
93

Political Reviews

Micronesia in Review: Issues and Events, 1 July 2015  
to 30 June 2016

michael lujan bevacqua, landisang l kotaro,  
monica c labriola, clement yow mulalap

Polynesia in Review: Issues and Events, 1 July 2015  
to 30 June 2016

peter clegg, lorenz gonschor, margaret mutu,  
christina newport, steven ratuva,  
forrest wade young

The Contemporary Pacic, Volume 29, Number 1, 93–188
© 2017 by University of Hawai‘i Press



political reviews • polynesia 181

racy, and Indigenous Rights. Pittsburgh: 
University of Pittsburgh Press. 

Smith, Laurajane. 2004. Archaeological 
Theory and the Politics of Cultural Heri-
tage. New York: Routledge.

Tauli-Corpuz, Victoria Lucia. 2016. 
Mandato del Relatora Especial sobre los 
derechos de los pueblos indígenas. al chl 
1/2016. United Nations Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, Geneva, 
15 Jan. 

Vaughn, Adam. 2015. Chile to Create One 
of World’s Largest Marine Parks around 
Easter Island. The Guardian, 5 Oct. 
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/ 
2015/oct/05/chile-creates-one-of-worlds
-largest-marine-parks-around-easter-island 
[accessed 23 Jan 2016] 

Young, Forrest Wade. 2016a. Polynesia in 
Review: Issues and Events, 1 July 2014 to 
30 June 2015: Rapa Nui. The Contempo-
rary Pacific 28:281–293.

_______. 2016b. Rapa Nui/Easter Island. 
In Pacific Ways: Government and Politics 
in the Pacific Islands, edited by Stephen 
Levine, 257–273. Second edition. Welling-
ton: University of Victoria Press. 

_______. 2016c. Unsettling the Moral 
Economy of Tourism on Chile’s Easter 
Island. In Political Ecology of Tourism: 
Communities, Power, and the Environ-
ment, edited by Mary Mostafanezhad, 
Roger Norum, Eric J Shelton, and Anna 
Thompson-Carr, 134–150. New York: 
Routledge. 

Zartaloudis, Thanos. 2010. Giorgio 
Agamben: Power, Law, and the Use 
of Criticism. New York: Routledge.

Tonga

The new government of ‘Akilisi Pōhiva 
was tested to the limit by a number of 
political, economic, and policy issues 

after it came to power as a result of 
the 2014 election, the second under 
the amended 2010 constitution. For 
a reform-oriented government with 
minimal experience yet loaded with 
ambition and high expectations from 
the people, the stark reality of trans-
forming and modernizing a society 
steeped in conservative traditional 
values, under the patronage of a mon-
arch and a class of nopili (nobles), was 
a major challenge. Despite some of the 
institutional and symbolic reforms of 
the previous decade, some of the social 
issues of the previous era remained 
and frustrated plans for changes. One 
such issue was that of women’s par-
ticipation in politics, which is the main 
focus of this review. 

Although some progressive changes 
were made in the 2010 amended con-
stitution, remnants of the traditional 
patriarchal political culture persisted. 
For instance, no woman was elected 
to Parliament in the 2010 and 2014 
elections. This may appear ironic 
because under the cultural practice 
of vahu, women are traditionally 
accorded a unique social status within 
the kinship system, sometimes higher 
than men. (This is very similar to the 
Fijian practice of vasu, whereby one’s 
maternal link is considered special and 
sometimes more prestigious than one’s 
paternal inheritance.) However, politi-
cal power has always been a male 
enterprise, and before July 2016, when 
the first woman was elected to Parlia-
ment, males made up 100 percent of 
elected people’s representatives and 
100 percent of nobles representa-
tives—a record that placed Tonga at 
the lowest rung of the parliamentary 
gender diversity scale in the Pacific. 
The election of Ms ‘Akosita Lavu-
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lavu after a by-election in July 2016 
followed successes by a number of 
women in the local elections a couple 
of weeks earlier, a testimony to the 
intensification of campaigns by local 
civil society organizations, regional 
organizations, and international agen-
cies for greater awareness of women’s 
role in politics. Nevertheless, the path 
to gender consciousness and empow-
erment in Tonga has been fraught 
with challenges as forces of progress 
and conservatism continue to clash 
over what is appropriate for Tongan 
society. 

The tension between competing 
cultural and political discourses about 
gender was starkly manifested when 
the prime minister proudly told Parlia-
ment that his cabinet had agreed to 
ratify the Convention on the Elimina-
tion of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women (cedaw) on 9 March 
2015 (see article by Helen Lee, this 
issue) and that Minister for Internal 
Affairs Fe‘ao Vakata, whose port-
folio included women’s issues, had 
informed the United Nations in New 
York about the ratification. What was 
meant to be a celebrated event turned 
sour as a clash between supporters 
and opponents of cedaw erupted 
immediately after the announcement. 

Pōhiva’s initiative was not surpris-
ing because he had been engaged 
in regional and international social 
activism as leader of the Tongan 
pro-democracy movement. Through 
this, he was actively involved in issues 
related to the nuclear-free Pacific, 
decolonization, human rights, and 
gender equality, among others. In 
many ways, these involvements further 
broadened his political and ideologi-
cal understanding of democracy and 

provided an alternative policy prism 
from that of previous prime ministers 
who, except for Dr Feleti Sevele, were 
largely drawn from the monarchical or 
the nopili class. 

The proposed ratification of cedaw 
was against the backdrop of the 
periodic review of the state of human 
rights in Tonga by the UN Human 
Rights Council’s Universal Periodic 
Review Working Group, completed in 
January 2013, which was critical of 
the status of human rights in Tonga 
(UN ohchr 2013b). When quizzed 
about gender inequality during an 
ohchr meeting in Geneva, Lord Vaea, 
the minister for internal affairs at the 
time, responded by pointing out the 
number of women employees in public 
and private institutions and prosecu-
tion of perpetrators of family violence. 
However, a number of countries were 
very critical of Tonga for not ratify-
ing cedaw (Fonua 2013). ohchr 
members recommended that concerted 
efforts be made to speed up gender 
equality and domestic violence laws 
and that ratification of cedaw should 
be a priority (UN ohchr 2013a). 
Because of concerns regarding what 
the ohchr saw as slow progress in 
ensuring basic freedoms in Tonga, the 
country became the first in the Pacific 
to undergo a second review; some of 
the recommendations from that review 
included provision of landownership 
by women, protection from domestic 
violence, better police training, and 
abolishing both the death penalty and 
corporal punishment. 

For a number of years, there has 
been a concerted campaign against 
family violence and for greater gender 
equality by civil society organizations 
such as the Tonga National Centre for 
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Women and Children, the Women and 
Children’s Crisis Centre, and Ma‘a 
Fafine Mo e Famili. The coordinator 
of the Ma‘a Fafine Mo e Famili, Betty 
Blake, campaigned for firmer action to 
promote women’s rights as well as to 
address some of the cultural impedi-
ments that undermine these rights; 
she urged the government to “look 
into women’s rights, our legislation 
and that government look into the 
new Family Bill that we are putting 
in” (rnz 2013). Even the Ministry for 
Internal Affairs, led by Chief Execu-
tive Officer Lopeti Senituli, a former 
social and political rights activist, 
effectively carried out consultation for 
the ratification of cedaw and passage 
of the Family Protection Act 2013, 
which among other things aimed to 
“prevent domestic violence and eco-
nomic abuse between family members 
and others in a domestic relationship” 
and “facilitate and maximise the 
safety and protection of persons who 
experience or fear domestic violence” 
(Government of Tonga 2013, 12).

In a roundtable organized as part of 
the cedaw consultation on 12 Feb-
ruary 2015, differences over cedaw 
began to emerge. While women civil 
society organizations and government 
departments such as the Ministry 
of Internal Affairs and Ministry of 
Health advocated for ratification, 
church leaders were vehemently 
opposed. During the exchanges, one 
of the faifekai (church ministers) 
shouted, “You women should know 
your place!” The head of the Talitha 
Project, which engaged in the develop-
ment of young women, expressed her 
dismay by retorting, “They (faifekai) 
are using the bible to say the male is 
the head of the family and they say to 

us don’t be selfish, women are under 
men—just be content where you are. 
They all know it is unfair. When they 
say there is no need to address the 
gaps. . . . I feel disgusted—absolutely 
disgusted” (Fonua 2015b). Arguably, 
one could say that these two positions 
represent the wide ideological gap in 
gender perceptions between tradition-
alists and progressives nationwide. 

Given the contending positions, 
the challenge therefore was how to 
ensure that the public understood 
what cedaw was all about and how 
to make it more relevant to Tongan 
culture. One of the sticking points 
was whether ratifying cedaw would 
mean changing relevant laws in Tonga. 
There were also reservations about 
certain articles in the convention that 
were interpreted as culturally insen-
sitive. In fact, in 2013, the Tonga 
government under Prime Minister 
Sevele had refused to ratify the con-
vention because of these reservations, 
especially articles 2 and 16 (discussed 
in more detail below), which, in a 
17 March 2015 letter to the editor of 
Matangi Tonga, Sevele argued were 
“in direct conflict with: a) some of the 
main provisions of our constitution 
and laws; b) some of our traditional 
customs and traditions; and c) some 
of our basic Christian doctrines.” In 
the same letter Sevele added, “The 
cedaw Convention is one from which 
our beloved country with our unique 
Constitution and ‘Tukufakaholo’ 
should keep well away” (Sevele 2015). 
This is quite an interesting position for 
someone so well educated. 

Opposition to the ratification was 
procedural, political, and cultural. It 
was pointed out by government legal 
experts that ratification of any inter-
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national convention was to be carried 
out by His Majesty in Council, not the 
prime minister, the cabinet, or Parlia-
ment. The parliamentary opposition 
used the opportunity to score points 
against the struggling Pōhiva govern-
ment. And outside Parliament, church 
leaders were mobilizing their largely 
Christian flock against what they saw 
as a fundamentally immoral and cul-
turally insensitive cedaw. 

Interestingly, this debate came on 
the eve of the twentieth anniversary 
of the Beijing Declaration and Plat-
form for Action, which was the main 
focus of the 59th Session of the UN 
Commission on the Status of Women 
held 9–20 March 2015 in New York. 
Tonga’s delegate to the Beijing confer-
ence was Queen Halaevalu Mata‘aho, 
the queen mother. This high-profile 
representation may have been politi-
cally and culturally symbolic, but it 
did not translate into transformation 
on the ground. 

In Tonga’s Parliament, debate was 
fierce as Pōhiva was quizzed about his 
intent and about whether the United 
Nations recognized Tonga’s reserva-
tions over some articles in cedaw. 
The prime minister finally succumbed 
to pressure and declared that the gov-
ernment was prepared to withdraw the 
ratification by suggesting that “we will 
write a letter” to the United Nations 
(Fonua 2015a). Pōhiva was reminded 
by another parliamentarian that once 
a country signs a convention, it is not 
possible to withdraw. 

Tonga was the only Pacific country 
where there were large-scale anti-
cedaw public protests. On 19 May 
2015, the Catholic Women’s League 
marched to Parliament to show its 
opposition to what it saw as an 

anti-Christian document. Three days 
later, a group of around five hundred 
people, organized by the churches, 
marched to the Palace Office and pre-
sented a petition with about 15,000 
signatures. The placards carried 
slogans such as “cedaw is a Secret 
Agent of Satan,” “cedaw = 666! 
Evil!”, “cedaw go to hell!” and one 
demanded, “‘Akilisi and your cabinet 
to step down!” (Matangi Tonga 2015).

The most contentious parts of 
cedaw were articles 2 and 16. Sec-
tion (f) of article 2 suggests that states 
should “take all appropriate measures, 
including legislation, to modify or 
abolish existing laws, regulations, 
customs and practices which consti-
tute discrimination against women.” 
This is reinforced by section (g), which 
urges states “to repeal all national 
penal provisions which constitute 
discrimination against women.” These 
provisions were seen as demanding 
changes in domestic laws and the 
constitution, a move that was felt to 
be potentially antagonistic to tradition 
and stability. There was a feeling that 
it was not proper to change local laws 
just to fulfill the demands of a “for-
eign” declaration. 

The interpretation of article 16, 
especially sections (b) and (h), was 
even more controversial. Section 
(b) talks of women and men having 
“the same right freely to choose a 
spouse and enter into marriage only 
with their free and full consent” and 
section (h) seeks to ensure “the same 
rights for both spouses in respect of 
the ownership, acquisition, manage-
ment, administration, enjoyment and 
disposition of property, whether free 
of charge or for a valuable consider-
ation.” Section (b) was interpreted by 
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critics as an endorsement of same-sex 
marriage and even marriage with 
animals, while section (h) was seen as 
a threat to the patriarchal system of 
domination relating to titles and land-
ownership, threatening the very core 
of Tongan political masculinity. 

The debates during kava bowl ses-
sions and in the public domain were 
quite robust and manifested a deep 
ideological division within the largely 
conservative society. Debates on social 
media including blogs involved both 
local and diasporic Tongans taking 
sides in very passionate and often 
personalized ways. Some denounced 
cedaw as anti-culture and anti-
religion as well as a slur on Tongan 
identity. cedaw supporters saw the 
convention as liberating for women 
from the patriarchal hegemony of 
traditional Tongan society. 

On 15 June, following the protests 
against cedaw and responding to 
public pressure, the king asked the 
government to annul the ratifica-
tion. The official statement by His 
Majesty in Privy Council was: “We 
remit to Our Ministers forthwith to 
proceed as may be necessary to annul 
the  Kingdom of Tonga’s signature or 
ratification of the cedaw Treaty”  
(tonganz.net 2015).

In a way, the debates on cedaw 
disprove a dominant myth about Ton-
gan society being ideologically homog-
enous. There are contending views 
about culture and identity that have 
shaped the political and cultural con-
tours of the country in both manifest 
and latent ways. Tonga’s transforma-
tion has been shaped by a number of 
interrelated and interdependent forces 
including Christianity, the monarchy, 
and traditional cultural values. Over 

the years, Christianity has helped to 
shape the moral and ethical prism 
through which Tongans see issues 
such as gender and human rights and 
it has often been used as justification 
for patriarchal dominance. cedaw is 
seen as anti-Christian because of its 
demand for gender equality, which 
is assumed to be against the biblical 
teaching of subservience of women. 
cedaw was also interpreted as anti-
thetical to constitutionally enshrined 
cultural practices such as male-based 
landownership, an important anchor 
of monarchic stability and power. 

With the failure to ratify cedaw, 
Tonga was back to square one in 
terms of formal recognition of gen-
der equality. However, despite this, 
changes have been noticeable at 
another level. Tongan women have 
been appointed to important govern-
ment and professional positions. For 
instance, in the Ministry of Finance 
and National Planning, although the 
minister and the chief executive officer 
are both men, the four deputy secre-
taries (who provide technical and pro-
fessional support in the areas of bud-
geting, project and aid management, 
policy and planning, and treasury) are 
all women. Other ministries, such as 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs, are 
headed by women, and the number of 
women scholars and professionals has 
grown exponentially over the years. 

However, there was still concern 
over the lack of women’s participa-
tion in local and national politics 
in Tonga. To this end, a number of 
workshops and public campaigns were 
carried out by civil society organiza-
tions and the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs. In April 2016, New Zealand 
mp Jenny Salesa, who is of Tongan 
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heritage, held a meeting in Nuku‘alofa 
for women interested in standing for 
local  government or parliamentary 
elections. Salesa told the more than 
fifty women who attended that “there 
had never been any female representa-
tion at local government level” and 
that even the three current women 
members of Tonga’s Parliament were 
appointed, not elected. She empha-
sized that “one of the biggest obstacles 
for Tongan women was themselves.” 
To illustrate her point, Salesa outlined 
what she heard on Radio Tonga after 
the 2014 elections: “I’d say about 
90 percent of the callers that were 
calling in to the radio station said 
along these lines: women’s place is in 
the home, women shouldn’t be heads 
of department, women shouldn’t 
be in parliament, women shouldn’t 
make decisions including in business 
or in parliament. But these 90 per-
cent were phone calls from women” 
(rnz 2016b).

The Ministry of Internal Affairs 
also organized workshops to encour-
age women to stand for the June 2016 
town and district officer elections. 
The ministry’s chief executive officer, 
Ana Bing Fonua, stated that they were 
looking at options and examples from 
around the region, including Sāmoa’s 
affirmative action steps toward 
promoting women’s participation in 
politics (rnz 2016a). 

The Women and Children Crisis 
Centre carried out a number of activi-
ties to promote gender equality as well 
as a campaign against family violence. 
For instance, in May 2016, it hosted 
a chant competition with the theme 
of “Peaceful and Happy Family,” 
which was won by Lapaha Govern-
ment Primary School, out of a total of 

eight government primary schools that 
 competed (Matangi Tonga 2016a).

On 16 June 2016, Tonga’s Ministry 
of Women’s Affairs and the Australian 
Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade organized “a one-day National 
Women’s Forum to discuss the work 
done on a new National Policy on 
Gender and Development (npgd) 
2014–18, while mapping out a way 
forward to achieve its aims” (Matangi 
Tonga 2016b). The main focuses of 
the policy were family and social 
issues; unequal access to employment 
and productive assets; unequal politi-
cal representation and participation 
in decision-making; different vulner-
ability, roles, and capacity to respond 
to disasters and environmental and 
climate change not properly acknowl-
edged by national strategies; vulner-
able women; and the weak enabling 
environment for gender mainstream-
ing. The original policy, launched in 
December 2002, proclaimed that by 
2025, “all men, women, children and 
the families in Tonga should achieve 
equal access to economic, social, 
political and religious opportunities 
and benefits” (Ministry for Informa-
tion and Communications 2014). The 
June 2016 workshop was attended 
by representatives of government 
departments (including the Women’s 
Division of the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs, Tonga Police, and the Minis-
try of Finance) as well as representa-
tives from civil society organizations 
such as the Tonga National Centre 
for Women and Children, Women 
and Children Crisis Center, and Girl 
Guides (Matangi Tonga 2016b).

These campaigns seem to have 
worked wonders as, for the first time, 
two women were elected to local 
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government positions on 29 June 
2016. Sisifa Fili became the first-ever 
female district officer of ‘Eua Motu‘a 
district, and Vika Kaufusi was elected 
as town officer for Haveluloto. Four 
other women collected enough votes 
to secure second place, which enabled 
them to be eligible for positions as 
acting district officer for Hihifo Dis-
trict (Vava‘u) and town officers for 
Ha‘alalo, Ha‘atafu, and Matamaka, 
all in Tongatapu. A record 18 women 
stood as candidates in the local elec-
tions, including 11 in Tongatapu, 5 in 
Vava‘u, 1 in Ha‘apai, and 1 in ‘Eua.

On 14 July 2016, Akosita Lavulavu 
became the first Tongan woman ever 
to be elected into Parliament after a 
by-election in Vava‘u. The seat had 
been vacated by her husband, Etuate 
Lavulavu, former minister for tour-
ism, after he was convicted of bribery 
charges at the beginning of the year. 
Ms Lavulavu was the director of the 
‘Unuaki ‘o Tonga Royal Institute, a 
tertiary education provider. 

Despite the blanket opposition to 
cedaw, political consciousness among 
the people can be inspired in other 
ways. Grassroots mobilization has the 
potential to transform society from 
beneath the conservative hegemonic 
institutions such as the Church, the 
monarchy, and Parliament. During 
the year under review, Tonga has 
shown that this is not only theoreti-
cally conceivable but also empirically 
workable. 

steven ratuva
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