indians, not 
all of whom had been indentured labourers on the sugar estates. 
The colonial state had permitted a slow influx of non-indentured 
Indians into the new economy, a sizeable number of whom were 
Gujeratis with some capital which they invested in small 
businesses catering primarily for the needs of Indian workers 
and farmers in the port towns and sugar mill areas. With their 
historically developed merchant skills and dedication they slowly 

accumulated profits through inflated prices and inflationary 
credit system, and high interest as money lenders. There were 
also a handful of Indian professionals who came as lawyers, 
school teachers, jewellers, etc. to swell the ranks of the 
petite bourgeoisie. As part of this emerging class was a growing 
group of independent planter communities of Indian origin who 
grew and marketed rice, maize and also raised cattle. By 1912, 
for example, this community planted about 6,621 acres of sugar
cane, 10,008 acres of rice and 2,403 acres of maize on leased 
or freehold land. In addition, they also owned 32% of the total 
number of cattle in the country.14 Not unnaturally the end of 
indenture in 1916 saw more Indians extending themselves into 
the middle level of the economy in retail and/or artisan work, 
and they came to pose a further threat to their European 
counterparts. 

Fijians were not excluded from this emerging petty bourgeois 
class, although their entrance was rarely through independent 
economic activity which might lead to capital accumulation, 
further investments and the development of entrepreneural acumen. 
They trickled in through the educational system~ The Queen 
Victoria School provided the training ground for Fijians from 
where they entered the civil service as junior members of the 
'bureaucratic bourgeoisie'. Given the exclusive nature of Fijian 
schools, only a small group benefited from colonial education 
as the Council of Chiefs demanded that commoner Fijians should 
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not be provided education in the English language. Thus, in 
addition to QVS, schools like Levuka Public School and Suva 
Grammar had in their classrooms only a few Fijians mostly of 
chiefly rank, who studied together with the children of expat
riate or resident Europeans. Indian education was not even 
thought of for some time. Their inclusion in the emerging petty 
bourgeoisie of the 1920s was largely through independent economic 
acti vity as merchant retailers who were still relatively weak 
given their dependence on tlie larger European merchant houses 
for supplies. The petty bourgeoisie, as a whole, did not wield 
much political power in the colony. As a result of some of 
the racist ideology which was articulated with the colonial 
capitalist economy and society, the petty bourgeoisie class 
remained disunited, albeit to the obvious benefit of the colonial 
state in its superv1s10n of expatriate capital accumulation 
and maintenance of law and order. The class remained frqgmented 
along ethnic lines with its European members enjoying the 
privileges obtaining to the European bourgeoisie. They could 
send their children to schools where 'black bastards'* were 
not allowed. They could go "to the clubs, swimming pools and 
the other public places that were maintained as European. Much 
more in a capitalist economy, they could get credits and higher 
wages or salaries. With these privileges their political 
loyalties always favoured the status quo. The European estab
lishment treated both Chinese and Indian merchants as 'guests' 
whose presence depended on the state. On the other hand, Indian 
political agitation for freedom and equality rallied them behind 
their own leaders, who drew on favourable support frolll India 
as well as the Gandhi experience. For the Fijians, their para
mount interest remained, as stipulated in the Deed of Cession, 
the protection of their land and the Fijian way of life. This 
paramountcy, writ large into the colonial domination of Fiji, 
meant actually the maintenance of European privilege as perceived 
by the colonial state wi thin the colonial capi talist economy 
and as expressed through the membership of the Legislati ve 
Council. The Fijians also perceived their paramountacy and 
protection only in the context of the Euro-dominated economy 
and politics. For exalllple, in 1933 when Indians demanded a 
democratic election to the Suva and Levuka City Councils, an 

"If This was recounted to me by an elderly Fijian Turaga-ni-koro 
at Nacamaki, Koro Island, April 29 1984. 
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event whiCh could have won them a sizeable representation in 
city administration, the Council of Chiefs made a representation 
to the Governor expressing their support for Government control 
of the. councils on the basis that " ••• Fiji, having been ceded 
to Her Majesty the Queen of Great Britain and Ireland, Her heirs 
and Successors, the immigrant Indian population should neither 
directly nor indirectly have any part in the control or direction 
of matters affecting the interests of the Fijian race" .15 This 
position of the Fijian chiefs was immediately supported by the 
Young Fijian Society or Viti Cauravou with a resolution that 
"... it is our desire to remain united with the Europeans but 
not with the Indians" .16 

4. The Proletariat, Peasantry arid Farmers 

Below the petit - bourgeoisie stratum in the urban areas and 
within the villages lay a proletariat of wage labourers, peasants 
and subsistence farmers. The latter category provided a surplus 
labour source for the new economy and gradually their numbers 
will be slowly drawn into and out of the economy. In the urban 
areas unskilled and semi-skilled wage labourers, initially of 
Indian and Melanesian (Solomons) background with a handful of 
Fijians and other Islanders, worked on the docks and in con
struction and other miscellaneous wage jobs. The Government's 
Ministry of Labour, Forestry and Agriculture provided unskilled 
wage labour for some Fijians and Indians, while the constabulary 
force employed Fijians. In Vanua Levu, a small group of Fijians 
began to enter wage earning as speculation in gold at the Yanawai 
area attracted European capital ahout the 1920s. By 1927 the 
Mt Kasi Gold Mines opened and about 300-400 Fijian subsistence 
farmers gradually became wage-earners at unskilled jobs. This 
pressure on independent subsistence farmers to become wage 
earners was exerted by the mining companies as they made demands 
on chiefs and the state. The circumstflnces led to the state's 
amendment of the Native Labour Ordinance of 1895 to allow native 
Fijians to be hired as wage workers. 1? Some of these Fijians 
were educated but on the average only to class two Or three 
and in their villages. 18 

In the villages and areas beyond the urban town of Suva, 
and largely in the West, were the cane farms. These were worked 
by poor Indian families on 10-15 . acres of land rented to them 
by the CSR or on plantations owned by the same Company or leased 
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from Fijians. On ,this rented land, Indian families chored as 
much as those who lived in the coolie lines around the mills. 
The Fijian villages were different and 'free' as subsistence 
gardening remained the means of providing livelihood. Surplus 
was extracted from them, however, through taxes in kind. Fijians 
were also employed on copra plantations owned by Europeans and 
few part-Europeans. On occasions Fijian surplus labour in 
villages were arranged for copra plantations and remuneration 
went to pay provincial taxes. 19 Furthermore, the en1argening 
demands of the Fijian Ratus (as the new system changed their 
society and life-style) was paid by commoner Fijians through 
more surplus production or extraction of labour. Of course, 
the land always remained mataqali land and therefore free. 
This gave the illusion of independence to Fijians and also under
cut, to some extent, the need to drift into the towns in great 
numbers. In addition, the size of Fijian population made land 
easily available. Royalties on land, rents and leases however, 
were largely appropriated by the chiefs "for their communities". 

While internai class differentiation among Fijians was not 
immediately observable, being in part obscured by access to 
land, returns from royalties, and by the 'comforts' of the 
'subsistence affluence', it was nonetheless taking shape. 
Education was to become one of the important indicators. Given 
the restrictive controls at the 'upper levels of the colonial 
class structure, western education was often seen as an avenue 
to attain a reasonable share of the social wealth, and to parti
cipate in a particular life-style. In Africa, Asia, and the 
West Indies, education acquired an instrumental value and 
educational institutions especially tertiary ones, became the 
training ground for the middle classes, either as professionalS 
or as members of the 'bureaucratic bourgeoisie' of civil 
servants, teachers, the officer-corps of t~~ military etc. 
However, colonial education was invariably discriminatory, 
favouring one region over the other, one ethnic group over 'the 
other, and one sex over the other. This situation often spilled 
over into the post-colonial period and became the source of 
inter-regional and/or inter-ethnic conflict, as one group 
perceived itself as excluded from the share of the national 
wealth through the lack of educational qualifications. 

Colonial education. in Fiji conformed, generally, to this 
pattern. It discriminated against Fijian commoners and then 
against Indians. Among Fijians ,it provided a differential 
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education to those of chiefly and commoner rank; commoners were 
deprived of effective instruction in the lingua franca, English, 
while it was offered in all its finesse to those in the chiefly 
ranks. In 1906 the Council of Chiefs requested that Queen 
Victoria School should educate the sons of Fijian nobility alone 
and that only these should be instructed in English. The 
Colonial Government agreed and permitted Fijian village schools 
to provide instruction only in the Fijian language, a factor 
that would partly affect the performance of Fijians in education 
later. However, this pattern of educational discrimination 
allowed members of chiefly rank to transfer their dominant 
position in the traditional social formation to the new and 
the dominant system, thus reinforcing their position exclu
sively by combining both traditional and modern criteria of 
power and status. 

Other situational factors affected and encouraged this 
differentiation. First, it was a fee-paying school system that 
was established for Fijians and for many Fijian families locked 
into a subsistence economy the cash for fees was difficult to 
acquire. Consequently, most commoner Fijians were unable to 
proceed a reasonable distance within the school systems. Second, 
this handicap was aggravated by the spread of Fijian primary 
schools in remote villages that could only be contacted, for 
superVl.Sl.on, by boat. This led to relatively poor standards. 
Lacking money, and concerned with the distance at which the 
only secondary schools were located, many families gave up. 
Grade six became the average educational level for most early 
Fijians who went to school. These factors, on the other hand, 
did not pose considerable problems for the children of chiefly 
rank. 

Indians also suffered from the colonial educational policy. 
Education was not extendt:!d to Indians effectively until about 
the 1930s when Indian demand for education increased. The 
Government initially avoided the issue claiming possible Fijian 
reaction to any attempts in that direction. Indeed as far back 
as 1909 an Education Committee set up by 1m Thurn had recommended 
the provision of schools for the Indian population but the fear 
of Fijian reaction together with the colonial state's own in
decision produced only half-hearted and truncated efforts. 
Indian education remained, to a great extent, dependent upon 
their own efforts. Indeed during the 1920s considerable 
educational work was undertaken in the Rewa, Navua and Lautoka 
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Indian settlements by the legendary Sadhu Bashishth Muni wno 
"was indignant that Indians should have to send their children 
to Christian schools".20 

It was not until the late 1920s, however, that any sustained 
national educational policy was implemented in the colony. 
The Education Ordinance (No.1) of 1929 empowered the Board 
of Education (the state) to maintain an effective control of 
the school system (perhaps in the face of increasing Indian 
demand) as an ideological wing of the Pax. It did this through 
the control and registration of schools, their classification 
as well as the registratio~ and classification of teachers. 
It also controlled the context and content of instruction and 
provided the general standards of education to be maintained 
within the schools. Furthermore, the Board of Education under
mined the emergence of racially integrated schools through its 
powers to determine the establishment of schools for particular 
races. Small wonder then that in the period before the Second 
World War the number of exclusively Fijian, Indian, European and 
Chinese schools mushroomed. This was evidence of the increasing 
public pressure on the colonial state to broaden the base of 
education to include other groups within the colony. Unwilling 
to bring all races within schools, a process that would have 
united the exploited groups, it reproduced the divisions in 
the economy to provide racially exclusive schools. In their 
exclusive racial forms they reinforced, willy-nilly, colonial 
racial perceptions and prejudices that blurred the class 
structure of the society. 

By the late 1930s 442 schools existed in Fiji. Of these 
a sizeable 346 were for Fijians, 80 for Indians and 16 for the 
European and part-European community. The total population 
of the colony then stood at 210,518, with Europeans/part
Europeans, Fijians and Indians making up 4.30%, 48.11% and 43.4%, 
respectively. However, a break-down of the population of each 
racial category in school demonstrated a marked advantage for 
the European and part-European community in spite of their 
minority status. 22 Thus about 1622 or 18% of the European/part
European racial category, 19,580 or 10.7% of Fijians and 7.698 
or 6.1% of Indians were in school. This disparity in school 
attendance was further widened in favour of the European/part
European category through the provision of superior facilities 
and a discount on fees if more than two children from the same 
family were in school. They also had access to well qualified 
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expatriate teachers, particularly in the four government schools. 
'I'he other schools were either missionary, committee or company 
controlled but in all the general standard of education offered 
was tied to the New Zealand school system and thus provided 
an easy transition to college. 23 

Schools for Fijians and Indians were not of equal standard 
and suffered from lack of teachers (and a lack of experienced 
teachers), poor supervision and inadequate facilities. Indeed 
most Fijian primary schools (often in remote villages) remaine~ 
sub-standard. Only seven were Government schools, althou~ 

144 received G9vernment aid. There was only one secondary school 
and that with a ~6 per annum fees, a sizeable sum for many Fijian 
families. These, together with the fact that Fijian primary 
schools normally provided instruction only to class 5, substant
ially curtailed Fijian secondary school enrolment and attendance. 
Indeed of the existing 326 Fijian primary schools in the period, 
only 53 provided instruction up to class 8 so as to permit 
entrance into secondary levels. Thus by 1957, for example, 
less than 30% of the total primary school-attending population 
of Fijians were in post-primary institutions. 24 

For the growing Indian community there were seven Government 
controlled schools and one secondary school, although Indian 
pupils were eventually permitted to enter the Marist Brothers 
Secondary School. In 1947 the Indian population had an enrolment 
of over 17,772, a little over 14% of the total schopl attending 
population. The Fijian percentage stood at 21.3%. However, 
unlike the Fijian schools, 100 out of the total of 155 Indian 
primary schools (56%) provided instructions up to class 8 by 
1937 permitting, as it were, a relatively easier transition 
to the secondary schools. This, structurally and historically, 
began the comparative advantage which Indian schools and Indians 
would have over Fijians, with implications later for the 
formation of the middle class. 

Indians took to schools with vigour, and soon "appeared to 
be much keener than Fijians to secure schooling for their 
children, and they made strenuous efforts to obtain qualified 
teachers for their schools". 25 There is no need to dwell much 
on this. Suffice it to say that the drive of Indian parents 
to provide schooling for their children represented an attempt 
to escape the drudgery and poverty of farm work, to gain some 
financial security in the towns and to provide access to 
professional careers and indeed "a place in the sun". Soon 
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Indian enrolment in primary and secondary schools overtook that 
of the Fijians. 26 

The late 1920s and 1930s were significant also for Fijians 
in their relation to the colonial capitalist economy. The 
economy underwent an expansion, in breadth, as gold was dis
covered in southern Vanua Levu at Mt Kasi and in. western Viti 
Levu at Vatukoula in the Tavua Basin. A mini gold rush ensued 
(mostly in Vatukoula) as expatriate capital speculated for gold 
and land, and numerous companies acquired Government licences 
to mine specifically contracted areas. A small number of 
Gujerati speculators received licences and speculated for gold 
for a brief period but gradually pulled out in the face of 
competition from big expatriate capital. With capital, and 
the gold underground, a labour force was needed, albeit docile, 
disciplined workers in unlimited quantities. Given the generally 
contentious political situation of Fiji Indians then, it was 
not possible for the colonial state to legislate them into a 

'second indenture'. Indeed by this time Indians were beginning 
to shift from plantation work into urban type blue-collar jobs. 
Their merchant class was also registering success through the 
expansion of trade and their political elite were demanding 
constitutional rights expressed through the demand for common 
roll. Their schools were also beginning to be filled to capacity 
as education was viewed as an avenue to freedom. 27 

A potential crisis of labour then, loomed on the economic 
horizon as able-bodied Fijians remained in their village 
communities. If the economy was to expand the Fijian village 
doors had to be 'unbarred'. And they were, albeit through 
legislation. The labour crisis forced an amendment of the Native 
Labour Ordinance and Fijians were contracted out of their 
communities into the lines of wage labour and the odious under
ground work at the mines. By 1934 about 1300 Fijians from the 
remotest villages in Viti Levu, the Lau Group, the Yasawas, 
Macuata, Bua and other areas of Vanua Levu were brought to the 
mines. 28 As the labour demands by capital increased, further 
amendments were undertaken on the Native Labour Ordinance to 
yield the required labour. Soon the 'demonstration effect' 
of remittance, stories of urban life, the effective participation 
of the churches, and the gradually increasin~ need for cash 
moved more able-bodied Fijians from the villages. 9 

The Ordinance relating to Native Labour initially entrusted 
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power into the hands of provincial and communal authorities 
who could demand the return of any Fijian or prevent him from 
contracting for labour if there were communal duties to be per
formed. However the use of this authority eventually impinged 
on the process of accumulation through cheap and abundant labour 
at the mines as Fijians had to be released periodically and 
worked on a seasonal basis only. This authority then had to 
be waived, initially in situations where the contracted Fijian 
could be accompanied by his spouse and family and when there 
was also the provision for accommodation. This revision enabled 
the expansion· of Fijian labour at Vatukoula. 30 Vatukoula was 
the first large scale wage-earning experience of Fijians. The 
demands of capital then gradually brought Fijians out from the 
cold of the villages into the heat of the towns and especially 
of underground work.~ The experience at wage-earning in 
Vatukoula betrayed the problems of Fijian education: "few of 
them had any technical or craft training and were therefore 
for the most part employed on ordinary labouring work on the 

surface and underground" .32 By the end of the 1930s Vatukoula 
had almost 1200 Fijians or 75% of their working popUlation. 
These Fijians, however, remained unskilled wage-earners and 
ununionised, the latter as a result of state legislation. 33 

Also at Vatukoula Fijians became acquainted with some of 
the racist and discriminatory aspects of the colonial economy 
and society. Vatukoula became as segregated as the plantations 
of indentured labour merely twenty years before with the result 
that classes wi thin the mining compound assumed ethnic forms: 
Europeans at managerial and administrative levels, part-Europeans 
and few Rotumans at supervisory levels. Segregation also 
affected housing, benefits and social activities. A general 
description of Vatujoula in the oral tradition held that 
expatriates lived at the Delana (top), part-Europeans and 
Rotumans at the Buca (slopes), and the Fijians in Ieli (hell))4 

Before thp. second World War, the relaxation of the Native 
Regulations (initially to favour the mining companies) and the 
increasing need for cash to buy things like sulus, coleman lamps, 
kerosene, would compel Fijian men (and a few women) to move 
town-ward and into urban wage labour. Suva was usually the 
direction and the docks, the work place. 35 Scarr provides a 
vivid description of their living conditions. 
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Youths sharing one unappealing room with two or three 
others - a hard bare floor, a murky iron roof without 



a ceiling, no furniture, paint seamed with age .•• and 
kava saloons in Cumming Street, the main social 
resort of the town for Fijians. 36 

In the late 1930s also, a process encouraged by capitalist 
trade led to an incipient development of a Fijian petit
bourgeoisie of agro-commerce. The numbers were small but the 
process important as it provided the basis for Fijian independent 
farming. The Galala as these were called created a group of 
wealthy Fijians peasants in contrast to communal farming. These 
will later provide additional Fijians into the petty-bourgeoisie. 
This fragment of the petite-bourgeoisie has remained, to date, 
an un-analysed as an important aspect of structural changes in 
the economy leading to their emergence in Fiji's social 
formation. * 

5. Class Formation and Politics to World War II 

The foregoing were the processes of class formation before the 
World War IT as it articulated with the dominant racial groups. 
The outstanding features of this process was the remarkable 
growth of the Indian population out of indenture and into the 
middle ranks of the social economy, although the majority still 
remained in cane farming as small family units. However, within 
the unfolding class structure their diversjfication gradually 
posed a threat to European privilege. No where was this 
expre~sed clearer than in the continuing political deomands 
Indians made on the constitution of the colony. The organisation 
of the colonial state provided only for European privilege in 
commerce, banking, transportation and decision-making. Only 
the minority European population had representation i~ the 
Legislative Council which decided on policy. They elected 
six representatives to the Legislative Council on a franchise 
based on property and income. From the turn of the centory, 
therefore, the European population of about 2,400 was well 
represented while 22,790 Indians and 92,000 native Fijians 
were not. A token presence in the Council was arrived at through 

* Conversations with Simione Durutalo and a cursory examination 
of archi val documents indicate that this group was similar to 
the Kulaks or the independent and later weal thy cocoa farmers 
of Ghana, or the Oil-Palm merchants of Eastern Nigeria and the 
wealthy cattle-farmers of Northern Nigeria. 
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the colonial Governor's selection of six chiefs. Politically, 
as Ali puts it, "this was an unbalanced constitution and its 
legacy was European over-presentation ••• and supremacy". 37 It 
was this over-representation and privilege, paternalistically 
portrayed as Fijian paramountcy, that Indians challenged. 
Fletcher, the resident Governor in 1930, aptly described the 
persistence of the Indian challenge as born of " ••• a determin
ation that he shall get what the European has got, and that 
he shall be granted an all-round equality of status" .38 In the 
hands of the minority privileged and powerful European 
bourgeoisie this fair and democratic Indian demand was twisted 
into statements like "Fiji to be governed by a handful of 
settlers" and in a more racist tone, "whites would be ruled 
by non-whites" .39 The colonial state contended that a common 
franchise as demanded by the Indians "was in conflict with its 
obligations to the Fijian people".40 

The local newspaper of settler planter orlglns took a 
characteristically anti-Indian line and fanned fears in not
so-well-off whites and Fijians alike: A letter to the editor 
of Fiji Times and Herald asserted that: 

••• 99% of the Europeans in Fiji and the Fijians are 
loyalists and the handing over of Fiji to evil-

smelling, treacherous, non-educated, garlic-eating 
Indians would be one of the greatest crimes in the 
history of the British Empire ••• 41 

Nevertheless, the real crlS13 of maintaining the general 
conditions for capital accummulation, in other words overcoming 
a potential shortage of cheap labour in the colony, impinged 
on the state to grant some concessions to Indian demands. This 
was achieved with the communal franchise of 1929, a skillful 
manoeuvre by the colonial state to contain Indian demands, allay 
Fijian fears, and maintain and protect the dominance of expatri
ate European capital. The franchise allowed 3 seats for Indians, 
3 for Fijians and 6 for the European community. Indeed this 
did not significantly alter the basis of power in the colony 
as the European official majority continued to exist within 
the Legislative Council. 

However the Indian petty bourseoisie remained unsatisfied 
and used their positions on the Council to demand a common 
franchise based on liberal-bourseoisie democratic principles. 
On all occasions, their motions were rejected on the grounds 

106 



that a common franchise in the context of an increased and 
increasing Indian population " ••. would lead ultimately to Indian 
poli tical domination [which] would undermine the principle of 
the paramountcy of Fijian interest".42 

Other factors operating within the structure of Fiji's 
colonial capitali"st economy encouraged the elevation of Fijian 
paramountcy to protect the privileged position of the expatriate 
bourgeoisie. These included the increasing growth of the part
European population over the European, and observable relative 
economic prosperity of Indians as the sugarcane economy withstood 
depression of the thirties while the copra and banana industries 
failed (to the detriment of many Fijians and Europeans) .43 

6. Class Formations in a Developing Neo~Colonial Economy 

By the middle of the 1960s the available statistics revealed 
a clear Indian dominance of the middle classes as bureaucrats, 
executives, middle level managers, professionals, etc. Further
more, the sugar boom of the fifties had enabled a few Indians 
to expand in the area of commercial capital although still below 
the operational level of expatriates who maintained their control 
of the commanding heights of the economy, sometimes with linkages 
to international capital and some transnational corporations. 44 

The civil service had iriitially remained the preserve of 
a Fijian elite trained at home and abroad. Their status as 
members of the 'bureaucratic bourgeoisie' was due in no small 
part to the efforts and foresight of Ratu Sukuna. However, 
an increasingly educated Indian po pula don gradually challenged 
Fijian dominance in the Government services. This, together 
with the 1970 Fiji Constitution's Order (Section 105(9~) to 
the Public Service Commission that it must "ensure that so far 
as possible, each community in Fiji receives fair treatment 
in the number and distribution of offices to which candidates 
of that community are appointed on entry" ,45 enabled Indians 
a comfortable entrance into the service to maintain near parity 
with Fijians . Indians have also been able to win more promotions 
within the service than Fijians, Europeans and others, at least 
according to the 1981-1982 Public Service Commission 's Report. 46 

An expansion in the colonial capitalist economy in Fiji 
occurred during the 1960s with the sudden boom in tourism. 
This allowed weal thy Indians and some sugarcane profits to be 
invested in construction, though not without competition from 
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expatriate capital. The expansion in construction as a conse
quence of the tourist boom enlarged the ranks of the proletariat 
as both urban unskilled Indians and Fijian!3 as well as many 
rural Fijians entered wage employment, an increase also stimu
lated by corresponding activity in the state's projects on in
frastructure such as water, roads, communication and sewers. 
Furthermore, the hotel industry and its demand for unskilled 
workers provided another avenue through which the capitalist 
economy extended into Fijian villages. It pulled out young 
Fijian women into the mainstream of the economy to earn wages 
as cleaners, maids and front desk workers. To ensure a smooth 
and uninterrupted supply of 'domestic' workers, the large hotel 
chains like Hyatt, Shangrila and Regent compounded some of their 
labour close to the hotel premises. 47 In addition, nearby 
villages also provided an immediate source of cheap labour for 
hotels. 48 Local Indian petty bourgeoisie entered the hotel 
business but in most instances were relegated to a second class 
position by hotel-chain capital, since they could not compete 
with its complex and attractive resorts catering for wealthy 
tourists and externally arranged tour-packages with interlocking 
travel companies in North America and Australasia. 49 

As the tourism industry created ripples through sectors of 
the economy, other skilled and semi-skilled jobs were created. 
For some Fijian villages craft production and sales became a 
source of income, meagre and unseasonal, as they were. In other 
areas, the Indian petty bourgeoisie maintained its ground, 
diverted capital into night clubs, restaurants, film-theatres 
and moderate size motels. Furthermore, the boom jolted several 
Gujerati families into the duty-free business where they have 
maintained profitable distribution rights, although still sub
ordinate in position to many European businesses with their 
trading and manufacturing networks and sizeable capital. 
However, a boom in the industry recently, has seen some concerted 
local bourgeoisie effort to capture some of the tourist profits; 
an example is the Best-Western Hotel Company with solid Indian 
capital in partnership with members of the Fijian bourgeoisie. 
Another is the Motibhai's company with sizeable capital and 
role in the duty-free market as expressed in the company's 
monopoly of the Airport duty free sector. 

The 1960s also witnessed a jolt in the national economy as 
the truncated forest industry underwent a recovery. The Burns 
Commission Inquiry and Report into the Natural Resources and 
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Population Trends of the Colony of Fiji in 1959 provided the 
instrument for this revival. It recommended "aggressive exploit
ation of Fiji's timber resources, granting longer timber concess
ions, review of the policy of royalty payment, encouragement 
of large and medium-sized saw mills ill appropriate areas, 
monetary help to the timber industry, banning timber imports 
and proVl.s:l.On of more infrastructural facilities ••• "50 These 
recommendations, together with a grant of hl1,OOO by the Colonial 
Development and Welfare Fund cleared the way for active penetra
tion and deforestation first by the Fiji Development Company 
(a subsidiary of the Colonial Development Corporation), and 
then a host of other companies with joint-venture contracts. 

Indian capital did not participate much in this industry 
as the release of Fijan land tended to foster joint expatriate 
capital and native Fijian ventures. Eight of these joint 
European and Fijian ventures have dominated the logging, pro
cessing and marketing of pine. These joint ventures have secured 
jobs for native Fijians of the various participating mataqalis 
but invariably in the least remunerative levels. Mataqali 
members, as landowners, provide the daily wage labour at pine 
nurseries, logging exercises and processing. Wages within this 
sector remained considerably low at about 69 cents an hour, 
indeed one of the lowest in Fiji. The efforts to date of the 
National Union of Timber Workers have not led to any considerable 
changes. 49 Royalties and rents accrue to the land-owning units 
of course, but due to the institutionalisation of unequal 
distribution many members remain poor. In essence, the forest 
industry has simply provided another avenue for the gradual 
(but increasing) proletarianisation of Fijians. 

The fishing industry which came into existence at this same 
period also extended the wage earning experience to Fijian 
villagers in the Province of Lomaiviti (Gau, Moturiki, Naigani, 
etc). The ftshing industry marked the arrival of Japanese 
capital in Fiji. The Pacific Fishing Company, which was formed 
to develop and export oriented fishing industry, has 70% Japanese 
private capital ownership. The Fiji Government bought 25% shares 
in it and allowed the other 5% to be made available to Fiji 
citizens. 52 The industry is located at Levuka (to revive the 
life of the old colonial port capital) and freezes and cans 
tuna for export to European, American and North American markets. 
At peak production, it is capable of processing 13, 000 tonnes 
of tuna annually and employing over a hundred Fijian women as 
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packers and with few males in other semi-skilled aspects of 
the industry. This remains one of the biggest employers of 
working class females. Working conditions were and still are 
not the healthiest as workers remain in a cold, damp environment 
with noisy machines and under flourscent lights. Wages moreover 
have remained low, at a little over $1.00 per hour. 53 

The bottom of the class structure in the mid-1970s still 
consisted of a mass of poor agricultural workers of both Indian 
and Fijian or1g1n. Agricultural workers in all developing 
countries have tended to be usually behind their urban counter
parts in terms of cash income and the enjoyment of other public 
or social facilities. The largest group is made up of some 
21,000 Fijians who are largely self-employed in various Fijian 
villages cultivating gardens for subsistence and surplus for 
the markets for some cash. Some 10,000 also produce 
copra for much needed cash, in largely expatriate owned copra 
plantations. In addition, yaqona, the traditional beverage, 
and other root crops are produced and traded through domestic 
markets in the main towns to provide additional sources of 
income. However, close to 7,000 native Fijians still remain 
entirely subsistence farmers. These two broad and sometimes 
overlapping groups of Fijian village farmers make up close to 
40% of all agricultural farmers in the country and have title 
and usufructary rights to land through their mat~qali. In spite 
of the substantial acreage of land within the mataqali, average 

farm sizes among Fijian farmers have remained small, with incomes 
average up $300-$400 per annum, much less than that $2,400 per 
annum received by urban wage earners.~ 

The other main group of agricultural workers consists of 
about 21,000 sugarcane farmers (approximately 16,000 Indians 
and 5,000 Fijians) spread over Viti Levu and Vanua Levu' and 
producing for the Fiji Sugar Corporation. Most cane land is 
leased as 10-15 acres units either for a 25 year term from free
holders or for a 30 year term from the Native Lands Trust Board 
which administers native land. The cr1S1S confronting the 
largely poor cane farmers (there are some large estate owning 
absentee landlords) still needs to be investigated. Suffice 
it to say that they have remained affected by the fluctuations 
of world sugar prices, unpredicatable natural disasters, and, 
on the usury of Indian landlord, shopkeepers and money lenders. 55 

Consequently their net cash incomes remain low, at around $2,000 
per year. "Despi te the fact that these figures compare •••• 
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favourably to urban wages, per capital income is much lower 
if unpaid family labourers is taken into account". Indeed ninety 
percent of unpaid family labour is included in most agricultural 
production in Fiji. 56 

Another category of agricultural workers are the 5,000 or 
so native Fijians who grow crops other than sugarcane on the 
land outside that owned by mataqalia. This category arose out 
of post-World War II colonial development plan which attempted 
to settle nati ve Fijians on blocks to accelerate copra pro
duction, and later other field crops and livestock. Some 9,000 
Indian farmers are also engaged in extensive rice farming for 
the overseas market and also for domestic consumption. In 
addition, crops like beans, tomatoes and chillies are produced 
for the local market. The net annual cash income for these 
two groups averages $300-$400. The latter community of farmers 
also remain a profitable target for the Indian petit bourgeoisie 
whose local stores extend credit to absorb the shock of lengthy 
off-season periods, debts which are sometimes paid in kind with 
rice and which often exceed the equivalent of a year's cash 
returns. 57 

A characteristic feature of the agricultural sector in Fiji's 
economy is that " ••• 40% of all farms are under 19 hectares and 
occupy only one per cent of the 27,000 hectares of farmland, 
whereas at the other spectrum one per cent of the farms are 
over 50 hectares and constitute 42% of the total farm area. 

The large farms are found mostly among the 300 copra plantations 
and 700 livestock ranches which are held freehold" 5Band mostly 
by Europeans. These large farms hire workers (some 2,500-3,000 
in all) for wages that are about 40% below the urban mean wage. 

Farming also provides seasonal and part-time work for 15,000 
agricultural workers, including almost 12,000 cane cutters who 
provide essential and arduous service to the cane farms across 
the country. Among these are about 7,000 Indian able-bodied 
men who are landless and depend solely on cane-cutting. Native 
Fijians also have entered the seasonal cane-cutting business 
and as many as 4,000 of them are recruited from various village's 
at the onset of the season. The village churches, kinship and 
other groups are usually instrumental in the recruitment of 
cutters. 59 These are uprooted from subsistence farming and 
routine village activities during the cane-cutting season which 
lasts for six to eight months each year. 50 Wages for cane cutting 
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varies from $4-$4.50 per tonne of cane and are subject to 
negotiations by each team. The average earnings in this job 
is about $500, excluding food, clothing, tools and accommodation 
which is provided by the employers. 61 

Fijians on the whole have not been very successful with 
commercial farming and almost 45% of them still reside in rural 
surroundings as subsistence gardeners and seasonal wage earners 
depending on their occasional surpluses for cash or on their 
meagre earnings from mataqali land rents. Indians have also 
become increasingly landless and have moved from peasant back
grounds into towns to look for wage work. As the capitalist 
economy goes through its internal crisis and rural life becomes 
more alienating (partly because of the educational system), 
and with the incapacity of the economy to expand and absorb 
labour either in farming, construction, industry, a swelling 
number of lumpen-proletariat begin to emerge and reside in the 
big cities in order to hustle for existence as sword-sellers, 
carry-boys, casual labourers at the docks, golf-club attendants 
and, for some women, as domestic workers, cinema theatre 
attendants, waitresses and in extremes as prostitutes. All 
these together with the village unemployed provide a reserve 
army of labour for the industrial and commercial bourgeoisie. 
Many Fijians are forced in desperation to return to their 
villages where they are reabsorbed into a community which serves 
capital by absorbing the unemployed, the sick and the incapaci~ 
tated, the elderly and the unemployable while also reproducing 
the next generation of workers. 

The foregoing is the nature of the process of class-formation 
within Fiji's capitalist economic system over the past y~ars. 
Indeed, the character of the class structure shows an ethnic 
or racial dominance of certain classes. This, however cannot 
be explained in terms of some assumed cultural or inherent 
characteristic of any race. It is not race sui generis that 
produced the observable concentration of particular racial groups 
in the economic classes. On the contrary, it was the form of 
articulating race with the colonial capitalist economy of Fiji 
that produced the characteristics of the class structure. As 
the crisis of the economy ensues, the racial aspects of classes 
gradually peel off exposing the concrete forms of capital 
accummulation and the dominant relations of production. 
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