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A leading Indian commentator reflected some years ago on the future impact of India’s rise 
as a global power not only on its immediate region but also globally. C Raja Mohan, Strategic 
Affairs Editor at The Indian Express and a member of India’s National Security Advisory 
Board, wrote:  

 
“After more than a half century of false starts and unrealised potential, India is now 
emerging as the swing state in the global balance of power. In the coming years, it 
will have an opportunity to shape outcomes on the most critical issues of the 21st 
century… India’s grand strategy divides the world into three concentric circles. In the 
first, which encompasses the immediate neighbourhood, India has sought primacy 
and a veto over the actions of outside powers. In the second, which encompasses the 
so-called extended neighbourhood stretching across Asia and the Indian Ocean 
littoral, India has sought to balance the influence of other powers and prevent them 
from undercutting its interests. In the third, which includes the entire global stage, 
India has tried to take its place as one of the great powers, a key player in 
international peace and security.”(1) 

 
Is India’s role in the South Pacific (better known today as the Pacific Islands region) yet that 
of a global great power?  
 
Inevitably there is much more awareness of the role of European than of Asian powers in the 
Pacific. As colonial powers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Europeans and of 
course the Americans played the major role in shaping the political and economic future of 
the Pacific Islands region.  Even so, more Asians than Europeans are said to have come to 
the region in the last 100 years (2).   
 
The history of Indian involvement goes as far back as that of any Asian power. Unlike the 
Chinese, who spread throughout the Pacific, most other Asian peoples were more localised. 
In the case of Indians the focus of course was Fiji. Indeed this focus was so pronounced that 
the history of Indian involvement in the Pacific is largely Fijian history. Perceptions of India in 
the Pacific are strongly influenced by impressions gained of the role of Indians in Fiji, 
including from leading Fiji Indians, not least because, until very recently, there have been 
few other sources of information in the region about India.   
 
While Hawai’i has the largest number of Asian people among its population of all countries in 
the Pacific Islands region, the largest single Asian community has long been the third of a 
million Indians of Fiji (3). The vast majority are Hindi speakers, with a local variety of Hindi 
in wide usage, though it should not be overlooked that there are significant numbers of 
Gujarati and Fijian speakers along with smaller numbers of speakers of Tamil and Panjabi. 
 
Sadly, the story of Indo-Fijians is not a particularly happy one. Its roots go back to 
undertakings given to Fijian chiefs by Britain in 1874 when it accepted Fiji as a colony. 
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Leading chiefs feared a growing influx of lawless European settlers and the possibility of 
defeat at the hands of the Tongans. At the time of annexation, the British government 
undertook to protect the right of Fijians to their lands. 
 
Around the same time, a sugar industry was established. Fijians were considered unsuited or 
unwilling to work in the cane fields or sugar mills. (Quite likely they simply had no need to 
with the abundant resources of their land being sufficient to meet the requirements of their 
subsistence way of life.)  To provide sufficient labour for the sugar industry, Indian labourers 
were brought to Fiji under contract – in effect indentured. They were guaranteed repatriation 
at the end of ten years. By 1916, when the indenture system was abolished, over 60,000 
Indians had been sent to Fiji, and over half of them had elected to remain when their 
contracts expired (4). Crucially, the British colonial government gave indentured Indian 
labourers an assurance that their status would be no less than that of any other race (5). It 
would be many decades before the contradiction between the undertakings given separately 
on behalf of the British Crown – to the Fijians that their rights to Fijian land would be 
protected and to the Indians that their status would be no less than that of other races – 
would become fully apparent. There can be little doubt that some of the consequences are 
still evident today, particularly in the loss of democracy and abuse of rights in Fiji itself, and 
in the trauma and travail of tens of thousands of Indo-Fijians who have felt obliged to flee 
their country. 
 
Throughout the twentieth century, Indo-Fijian ranks were swelled not only by the 
descendants of indentured labourers but also by tens of thousands of non-indentured 
Indians, mostly from southern India or the Ganges Plain, who had settled as farmers and 
field labourers. (The total Indo-Fijian population peaked at over 350,000, numerically more 
than the indigenous Fijians, by the time of the first coup in 1987.)  Unfortunately, however, 
colonial perfidy had continued. Despite the assurances given the original Indian migrants, 
colonial government policies had effectively enforced the racial segregation of Fijians and 
Indians (6). “Divide and rule” policies, not unknown elsewhere in the then British Empire, 
were pursued in Fiji from the 1880s until independence. These seemed to promote short-
term peace, but were certainly not the best way to ensure future racial harmony in Fiji.  
 
The assurance to Indians that their status would be no less than that of other races in Fiji 
was dishonoured in practical areas first.  In 1926, most of the 19,000 Fijian children of school 
age were at school, but of 14,000 Indian children of the same age, only about 2,500 were at 
school. What seemed to Indians to be an even greater grievance was their exclusion from the 
political and civil rights enjoyed by others. Moreover, they were effectively excluded from 
land ownership. Land which was held on native tenure was inalienable; so the only land 
which Indians could aspire to buy was land already owned by Europeans, and there was 
never likely to be much of that available. Native land could be leased, originally for only ten 
years, later for 21, and the Indians were galled at seeing land which they had leased and 
cultivated being returned to its native owners only to revert to bush. For the most part, their 
farming was restricted to cane-growing on land which they leased or sub-leased from the 
Colonial Sugar Refining Company. In the late 1930s, a more generous policy for leasing Fijian 
land was adopted which ameliorated Indian hardship, though it did little to diminish their 
sense of grievance at apparently having no real rights in a country to which they had been 
invited and which they had made their home. Thus in Fiji, native interests were effectively 
protected by the involuntary sacrifices of the Indian settlers (7) 

 
In the years leading up to independence, negotiations intensified on the power arrangements 
to be provided in the new country’s constitution. One historian has summarised the situation: 
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“The Fijians wanted preservation of their lands and special interests, meaning that 
Westminster-style democracy was not wanted. The Europeans also had special 
interests that they wanted to preserve … so they were not interested in democracy 
either. The Indians were democratic, probably less from conviction than from the 
awareness of their numerical superiority … 
By the time Fiji became independent in October 1970 …, the ‘Pacific way’ had 
produced a formula which all parties accepted as workable, but which in the long term 
did not resolve the basic issues between the races. The losers were the Indians who, 
having pressed for a democratic system with a common electoral roll, secured only a 
complicated communal roll …  
The success of the Fijian constitution was therefore going to depend heavily on the 
continued operation of that nebulous ‘Pacific way’ which up till that time had 
demanded more of the Indians than of the other races.”  (8) 

 
The distance Fijians and Indo-Fijians tended to keep from each other was reinforced by law 
and government policies. But it was based essentially on the evident differences in language, 
culture, religion and economic interests. Intermarriage between Fijians and Indo-Fijians has 
always been, and remains, rare. (Interestingly, the rate of intermarriage between Chinese 
and Pacific Islanders, particularly Polynesians, has been comparatively high.) 
 
 Misunderstandings between Fijians and Indo-Fijians certainly ran deep. One observer 
commented: “Most Indians looked upon the native Fijians as inferior and primitive, and 
Fijians held Indians in disdain.” (9). Another reflected that misunderstanding between Fijians 
and Indo-Fijians grew from the differing patterns of their cultures as influenced by the food 
crops on which they depended: 

 
“Indian and Chinese people grew up in cultures which had long been conditioned to 
grain crops. These necessitate careful husbandry, conservation, storage between 
seasons, and first priority being given to one’s immediate family. Pacific Islanders, on 
the other hand, depended on root crops and fruit crops (like breadfruit and bananas), 
few of which were storable, and therefore the greatest gain lay in the widest possible 
distribution, creating a social investment which required recipients to give equivalent 
help when others were in need…  This was probably a factor in the development of 
different value systems and cultural patterns which still cause misunderstanding 
between peoples of the respective cultures.” (10) 

 
In this situation a responsible, if difficult, colonial policy would have been to encourage by 
law and policy the maximum interaction and collaboration between races in Fiji. Failure to 
pursue more responsible policies contributed towards occasionally quite bitter antipathy 
between the races (11) despite the inevitable development over generations of a strong 
sense of identity, as Indo-Fijians, on the part of Indians in Fiji (12). 
 
Observers of Fiji have differed on the causes of the succession of coups that began in 1987. 
Some have pointed to underlying socio-economic causes. These were undoubtedly of some 
significance. But the late Ron Crocombe has written: 
 

“Commentators have attributed the coup to various causes, but in my view the key 
issue was ethnicity, a factor which Marxist interpretations in particular have great 
difficulty understanding. …” (13) 

 



 

 
India-NZ Track II Dialogue 

13-14 September 2010 
Wellington,  

New Zealand 
 

4
PAPER:   India and the South Pacific: Bilateral, Multilateral and the Diaspora 
DISCLAIMER: Papers presented at the dialogue.  Please do not quote text without requesting permission first 
SOURCE: Track II India-NZ Dialogue, Wellington, New Zealand – 13-14 September 2010 – Source:  www.asianz.org.nz

In the years following the first coup in 1987 race relations in Fiji deteriorated further. Indo-
Fijians who were able to do so emigrated to Australia, New Zealand and Canada. These 
emigrants were generally the best educated among the Indo-Fijian community. Serious social 
and economic loss resulted to Fiji as a whole.   
 
While India joined Australia and New Zealand in condemning the coups in Fiji, Fiji’s island 
neighbours tended to sympathise with what they saw as the unenviable plight of Fijians who 
had become a minority in their own homeland. (In fact, the emigration of Indo-Fijians after 
the 1987 coup enabled Fijians to regain majority status.)  
 
For over two decades Fiji has seen continuing racial tensions, further coups and growing 
economic and social challenges. The present leader, Commodore Bainimarama, 
acknowledges that Indo-Fijians have suffered injustice and seeks to provide remedies. 
Unfortunately, his disdain for constitutional processes and the rule of law has led him to do 
so unconstitutionally and with scant regard for previously respected fundamental human 
rights. Fiji’s reputation and influence regionally has continued to decline. 
 
India has no doubt followed closely Fiji’s internal affairs. While presumably it will have 
sympathised strongly with the plight of Indo-Fijians, it seems to have been powerless to 
influence the course of events. There has been no situation in which India could legitimately 
have intervened in Fiji on behalf of ethnic Indians (14). (China was able to act at a time of 
instability in the Solomon Islands by sending an aircraft to evacuate anxious Chinese citizens. 
Some regarded it as significant that Beijing offered seats also to ethnic Chinese who were not 
citizens of China. But in Fiji, virtually all the ethnic Indians who have felt threatened in recent 
years have been Fiji citizens.) 
 
In short, India’s influence as a rising global and regional power has not been evident in 
relation to Fiji, the one country in the Pacific Islands region with which India has had a long 
association.  
 
India has begun a relationship with the regional organisation to which the Pacific Island 
countries and Australia and New Zealand belong. The Pacific Islands Forum was founded in 
1972 (as the South Pacific Forum). Originally it had six Dialogue Partners (countries outside 
the region wishing to develop relations with the region): Canada, China, France, Britain, 
Japan and the United States. (India was not among them.) Today the ranks of Dialogue 
Partners has been swelled by several additions, mostly from Asia: Canada, China, the EU, 
France, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand, the United 
Kingdom and the United States. The significant change is the number of Asian countries, now 
including India, that have demonstrated an interest in developing relations with the Pacific 
Islands Region.  
 
Most of these more recent Forum Dialogue Partner countries, including India, have begun to 
develop bilateral relations with several of the Island governments themselves. None, 
however, has yet achieved the breadth or depth of regional or bilateral cooperation achieved 
by former metropolitan powers like the United Kingdom and France (sometimes through the 
EU) or by major global and regional powers like the United States, Japan and China. India is 
not even included in the list of “Major Trading Partners” in the region’s official trade statistics 
(15).   
 
In this part of the world, India has yet to demonstrate that it is the “great power” predicted 
in 2006 by C. Raja Mohan 
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Endnotes: 
 
(1)  India and the Balance of Power, C. Raja Mohan, Foreign Affairs, Vol 85 No 4, July/August 

2006, 17-32, 17-18 
(2) The South Pacific – An introduction, Ron Crocombe, 1989, University of the South Pacific, 

Suva, p.7 
(3)  Crocombe 1989, p.8 
(4)  The Pacific Islands, Douglas L Oliver, University of Hawai’i Press, 1989 
(5)  Crocombe 1989, p.152 
(6)  Legal segregation was also used to favour ethnic Europeans over all other races. In 

1954, the writer, in transit to Samoa with fellow school students, Samoans, and delayed 
by hurricane warnings in Suva, was confronted by a “Europeans Only” sign at the Suva 
Municipal Swimming Pool. 

(7)  A History of the Pacific Islands, I C Campbell, University of California Press, 1996, p.175 
(8)  Campbell, 1996, 199-201 
(9)  Oliver, 1989, p.201 
(10)  Crocombe, 1989, p.8 
(11)  In 1980, within weeks of arriving as New Zealand’s high commissioner in Fiji, the 

writer was told by a cabinet minister that the Fiji military could “solve the Indian 
problem” if only Australia and New Zealand would turn their backs for 24 hours. 

(12)  Indian Prime Minister Indira Ghandi visited Fiji in 1981. In a public address she 
emphatically reminded Indo-Fijians of the importance of owing loyalty to Fiji rather than 
to their original homeland, India. Fiji’s then Leader of the Opposition, Jai Ram Reddy, 
told the writer that, as an Indo-Fijian, he had been infuriated that India’s Prime Minister 
felt it necessary or desirable to say such a thing: “She should mind India’s business, not 
ours. And I told her so afterwards.” 

(13)  Crocombe, 1989, p.153 
(14)  In 1982, the then Indian High Commissioner to Fiji was expelled following allegations 

her husband had been interfering in domestic politics. 
(15)  www.spc.int/prism/Economic/Trades/Imppartner.html   (The list comprises: 

“Australia, Fiji, France, Italy, Japan, New Zealand, United States, Guam, Taiwan, Hong 
Kong, Korea, China, Other Pacific, Other Asian”) 
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Appendix: selected aspects of the Indian diaspora: Fiji and New Zealand. 
 
As the paper has demonstrated the Indian population in Fiji is intricately linked with that of 
New Zealand and has growing consequential links with India, as those who left Fiji begin to 
interact with those who have immigrated from India or were born in New Zealand.  Neither 
New Zealand nor India have yet begun to tap the potential contributions these interactions 
may have for inter-regional connectedness. 

 
 

Table 1: Indians in Fiji 1881-2007 Censuses 

Census 
year 

Total 
Population Indians Fijians 

1881 127,486 588 114,748 
1891 121,180 7,468 105,800 
1901 120,124 17,105 94,397 
1911 139,541 40,286 87,096 
1921 157,266 60,634 84,475 
1936 198,379 85,002 97,651 
1946 259,638 120,414 118,070 
1956 345,737 169,403 148,134 
1966 476,727 240,960 202,176 
1976 588,068 292,896 259,932 
1986 715,375 348,704 329,305 
1996 775,077 338,818 393,575 
2007 837,271 313,798 475,739 

 
As noted the Indian population in Fiji (Table 1) has a presence that dates back for more 
than a century. It should be noted that these data do not tell the whole story. There have 
been additionally small European and Chinese populations as well as populations of other 
Pacific Islanders such as Tongans living in Fiji.  This explains the difference between the 
total population and the sum of the Fijian and Indian figures.  However what is invisible is 
the extent to which there was inter-ethnic partnering and included in the Fijian figures are a 
now unknown number of people who were Fijian and Indian (usually counted as Fijian). 
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Of note in this table too is the decline in the number of Indians following the coups.  By far 
the majority of the decline is accounted for by migration to New Zealand.  By 2006, there 
were 29,735 Fiji-born Indians living in New Zealand among the 104,500 people who 
identified with one or more Indian ethnicity.  Table 2 shows the growth of the Indian 
population in New Zealand for comparison. 

 
 

Table 2: Indians in New Zealand 1878-2006 Censuses 

Census 
year 

People Born 
in India 

Ethnic 
Indian 
(only) 

Ethnic Indian 
and other 
ethnicities 

Total 
Indian 
Ethnicity 

1878 905 
1886 1,170 
1906 1,355 
1916 1,359 165 16 181 
1921 1,925 618 53 671 
1936 2,194 865 333 1,198 
1945 2,096 1,116 438 1,554 
1951 3,838 1,784 641 2,425 
1956 4,468 2,530 621 3,151 
1961 4,753 3,337 842 4,179 
1966 5,368 5,646 1,197 6,843 
1971 5,662 6,386 1,421 7,807 
1976 6,305 8,255 2,440 10,695 
1981 6,018 9,735 3,144 12,879 
1986 6,570 12,125 3,685 15,810 
1991 9,457 26,896 3,712 30,608 
1996 12,807 33,561 8,847 42,408 
2001 20,891 54,291 7,897 62,188 
2006 43,342 95,133 9,449 104,582 

 
Two immediate aspects of the New Zealand population stand out and differ from the Fijian 
Indian population.  First, the early period saw a large number of people born in India but of 
British heritage moving to New Zealand, often bringing with them Indian servants and 
workers (for more information see Robert Didham New Zealand and South Asia Diasporas: 
Future Potential and Invisible Diasporas, Outlook series 12. Wellington, Asia:NZ 
Foundation). Second, people of Indian ethnicity rapidly overtook the number born in India 
because of the number of Indians migrating to New Zealand from other places such as 
Southern Africa and Fiji and the increasing number of locally born Indians.  Of significance 
is the proportion which identify not only with Indians ethnicities but also have other 
ethnicities, largely because of inter-ethnic partnering within New Zealand. These two factors 
together indicate the complexity of the connections between the development of diasporas 
and the inter-relationships between both receiving and sending populations. 
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The effect of the political coups in Fiji on the New Zealand Indian population is very clear in 
the change of population between 1986 and 1991, as Table 3 shows. 

 
Table 3 Indian population by selected birthplace, New Zealand 1986-2006 

Census 
New 

Zealand Fiji India subtotal n.e.i. Total 
1986 7,863 2,157 4,242 14,262 1,548 15,810 
1991 9,502 10,769 7,279 27,550 3,058 30,608 
1996 14,633 12,851 11,020 38,504 3,904 42,408 
2001 17,892 19,626 19,512 57,030 5,158 62,188 
2006 23,870 30,356 43,226 97,452 7,130 104,582 

 
Between 1986 and 1991 more than 10,000 Indians arrived from Fiji, but what is often 
overlooked is the ongoing effect of continuing problems in Fiji. The subsequent 15 years has 
seen much more than a further 20,000 migrants, since what these figures do not show is 
the number who arrived and subsequently left for other countries.. This is of course now 
eclipsed by the large increases in India-born in recent years, especially with the arrival of 
students and others between 2001 and 2006. 

 
 

 


