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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation examines how global political economic change interacts with the 

everyday encounters between Chinese and Fijians in Fiji. Made visible through the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), China’s imprint overseas has been at the forefront of such shifts. BRI is a 

transnational initiative to restructure flows of trade and financial governance with “people-to-

people” interactions at its core. Encompassing the land-based Silk Road Economic Belt and the 

ocean-based 21st century Maritime Silk Road (MSR), the initiative links China and the world 

through a series of infrastructure corridors. Global commentary and scholarship on the BRI are 

divided. It is often presented as a policy to buttress China’s bid for world hegemony, or as an 

alternative financing opportunity for emerging economies. In the field of geoeconomics, broadly 

defined as the strategic use of economic tools to achieve state goals, this increasingly normalized 

binary narrative overshadows a more nuanced appraisal of a globalizing China, particularly in 

regard to the movement of Chinese people. This dissertation denaturalizes such binaries through 

an examination of grounded responses to the Belt and Road Initiative among Fijian and Chinese 

entrepreneurs in Fiji. By foregrounding peopled accounts over empowered knowledge 

producers, I demonstrate how a diverse range of non-state actors implement an “everyday 

geoeconomics” that leverages their own interests within the global political economy. I define 

“everyday geoeconomics” as the strategic actions deployed by non-state actors to achieve non-

state goals within state-led and transnational economic initiatives. In doing so, I contribute 

conceptual and methodological tools for scholars to better address the geoeconomics of BRI in 

the Pacific and beyond.  

I focus on encounters between Fijians and Chinese entrepreneurs in the context of the 

MSR in Fiji. The emphasis on non-state actors in Fiji offers new perspectives on Chinese presence 

in Oceania. To date, analysis of renewed Chinese interest in Fiji has centered on the regional 

strategic anxieties of external powers, such as the United States and Australia. This dissertation 

reverses the scale of analysis to the local exposing a contested field of interests between civil 

society, the state, and the private sector in Fiji on “Chinese presence.” Since 2005, economic 

relations between China and Fiji have deepened, while the local response among Fijians has 
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become increasingly conflicted. Host community anxieties over the direct benefits of Chinese 

economic interventions and presence is contrasted with the anticipated boon of increasing 

private investment and state-funded infrastructure construction. However, the motivations and 

outlook of Chinese companies and new migrants in Fiji are frequently subsumed into statist 

discourses on China. In sum, reliance on analyses that privilege great power competition 

overlooks the local power competition that plays an important role in determining perceptions 

of “China in Oceania.” To reflect grounded views, I draw on semi-structured and unstructured 

interviews among members of civil society, state officials, and private sector actors from the 

Chinese, Fiji Chinese, iTaukei, and Indo-Fijian communities. These interviews, as well as 

participant and non-participant observations, were predominately conducted in Suva during four 

fieldwork visits from 2017 to 2021; however, I traveled across the Fijian Islands speaking to a 

variety of actors and visiting multiple entrepreneurial sites. Additionally, I draw on a critical 

discourse analysis of over 2,000 media articles, government documents, and digital media from 

2014-2022.  

This research contests the naturalized geostrategic objectives of the BRI and reveals how 

grounded views are significant sites of challenge for “geoeconomic” strategy. Further, it critically 

engages with statist analyses of China’s economic initiatives to highlight the political importance 

of local scale actors directly impacted by Chinese presence, as well as the transnational spatiality 

of the Chinese economy and embodied responses to these interventions by rescaling our 

appreciation of global economic shifts. The work contributes to emerging scholarship on the 

influence of the everyday geopolitical encounters of China’s Belt and Road Initiative as well as 

the political geography of the Pacific, and Chinese presence in Oceania. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION: GROUNDING CHANGE 

 

Encounters: In July 2017, I sat down for lunch at a restaurant with Tao, a Chinese 

businessperson in touristy Denarau in the west of Fiji’s main island of Vitu Levu. Tao came 

to Fiji to escape the competitive hustle of Shanghai. He settled and ended up owning a 

few restaurants, including the one we were sitting in. The view from the terrace took in a 

landscaped harbor hosting yachts registered across the Pacific. As he relaxed, Tao talked 

more openly about his life since he made the decision, sometime in the mid-2000s, to 

remain in Fiji. He told me how fortunate he was to operate successful businesses in Fiji 

and to pursue his commercial interests. “This wouldn’t be possible in Shanghai,” he said, 

adding, “Running a restaurant in China is cutthroat. Anyway, I like it here. The people are 

friendly, I have a lot of Fijian friends, and I enjoy a decent standard of living.” Warming to 

the theme of friendship, Tao explained, “The good relations between Fiji and China 

helped me to get started.” Taking note of my interest, Tao pressed on, “Of course, it took 

a lot of my hard work to make it all happen, and I wouldn’t be here without the support 

of my family, but the new policy to find opportunities abroad was also a reason.” 

Changing the topic toward the future of Chinese investment in Fiji, he added, “It will be 

different, you watch, there will be more people looking for openings, small and big, and 

all of it will be Belt and Road.” 

 

1.1 Go Out, Go Elsewhere  

ChinaΩǎ Globalism 

The geographical roots of the Belt and Road initiative are found in the deserts, 

mountains, and oases of Xinjiang. A vast region in northwestern China, Xinjiang has increasingly 

presented a policy headache for Beijing. A borderland, populated by Uyghurs, other Turkic 

peoples, and Han Chinese settlers, Xinjiang also found itself on the margins of China’s coastally 

driven and rapid economic growth. Further, Uyghurs chafed under an administration many felt 

discriminated against their political and cultural interests. Historically, the region was a focal 

point for the transcontinental exchange of goods, ideas, languages, and religions along trade 
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routes that in the nineteenth century Ferdinand von Richthofen named the Silk Road. Yet, during 

the early decades of Chinese Communist Party (CCP) rule, between 1949 and the beginning of 

economic reform in the late 1970s, the land and people remained largely confined from the 

outside world. However, as China’s border and trade controls loosened in the 1980s and 1990s 

policymakers rekindled Xinjiang’s dormant connectivity to South Asia and Central Asia. The aim 

was to position China toward the Eurasian landmass, as well as to extend the accelerated 

benefits of export-led economic reform to people in Xinjiang.    

If we can trace the earliest physical spaces of the BRI to the peripheries of Xinjiang, its 

intellectual genesis lies in the Chinese capital. In 2012, Wang Jisi, a professor at Beijing 

University, suggested Chinese foreign policy make definitive shift towards Eurasia. A “March 

West” () would place China at an advantage as the United States steadily scaled back its 

military and diplomatic presence in Central Asia and the Middle East. The Obama 

administration’s 2011 Asia-Pacific pivot would open a path for China to access new friends, 

markets, and resources (Wang 2021). A March West would not be built from scratch. Successive 

development campaigns in China’s western borderlands, such as Open Up the Northwest (1992) 

and Western Development (2000), provided an infrastructure base constructed with state-

managed labor, materials, and financing. 

In September 2013, Chinese President Xi Jinping first proposed the “One Belt, One Road” 

( ) policy, officially renamed in 2016 as the BRI, at Nazarbayev University in Kazakhstan. 

The BRI appeared to harness economic transcontinentalism and connectivity towards China 

through a reconfiguration of global trade and the governance of international finance. Despite 

the absence of official maps, at the outset, the initiative earmarked the construction of 

infrastructure corridors from China to Europe and Africa across subregions of Asia to facilitate a 

Sinocentric movement of goods and people. The scale of BRI required deep pockets and the $1 

trillion financing would come from the multilateral Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), 

the Silk Road Fund, as well as other bilateral-lending entities, such as the Export–Import Bank of 

China and the China Development Bank (Rolland 2019). As such, partner states could fiscally tap 

into China’s vision of a massive infrastructure overhaul servicing transnational mobility. In many 

cases, Chinese companies would provide the labor and materials.     
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Xinjiang and the Eurasian landmass stand in physical contrast to the ocean-based states 

of Oceania. However, the geographical and conceptual scope of the BRI has taken on a life of its 

own to the extent that it has become China’s dominant bilateral relations framework and 

incorporates branches such as a “Polar Silk Road,” “Digital Silk Road,” “Health Silk Road,” and 

even an “Outer Space Silk Road.” However, before the universalization of the Silk Road branding, 

in October 2013 in Jakarta, Xi Jinping articulated an ocean-based 21st-century Maritime Silk Road 

(21 ) to complement the Silk Road Economic Belt ( ) of 

Eurasia. These two components would become the core of the BRI. Xi Jinping calls BRI the 

“project of the century,” others call it “a major geoeconomics strategy” (Reisinezhad 2021). 

Wang Jisi’s idea had not only gone global in reach, but also become a state-led vision for the 

future. 

The Belt and Road traces a lineage not only from domestic infrastructure pushes in 

China’s west, but also the 1999 Go Out policy () initiated under the leadership of 

Jiang Zemin. Go Out, in brief, encouraged the movement of capital, companies, and people 

overseas after two decades of remarkable economic growth. The result has been transformative. 

China’s aid or assistance financing has dramatically expanded since the inception of Go Out and 

is approximately double than that of the United States and other powerful nations (Malik et al. 

2021). During the Belt and Road era, assistance has been offered in concessional or interest free 

loans, rather than grants, at a ratio of 31 to 1 (Ibid.). China has also become the world’s leading 

exporter of goods and services, signed 19 free trade agreements, and between 2005 and 2021 

the value of overseas investment stood at $2 trillion (World Bank 2021; American Enterprise 

Institute 2021). Estimates place the number of overseas Chinese at around 50 million, including 

citizens ( ) and people of Chinese heritage ( ); however, it is more likely that no one 

knows the true number. 

Surveys of global public opinion on China’s overseas footprint tell us that unfavorable 

views are rising. That is, in states and regions such as the United States, Western Europe, Japan, 

and Australia. In 2002, 35 percent of respondents to a Pew Research Center survey said they 

held a negative opinion of China. In 2020, the number was 73 percent. In Australia, the 

percentage of respondents holding a negative view of China rose from 40 percent in 2011 to 81 
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percent in 2020 (Silver, Devlin, and Huang 2020). According to a Gallup poll, 45 percent of 

Americans in 2021 perceived China to the United States’ greatest enemy, over double the 

number in 2020 (Gallup 2021). However, the picture elsewhere is not so negative. Greece (51 

percent), Brazil (51), Bulgaria (55), Kenya (58), Tunisia (63), Israel (66), Lebanon (68), Nigeria (70), 

and Russia (71) all record majority favorable views of China (Center for Strategic and 

International Studies 2021b). However, Belt and Road infrastructure work has experienced more 

protests in some host states over labor, corruption, and environmental impact than Chinese 

state-led projects outside of the BRI brand. Success of BRI interventions is more likely if the host 

state is the implementing entity (Malik et al. 2021).       

The Belt and Road Initiative is integral to Xi Jinping’s China Dream concept, which is a 

“master narrative” to manage political, economic, and social “reform” and “coherence” towards 

China’s rise to global power (Ferdinand 2016). Nevertheless, the vision does not just end at 

harnessing the individual and collective material aspirations of Chinese people towards 

rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. Given the transnationality of the BRI, overseas locations 

must now consider the opportunities of a Sinocentric World Dream (Callahan 2016). As such, for 

the Belt and Road to be successful, “the ‘China dream’ is, or must be, the world’s ‘dream’” 

(Ferdinand 2016, 957). The 2015 Chinese Government white paper Vision and Actions on Jointly 

Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road mentions people-to-

people contact five times as one of the integral aspects of the BRI (National Development and 

Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of Commerce of the People’s 

Republic of China 2017). At the 2017 Belt and Road Forum, President Xi underscored how the 

human dimensions of the BRI are just as relevant overseas, claiming person-to-person relations 

as a cornerstone of BRI connectivity. At the opening ceremony to the forum, Xi remarked that 

“’moving closer towards a community of shared future for mankind’ is the ultimate goal of the 

Belt and Road Initiative” (D. Zhang 2018). As such, mobility of not only Chinese capital, but also 

Chinese citizens would play an integral role in China’s revitalization. In a 2018 speech, Xu 

Yousheng, the Deputy Director of the United Front Work Department, outlined how overseas 

Chinese could serve as facilitators for Chinese companies looking to start businesses outside of 
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China, as well as, critically, “active promoters of mutual political trust and mutually beneficial 

relations between China and neighboring countries” (Lo 2018). 

The People’s Republic of China maintains diplomatic relations with ten states in Oceania: 

Fiji (since 1975), Samoa (1975), Papua New Guinea (1976), Vanuatu (1982), the Federated States 

of Micronesia (1989), Cook Islands (1997), Tonga (1998), Niue (2007), Solomon Islands (2019) 

and Kiribati (2019). At a 2014 meeting in Nadi, Fiji between Xi Jinping and political leaders from 

the then eight regional states recognizing the People’s Republic of China, the Chinese president 

welcomed the dignitaries to “take a ride on the Chinese ‘express train’ of development” under 

the framework of the Maritime Silk Road (Xinhua 2014a). A year later, Oceania was included in 

the BRI network of trade corridors with the addition of the southern leg Maritime Silk Road (J. 

Young 2017).   

The addition was warmly received by regional leaders, leading to an outburst of BRI 

enthusiasm in 2017. In March of that year, then Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) deputy secretary 

general Andie Fong Toy called the BRI “a contribution to global economic leadership” (Radio New 

Zealand International 2017), and at the May 2017 Belt and Road Forum in Beijing, PIF 

representative in China David Morris noted the “great potential of the Maritime Silk Road” to 

build regional infrastructure (Worthington 2017). Fijian Prime Minister Bainimarama, Pacific 

Islands Development Forum Secretary General François Martel, as well as delegations from 

Tonga, Samoa and Vanuatu also attended the forum. At meetings with Pacific Islands leaders 

prior to the 2018 Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit in Port Moresby and in an op- ed 

published in the PNG press, Xi restated the case for the BRI, writing, “I am convinced that the BRI 

will open up new pathways for Pacific Island countries to enhance business ties and connectivity 

with China, among themselves and with the rest of the world, and for the island countries to 

take a greater part in economic globalization” (Xi 2018). Despite these impressive official 

declarations, observers have scaled the importance of this statement. As a region representing 

only 0.12 per cent of China’s global trade volume, the Pacific Islands are of minor importance to 

China’s BRI priorities (Dornan and Muller 2018; D. Zhang 2017). 
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FijiΩǎ Globalism 

States in Oceania have been active in rearranging their relations with other states in 

response to shifting domestic and global changes. Among the most active has been the Fijian 

Islands, whose political and economic policies carry weight across the region. As Tarte (2010, 

118) writes “Fiji is regarded as a pivotal state in the region—a regional hub and a relatively 

influential player in regional politics.” Among the island Pacific Island countries, Fiji, with 900,000 

people, has the second largest population after Papua New Guinea (PNG). At almost $12,000, 

the per capita GDP based on purchasing power parity is second among states in Oceania after 

Palau (International Monetary Fund 2021). The Fijian economy is reliant on agriculture and 

tourism, as well as minerals, timber, and fisheries. A well-developed infrastructure of shipping 

services and airports means Fiji is a regional center for transportation. 

Fiji has assumed political leadership beyond Oceania heading up multilateral forums such 

as the United Nations General Assembly, COP 23, the Pacific Small Island Developing States, and 

Alliance of Small Island States. The Fijian Islands’ history of political upheaval in the past thirty 

years has been influential in the diversification of political and economic partners. The initiation 

and resuscitation of Look North policies occurred in the aftermath of the coups in 1987, 2000, 

and 2006. As Fiji became isolated from existing partners due to the imposition of economic 

sanctions or diplomatic pressure, ostensibly to restore representative rule, the search for 

different friends took Suva’s leaders to Asia, and further, where political interference in other 

states’ domestic affairs was not a factor. Instead of going out, Fiji decided to go elsewhere. 

Fiji maintains nine embassies or high commissions (Australia, Aotearoa/New Zealand, 

India, the United Kingdom, United States, China, Indonesia, UAE, and Japan) and diplomatic 

relations with 178 states. There are two permanent missions to the UN in Geneva and New York 

City, as well as a Fiji Trade Commission/Consulate General in Shanghai. There are also Trade 

Commissions in Los Angeles, Sydney (also a consulate), Auckland, and Port Moresby. Among its 

numerous multilateral memberships, Fiji remains a member of the Commonwealth of Nations. It 

also provides nearly 1,000 soldiers in overseas peacekeeping operations. In Suva, there are 26 

resident ambassadors and high commissioners, in addition to a European Union representative. 

At least seven United Nations agencies, and the secretariats of the Pacific Islands Forum, Pacific 
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Community, and Pacific Islands Development Forum are also in Suva. Regionally focused entities, 

such as the Pacific Islands Association of NGOs and the South Pacific Tourism Organisation, in 

addition to the main campus of the University of the South Pacific, owned by 12 Pacific Island 

states call Fiji home. All of this is to say, before Fiji conclusively turned its gaze beyond partners 

like Australia, the country was already globally facing.  

 

 

Figure 1.1. Map of the Fiji Islands, including administrative divisions. 

 

Fiji is a multiethnic country with nearly 57 percent of the population Indigenous Fijians, 

or iTaukei, meaning owners of the land. Nearly 38 percent of the population are Indo-Fijians, or 
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girmityas. The British colonial authorities oversaw the movement of Indo-Fijians as indentured 

laborers to work, under slave-like conditions, on sugar plantations. Indo-Fijians are far from a 

homogenous group with people originating from Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat, Sindh and 

Balochistan. Europeans, Rotumans, and Chinese comprise the larger part of the remaining 

population. The official languages are Fijian, among the several varieties, the Bau version from 

eastern Fiji is considered standard, Fiji Hindi, English, and Rotuman. Administratively, the Fiji 

Islands include four divisions, which are divided into fourteen provinces. Rotuma is a self-

governing island. 

Fiji’s Head of State since 2021 is President Wiliame Katonivere; however, at the time of 

writing, executive power rested in the head of government and Prime Minister, Josaia Voreqe 

(Frank) Bainimarama. Bainimarama came to power in a military coup in 2006 and won the first 

two elections held since the 2006 coup in 2014 and 2018 as leader of the populist FijiFirst party. 

Eleven government officials with multiple portfolios oversee twenty-four ministries. The 

Attorney General, Aiyaz Sayed-Khaiyum, who also served as Minister for Economy; Civil Service; 

Communications; and Housing and Community Development, held considerable power. Chinese 

state officials and representatives of Chinese state-linked companies regularly engage with 

relevant ministries of state; however, and conventional wisdom in Suva’s political circles claims 

most business with China goes through a dedicated office created by the Prime Minister. The 

Republic of Fiji Military Forces (RFMF), unsurprisingly given the coups of 1987, 2000, and 2006, 

plays an influential role in politics and engages in regular trainings with not only with the 

Australian Defence Force, but also China’s People’s Liberation Army.  

The legacies of British colonial policies extend into the present given the close 

relationship between ethnicity and politics. Through a sequence of elections, coups, and 

constitutional reforms, Fiji has experienced swings of political rivalry between forces opposed to 

and in favor of greater control over government by non-Indigenous Fijians. For example, the 

election of the first Indo-Fijian Prime Minister, Mahendra Chaudhry, in 1999, sparked the 2000 

coup d'état led by iTaukei nationalists. In 2013, seven years after leading a coup in response to a 

complex landscape that included polarized race-based politics, Bainimarama implemented the 

2013 constitution, Fiji’s fourth, that had two profound political and social implications. The first 
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was to eliminate race-based electoral rolls and quotas on parliamentary seats. The unelected 

upper chamber was abolished, and a proportional representation voting system and an at-large 

50 seat unicameral legislature established. The constitution also disestablished the Great Council 

of Chiefs, a hereditary and constitutional advisory body. The second was to describe all citizens, 

irrespective of race, as Fijians. The move received considerable support among Fiji Chinese, who 

expressed vulnerability about their status in Fijian society. The 2018 election returned 

Bainimarama to power in a close contest. The main opposition party, at the time of writing, the 

Social Democratic Liberal Party (SODELPA), now led by Viliame Gavoka, and during the 2018 

election by former 1987 coup leader, Sitiveni Rabuka, frequently question the impacts of Chinese 

political and economic presence given the close association between Bainimarama and Beijing. A 

dedicated postscript section describes developments in Fiji’s domestic politics since the 

December 2022 election.    

Attitudes on China among Fijians, nevertheless, demonstrate more breadth than the 

binaries of the FijiFirst and SODELPA political rivalry. In one of the rare studies on grounded 

responses to Chinese commercial and political presence in Fiji, researchers affiliated with The 

Whitlam Institute at Western Sydney University revealed Fijians’ view that China was less 

inclined to intervene in domestic issues. As a result, China was more likely to be responsive to 

culturally driven practices. Fijians saw China as a long-term partner and that Chinese companies 

offered material benefits through the availability of cost-effective infrastructure projects. 

Furthermore, the historical presence of Fiji Chinese, the researchers’ claimed, inclined all Fijians 

to be less skeptical about China. China’s interest in Fiji and leverage it offered over partners, such 

as Australia, as well as assertive advocacy on the climate crisis, gave Fijians more global agency 

than in the past (Cain, Cox, and Presterudstuen 2020).     

 

People-Centered Globalism  

 The Belt and Road Initiative and Look North policies represent state-led visions of 

globalism, where shared connectivity and prosperity are the cornerstones of relations with 

partner states. The age of intensified globalization necessitates political leaders and 

governments to articulate an approach to transnationalism so as to be taken seriously as a 



10 
 

statesperson and a force in international affairs. Whether it is Biden’s Build Back Better World, 

Xi’s Belt and Road Initiative, or Putin’s Eurasian Economic Union, these visions are amplified and 

criticized by journalists, deconstructed by academics, analyzed by think tanks, exploited by 

corporations, and defended by state officials. Across multiple discursive communities, the ways 

in which states compete through their globalism blueprints is continually pondered. However, a 

crucial constituency is frequently overlooked in all the debate; that is, people. While discussion 

over state-led globalism focuses on the projection of state power, the language of these policies 

is filled with the impact they will have on the lives of people. For example, the Belt and Road 

Initiative and Build Back Better World include “people-to-people” ties as integral to their 

approach. So, it is surprising that little is written about grounded responses to big-picture 

policies. It is hardly because people are irrelevant. These global visions matter to political 

leaders. The Belt and Road is one of Xi Jinping’s signature policies in his goal to make China a 

global superpower by 2050. We need to ask if state-led globalism really does connect people and 

build prosperous societies.  

This dissertation examines the ways in which people in Fiji have interacted with the Belt 

and Road Initiative. I take the concept of geoeconomics and apply ethnographical methods to 

construct an “everyday geoeconomics” of laborers, bureaucrats, entrepreneurs, residents, 

middle-managers, among others to examine how these individuals have harnessed and resisted 

China’s globality in Fiji. It is a critical time to examine grounded views of Chinese presence in Fiji 

and Oceania. In the ten years between 2006 and 2016, Oceania received $1.8 billion in Chinese 

aid, which is about the same amount the region received in the 56 years before 2006. The value 

of trade increased from $2.7 billion in 2010 to $8.25 billion in 2019. Investment has increased 

from $152 million in 2013 to $2.6 billion in 2019. This increased activity has brought Chinese 

people and companies into the ten Pacific countries that maintain diplomatic relations with the 

People’s Republic of China. All are managing this momentous change, and with it, the 

subsequent geostrategic competition. 

The Pacific Ocean is one of the most contested spaces on earth. China is not the only 

external actor offering a vision of connectivity and prosperity for Pacific peoples. Australia, New 

Zealand, the European Union, India, Japan, Indonesia, Korea, and, most consequentially, the 
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United States have set out competitor policies to China’s regional engagement. What happens in 

Oceania will be consequential for how the rest of the world will handle rising competition for 

global hegemony between China and the United States and its allies. Against the backdrop of a 

Pacific-led movement toward empowerment and decolonization, Pacific peoples have put 

forward a vision for their region in the 2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent. How this will 

fare under the conditions of geostrategic competition in Oceania has implications for other 

spaces on the globe. In other words, will people have to choose a side in a new Cold War, or can 

people maintain their local interests within shifts of power? The examination of the Belt and 

Road from a grounded perspective within global competition speaks to the question of whether 

people are active participants in the processes of globalism. For people in Oceania, this work sets 

out the ways in which communities have agency over transnationalism, not only China’s, but 

their own.  

From the perspective of China’s global engagement, this research also outlines insights 

into the complexities of the Belt and Road Initiative. The BRI has state rationales and peopled 

rationales, and the resulting entanglement relates a narrative of Chinese transnationalism that 

goes from centralized government policies to diverse local motivations. Historically, the Belt and 

Road is not the beginning of China’s globalism. Centuries of links to the world mean the BRI is 

only a snapshot of a longer story. The Belt and Road was built on the back of diaspora 

communities and long-established trade links. China is not deaf to the opportunities these 

historical connections present to economic relations; however, it has also built them into the 

projection of people-to-people relations. Soft power is a critical component of China’s 

engagement, but in places like the Pacific Islands, it cannot compete with Australia, the United 

Kingdom, and the United States. The Pacific Islands shares political values, religious beliefs, 

languages, and popular culture with European societies that were established during and after 

colonization. In contrast, as a non-colonizing nation in the Pacific, China’s soft power lies in its 

traders, investors, and laborers. If the U.S. has Peace Corps volunteers to conduct goodwill social 

programming, China has its grounded commercial actors as emissaries. This work sets this out 

this pattern in Fiji; however, it applies in other contemporary spaces of geostrategic competition. 

Therefore, this dissertation ethnographically illustrates the declining hegemony of western soft 
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power and China’s version of soft power that focuses on the materiality of business, investment, 

and trade, rather than value-based social interventions. 

Everyday geoeconomics, which examines how people can take control of transnational 

processes, takes the global to the local and then back to the global. Put differently, this work 

analyzes big picture change from a grounded perspective and suggests these observations have 

broader implications. The stories of the people in this dissertation are the stories of peopled 

engagements with China’s globalism across the globe. China and Fiji’s goals of connectivity and 

prosperity are intimately linked to grounded perceptions. How people engage with state-led 

globalism is consequential to its success. For China, it matters because of its rhetoric of people-

to-people links and the need to win over people through traders and investors on the ground. 

For Fiji, it matters as an indication that the movement toward Pacific empowerment has 

meaning in the context of global forces. This dissertation is more than a methodological and 

conceptual intervention into geoeconomics; it is about how people have a role in change, 

particularly the change represented by China. The era of people-centered globalism is upon us. 

 

1.2 Theoretical Framework  

The Limits of Geoeconomics  

Since Edward Luttwak popularized the term “geoeconomics” in 1990, the concept has 

gained acceptance among scholars and state practitioners. Broadly defined, geoeconomics is the 

strategic use of economic tools to achieve state goals. Although the concept has been critiqued 

as too statist or too readily available to those wanting to protect entrenched capital interests, 

the production of geoeconomic knowledge has remained within the domain of think tanks, 

universities, or government departments. Frequently overlooked in such institutions is the role 

of localized experiences of geoeconomic projects and consideration of how these reflexively 

affect policies. Such oversight is underpinned by the power imbalances inherent in knowledge 

production and this work calls for a conceptual and methodological reexamination of 

geoeconomics to reflect lived experiences. This everyday geoeconomics forms an integral 

component in interpreting shifting economic power and merits more attention.  
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In this light, geoeconomic writing is a disembodied form of analysis and I make a call for 

an everyday geoeconomics comprising, but not limited to, texts of lived experiences. Challenging 

the dominance of formal and practical scripting and foregrounding the everyday extends the 

utility of the geoeconomics concept. Geoeconomic initiatives, or the imposition of economic 

power on space, have affective grounded responses that range from anticipation to 

disappointment and have not been fully explored in scholarly literature. These are scripts 

produced outside universities, think tanks, government departments, and the media that 

nonetheless have import on broader decision making. I define “everyday geoeconomics” as the 

strategic actions deployed by non-state actors to achieve non-state goals within state-led and 

transnational economic initiatives. Given this claim, I argue that the aims of China’s Belt and 

Road Initiative, particularly in Oceania, are a salient context to explore the gap between 

everyday texts and empowered knowledge sources. Adopting an everyday geoeconomics 

approach contributes to our understanding of how geoeconomic strategies, such as BRI, are 

more than just grand strategies and that people and enterprises make their own strategic 

choices within transnational changes in the political economy. 

Geopolitics is understood as the means with which territory is controlled, contested, and 

divided usually through violence. Even though Scholvin and Wigell (2018, 4) write, “there  is no 

widely shared definition of geoeconomics,” the geoeconomics concept shares some similarities 

and dissimilarities to the above definition of geopolitics. Notably, similarities center on 

practitioners (experts and statespersons), while dissimilarities focus on the move from militaries 

to economies as factors in the state relationship with space/territory. In comparison with statist 

geopolitics, which refers to the ways in which states wield resources, force, and location to 

project national interests, geoeconomics is centered on policy, and in some cases, how that 

policy can act in mutually beneficial ways in relations with other states.  

In attempting to consolidate the varied understandings that typify this term, Scholvin and 

Wigell identify four primary approaches to geoeconomics: (1) as an analytical tool for 

international relations scholars, or formal geoeconomics, (2) as a strategy of statecraft, or 

practical geoeconomics, (3) as a new historical stage diminishing the militarism of a geopolitical 

age, and (4) as a lens to examine the relationship between space and economic power. Although 
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Scholvin and Wigell highlight the importance of geographical conditions and acknowledge 

asymmetries in a globalized economy, the typology is curiously disembodied. Geoeconomics, as 

described above, is unpeopled. 

Since Luttwak’s (1990) essay outlined geoeconomics as the use of economic weapons in 

statecraft, the concept has been refined. Critical geographer, Matthew Sparke (2018) has written 

of the endurance of geopolitics through a “cogenerational dialectic” with geoeconomics linking 

each respectively to affective processes of fear and hope. As such, “geo-economic discourse 

masks neoliberal restructuring and securitisation projects” (Scholvin and Wigell 2018, 8).  

Furthermore, Sparke (1998) connects spatiality with geoeconomics through economic 

anticipatory schemes, such as the development of cross-border trade zones that often create 

new configurations of territory and identity favoring interconnectedness. This is a departure 

from Luttwak’s notion of geoeconomics as statist retreat. 

There are clear parallels between work by geographers skeptical of geoeconomics as a 

scholarly framework and critical geopoliticians. The reinvestment in the power/knowledge of 

formal and practical discourses in geoeconomics is evident in the absence of marginalized 

accounts of global economics (Toal 1996). However, like writing in critical geopolitics, scholarship 

on critical geoeconomics appears constrained to analysis of textual evidence, particularly that 

produced by statespersons and scholars. Dodds (2001) has highlighted the lack of ethnographic 

research in critical geopolitics, leading other critical geopoliticians to foreground the 

entanglements among public, private, and political domains, as well as between premeditated  

and unpremeditated texts (Fluri 2013). Müller (Müller 2008) writes of the need to incorporate 

social practices as a form of text into the critical geopolitician’s toolkit. As Pain (2009, 9) has 

cautioned, knowledge does not trickle down to “sponge-like” bodies. Everyday texts open the 

production of knowledge to all individuals and communities who reflect on their experiences 

within social change.  

Everyday texts of the kind to which I refer range “from the fleeting non-verbal to more 

sustained engagements over longer periods of time” (Kathiravelu 2013, 3). Such texts offer 

insights into local scale exercise of agency, assessment of benefits, and communication of 

expectations that go beyond the study of policy implementation and strategic intent. For 
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example, to what extent was U.S. President Donald Trump’s populist geoeconomics prompted by 

ground-level expressions of discontent and exclusion, especially in relation to China? 

Furthermore, such everyday texts reveal local scale responses to geoeconomic discourses of 

prosperity, connectivity, and hope. Are these processes reflected in lived experiences? What 

happens when these promises are not met? There is an urgent need for scholars to retool and 

rescale purely statist and textual approaches in geoeconomic analysis to “more agent-centered 

or peopled accounts” (Dodds, Kuus, and Sharp 2013, 10). This is not to suggest a shift from 

scholarly writing on geoeconomics but merely a recentering of local scale and lived experiences 

as a source of analysis; a methodological and a conceptual shift in geoeconomics research. 

Ethnographic methods focused on collecting individual and community narratives are at the core 

of everyday geoeconomics and include the range of visual, verbal, and written production seen 

in digital media, interviews, and journalism. Through this embodied ethnographic lens, one can 

begin to understand the reproduction or resistance to geoeconomic projects, as policies, 

infrastructures, and bodies enmesh in co-constitutive productions of meaning. 

 

Towards an Everyday Geoeconomics  

The development and promotion of geoeconomic initiatives have gained prominence in 

how states impose control over economic space. The Indo-Pacific Strategy and the Eurasian 

Economic Union are recent examples of how the United States and Russia advance strategic 

interests through messages of economic hope and security. However, numerous states and 

multilateral entities across the globe are promoting connectivity and infrastructure blueprints. A 

non-exhaustive list might include, the “Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity,” Turkey’s “Vision 

2023,” the Republic of Korea’s “New Northern and Southern Policy,” Japan’s “Partnership for 

High Quality Infrastructure,” and the European Union’s “Trans-European Transport Network” 

(Center for Strategic and International Studies 2021a). These transnational anticipatory 

geographies clearly go beyond Sparke’s cross-border zones by redefining space across multiple 

borders and range in ambition from the redefinition of global power and standards to the must 

have accessory for “visionary” political leaders. The BRI has traits of both; however, its aim to 



16 
 

reconfigure economic (and political) space towards China is an urgent issue for people 

everywhere.  

  Traditional geoeconomics practitioners take a hawkish view on Chinese economic 

investment overseas, arguing states that accept it are enabling an aggressive government 

(Luttwak 2012). Blackwill and Harris (2016) adopt a similarly dim view of Beijing’s aspirations, 

claiming that China's lending through the BRI will lead to political and military leverage, or debt 

traps, over their economic partners. However, such analyses overlook everyday texts providing 

intimate and affective assessments of ground-level impacts between Chinese people, 

companies, and transactions with host societies. These encounters also impact the 

geoeconomics of transnational anticipatory geographies, such as the Belt and Road. They offer 

insights into how local acceptance has a bearing on host state approaches towards Chinese 

economic presence. Furthermore, the prominence given to economic cooperation and “people-

to-people” interactions under the BRI framework means that everyday geoeconomics has a vital 

role in scholars' analyses of the claims made in formal and practical geopolitical writing. In other 

words, states are appropriating the everyday as a justifying narrative when conducting 

transnational processes of change. I argue the geoeconomics framework provides an incomplete 

picture. Debates about strategy remain theoretical and outside of the lives of people. The critical 

question is what happens on the ground when states unleash their transnational “visions?”  

Scaling up everyday experiences into conceptual understandings of geoeconomics 

remains unaddressed and we are left with an approach rooted among practitioners of statecraft. 

On-the-ground outcomes, perceptions, appropriations, and transactions of transnational 

anticipatory geographies have relevance in examining geoeconomic aims. The dominance of 

narratives produced by statespersons and the absence of texts from everyday lived experiences 

is especially noticeable in work undertaken on growing Chinese (and BRI) presence in Oceania. 

To date, much of that discussion has focused on the perceived political, economic, and military 

threat of Chinese state presence in Oceania for regional and global powers such as Australia and 

the United States. Although a complementary narrative has developed regarding China as an 

enabling agent supporting a more assertive Oceania in its individual and collective relations with 

other powers, the dominant discourse frames the region merely as a geoeconomic and 
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geopolitical stage. The prevalence of this framing matters in Oceania’s decolonizing processes 

because it reinforces erasure and denies the status of Oceanic peoples as active in determining 

their political and economic futures. Without such perspectives, the direction of the region 

appears merely in the interpretations of external statespersons.   

In addition, a conventional geoeconomics approach not only alienates local people’s 

agency in relation to Chinese state presence, but it also overlooks the motivations and 

perspectives of Chinese companies and people in Oceania. These actors have their own 

strategies for mobility within Belt and Road projects that can contradict the statist aims of the 

policy. Chinese companies and people in Oceania often find themselves at odds with host states, 

civil society, and the private sector, as well as the Chinese state. The assumption that Chinese 

companies and people are instruments of China’s geoeconomic schemes also denies agency. Our 

knowledge of grounded encounters between Chinese and Pacific peoples is undeveloped when 

weighed against the availability of top-down analyses. This work looks to tip the scales in the 

other direction. Texts of everyday lived experiences point to complex state-civil society relations 

with Chinese communities and interventions that have implications on how the Belt and Road as 

transnational anticipatory geography/geoeconomic initiative is understood in the region. For 

example, citing interviews with local communities in Papua New Guinea, Brant (2013) has shown 

both how resentment has built over the use of Chinese labor on Chinese-funded projects and 

how there is little distinction made between Chinese contracted to state projects and those 

arriving independent of the government. 

  Therefore, there is renewed urgency to show how grounded experiences will enhance 

better understandings of China’s economic presence in Oceania and to develop the concept of 

geoeconomics as receptive to a variety of texts. However, researchers should not only tease 

these lived experiences into existence but acknowledge and analyze their spontaneous 

production in encounters with speech and writing. The combination of grand strategy narratives 

in Oceania and the region’s marginalization in the global economy means that these accounts 

have been largely overlooked even though they are integral to a rounded geoeconomic analysis 

of Chinese presence. As I have proposed, geoeconomics should be based on a broad 

methodological toolkit to accommodate local scale perspectives, including familiar ground-level 
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methods of observation, interviews, and talanoa to give life to a geoeconomics of lived 

experiences. Furthermore, the Covid-19 pandemic has sharply brought into focus both the vast 

distances of Oceania and the fact that digital ethnographies will be prominent features of 

everyday experiences. Added to long-distance interviews and talanoa, the written text has 

regained importance through surveys of social media and other online content, such as digital 

media, that are rich in Oceania. This development or change foregrounds individual and 

collective knowledge production and its capacity to give voice to topics on political and economic 

issues. 

In summary, I argue that there is collective need to expand the scope of geoeconomic 

inquiry by including in analysis a range of everyday texts. This everyday geoeconomics is not 

meant to encourage us to fetishize local scale responses to global issues and seeks, rather, to 

broaden understandings of profound economic shifts, particularly in the post-pandemic 

reconstruction period by inviting more in the way of conceptual and methodological 

reexaminations of geoeconomics. The transnational influence of the Chinese state and the rapid 

acceptance of the Belt and Road Initiative worldwide indicate a changing landscape of global 

power. China is the second biggest economy, maintains the largest armed forces, and is setting 

standards on technological innovation. Such transformations are frequently accompanied by fear 

driven narratives by competitors that should be assessed on their merits. However, discussion of 

Chinese presence in Oceania also indicates that local scale knowledge producers sometimes 

drive discourses. Everyday texts offer a more nuanced understanding than the polarized debate 

currently underway inside and outside of the region. Whether in Oceania or elsewhere 

experiencing the imposition of economic power over space, these voices deserve to be heard.  

 

1.3 Research Relevance, Questions, and Methods  

Overall, this work examines how global political economic pivots drive everyday 

experiences and encounters. China’s imprint overseas has been at the forefront of such shifts, 

made most visible through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Global commentary and scholarship 

on the BRI are dividing, presenting the policy as China’s bid for world hegemony or as an 

alternative financing opportunity for emerging economies. These perceptions indicate how 
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empowered knowledge producers, particularly in the field of geoeconomics overshadow 

discourses on a globalized China and the mobility of Chinese people. By foregrounding grounded 

views, my work contributes new understandings to the concept and methods of geoeconomics, 

as well as the role of civil society in assessing China’s global visibility.    

I highlight entrepreneurial encounters in the political economy between Fijians and 

Chinese in the context of the Maritime Silk Road. While economic relations between China and 

Fiji have grown in the past 15 years, the local response among Fijians is conflicted. Host 

community anxieties over the direct benefits of Chinese economic interventions and presence is 

contrasted with the anticipated boon of increasing private investment and state-funded 

infrastructure construction. However, the motivations and outlook of Chinese companies and 

migrants in Fiji, particularly new arrivals, are frequently subsumed into statist discourses on 

China. To reflect grounded views, the work draws on semi-structured and unstructured 

interviews, as well as participant and non-participant observations conducted in four separate 

fieldwork visits. Further, I have conducted a text analysis of over 2,000 media articles, 

government documents, and digital media since 2014.  I use Mandarin and English for this work. 

Through my work, I contest the naturalized geostrategic objectives of the BRI and reveal how 

grounded views are significant sites where “geoeconomics” is challenged. Through this work, I 

critically engage with statist analyses of China’s economic initiatives to highlight the political 

importance of local scale actors directly impacted by Chinese presence. Further, I engage with 

the transnational spatiality of the Chinese economy and embodied responses to these 

interventions rescaling our appreciation of transnational economic shifts. 

I conducted fieldwork in Fiji in 2017, 2018, 2020, and 2021 for a combined total of eight 

months. The Covid-19 pandemic fundamentally changed my research plans, and I conducted 

repeated evaluations of my research methods. In 2020, the Fulbright U.S. Student Program 

provided logistical and financial support for ten months of work in Fiji. However, my trip ended 

with a mandatory return to Hawaiʿi after three months. In 2020, I also joined the School of 

Government, Development and International Affairs at The University of the South Pacific as a 

Research Affiliate. I kept this position through 2021. The status was more than a letter to present 

to the Fijian authorities for a research permit. The staff and faculty at The University of the South 
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Pacific offered opportunities to share my research and to interact with scholars from across 

Oceania. During earlier trips to Fiji in 2017 and 2018, I met with Fiji Chinese, predominately in 

Suva. These trips confirmed my instinct that I should be based in Suva. However, I also visited 

Nadi, Sigatoka, and the Coral Coast on the main island of Viti Levu, in addition to the second 

largest island of Vanua Levu, Ovalau, and Manu Island off the west coast of Fiji. Viti Levu is the 

center of political and economic activity in Fiji and Chinese projects, businesses and people are 

visible in pockets across the island. In Suva, Chinese and Fiji Chinese presence is visible from 

state-led construction projects to large-scale private investments to small businesses. Micro and 

small enterprises include small retail, tour agencies, hotels, and restaurants.  

In 2020, I developed those relationships with community leaders, who linked me to other 

Fiji Chinese. Although, the trip to Fiji in 2020 was cut short, I used the opportunity to publicly 

explain my research at an open seminar. I was fortunate to return to Fiji in 2021 almost a year 

after the Covid-19 pandemic forced a closure of Fiji’s borders. It was during this visit that I 

conducted most of my interviews and observations. All the names used in this dissertation are 

pseudonyms and I have changed any identifying details.  

The principal research question of this project asks: How do Sino-Fijian entrepreneurial 

encounters in Fiji respond to the presence of the Belt and Road Initiative and with what political 

and economic implications? I decided on conventional ethnographic methods, interviews and 

observations, as well as collecting media and government texts. Later, to these existing methods, 

I added a structured interview questionnaire, autoethnography, and photography. I separated 

the main research question into three sub-questions: (1) Where are the informal and formal 

sites of everyday encounter between Fijians and Chinese in Fiji? (2) How do Fijians and Chinese 

interpret their everyday informal and formal encounters in the emerging contexts of Sino-Fijian 

relations, such as BRI? (3) To what extent are local scale attitudes of Chinese and Fijians reflected 

in or directed by geopolitical discourses of the BRI?   

My first objective was to document sites of everyday encounter between Chinese and 

Fijians in Suva, including construction projects, educational institutions, small businesses, 

community associations, hotels, and other candidate locations. The aim was to create a localized 

and baseline understanding of Chinese presence in the city. Second, I wanted to collect detailed 
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information on Fijian and Chinese everyday formal and informal encounters in Suva and 

elsewhere, including data on perceptions of encounters, as well as interpretations of individual 

and/or community aspirations and social change within the broader political economy. Third, I 

gathered texts on the Sino-Fijian relationship, particularly those which are BRI-focused, from 

government, opposition political parties, academia, think tanks, media, and NGOs intended for 

consumption for the public. The aim is to build a set of discourses on BRI and more generally the 

tone of Sino-Fijian relations that reflect geopolitical interests.   

To answer question (1), I spent a lot of time walking through Suva photographing and 

plotting on Google Maps sites of Fiji Chinese presence. These included institutions, such as 

schools, associations, diplomatic spaces, and religious locations; project and construction sites 

funded with private and state capital, such as roads, buildings, and bridges; micro, small, and 

medium enterprises; and large enterprises and corporate offices. I opted for the narrative 

cartography presented in Chapter 3 as opposed to a map of sites since there was no clear spatial 

distribution of Fiji Chinese across Suva. In the past, streets in the city center, Cumming and 

Marks Streets for example, hosted clusters of Fiji Chinese businesses; however, micro, small, and 

medium sized business are now distributed throughout the city.  

As a qualitative methods project, my primary source of data for question (2) was semi-

structured and unstructured interviews. These interactions are a preferred method in 

conducting research on lived experiences and offer the opportunity for spontaneity. The human 

interaction of conversation has less of the “research” setting and is the most grounded of 

methods where relationships of trust can develop. I was interested in speaking with Fiji Chinese 

and Chinese investors, laborers, middle-managers, business owners, and state and multilateral 

organization officials, as well as Fijians in dialogue with or impacted by the Chinese community 

on a formal or informal basis, particularly in individual, community, and commercial capacities. 

Further, I hoped to discuss the awareness of the BRI and what benefits, if any, were leveraged 

from recent changes in the political economy linked to China’s renewed presence, as well as how 

interviewees access information on China and Fiji. My original research plan cited quota 

sampling in the selection of participants for semi-structured interviews; however, given the small 

window of fieldwork available under the conditions of the pandemic, I ended up using network 
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sampling to accrue as many interviews as possible. I aimed for a fair distribution of interviewees 

across demographic categories and surpassed my original benchmark of sixty interviews for 

validity with a total of 77 interviews. Network sampling proved effective for the overall number 

of semi-structured interviews I conducted in the small Fiji Chinese community. Two key insiders 

helped me enormously. Nevertheless, there is a gender imbalance in my sampling. I interviewed 

54 males and 23 females. This 2:1 ratio is a result of the decision to change from quota to 

network sampling due to the difficulties of fieldwork during the pandemic. As a result, the 

findings in this dissertation should be qualified by the disparity in gender among participants. 

Gender distribution would have been different outside of the Covid-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, 

from its administration to its implementation the BRI is heavily gendered with women’s voices 

seldom represented. A feminist geopolitics of the Belt and Road Initiative offers further 

disaggregated perspectives from the ground on this impactful policy.   

I expected, and undertook, numerous unstructured interviews across state, private and 

civil society sectors, which offer “unplugged” versions of opinions, as well as an opportunity to 

assess the degree everyday encounters impact formal and practical geopolitics. Furthermore, I 

disseminated a structured interview questionnaire as an instrument to elicit semi-structured 

interviews (see Appendix B and Appendix C). With the help of a Fiji Chinese, I translated it into 

Chinese and shared it through WeChat and Facebook groups. Lastly, I employed the self-

reflective method of autoethnography. Through fieldwork I maintained a journal that provided 

insights into the links between my life experiences and those of the people who had invited me 

into their personal and professional spaces. I include a full discussion on the ways 

autoethnography can be effectively used in qualitative research in the Postface. Lastly, 

interviews moved between cyber and physical spaces denoting a new stage in how researchers 

now think about interactions. There are clear advantages and disadvantages with this distanced 

work, which are also discussed in the Postface.  

I also used the inscription, transcription, and description method to describe informal 

and formal interactions between Fijians and Chinese noting the character of such encounters 

(Schensul, Schensul, and LeCompte 1999). I received invitations from the Chinese Association of 

Fiji to join the activities of Fiji Chinese in Suva. This provided an understanding of how Fiji 
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Chinese-led associations coalesce civic priorities with those of the Chinese and Fijian states, 

especially in the context of the BRI, as well as insights on how the Chinese and Fijian states 

manage communal behavior. To answer question (3), before and during fieldwork, I collected 

texts that described Sino-Fijian relations to augment an existing database of documentation 

assembled since 2014. These texts include printed or online articles, social media posts, 

recorded public events, photographs, and other audio-visual materials gathered from across 

Chinese and Fijian sources, such as the Fiji Sun, The Fiji Times, Xinhua, and social media posts. 

The research methods applied in this project produced four kinds of data for analysis, 

interview transcripts (from semi-structured interviews), fieldnotes (from unstructured 

interviews, journals, participant observations, and non-participant observations), structured 

survey questionnaire responses, and multimedia archival texts (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011). 

In total, I conducted 77 semi-structured interviews, numerous unstructured interviews, and 29 

structured interview questionnaires. I also took several hundred photographs. The “Fiji China 

Texts Dataset” came from a larger collection of texts I have been compiling on the exchange 

between China and Oceanic states since 2014. The texts are stored on Evernote and on 

December 9, 2021, the database contained 7,800 texts. Out of this I created the “Fiji China Texts 

Dataset with 2,110 texts.  

As an overall approach to interpreting data, I drew upon Grounded Theory to conduct an 

iterative process of data analysis (Charmaz 2014; Glaser 2002; Glaser and Strauss 2010). 

Grounded Theory is an inductive approach to analyzing qualitative data in which hypotheses and 

theory develop from the recurrent collection of qualitative data. Grounded Theory examines the 

entanglement of the private and public through a study of interactions and the production of 

meaning (Glaser 1992). The researcher’s role is to determine what is happening in the lives of 

the people encountered and how those people seek to resolve concerns and adapt to change. In 

the Grounded Theory approach, all encounters between the researcher and the field can be 

considered for analysis. Consequently, the scope for capturing the everyday makes Grounded 

Theory a strategic choice for this project.       

In line with Grounded Theory methodology, I coded data, then grouped closely related 

codes into broader concepts. Through a continual process of interpretative concept memoing, I 
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generated hypotheses about the ways in which the state, Chinese state-linked companies, 

Fijians, and Chinese people responded to the Belt and Road. During this stage of analysis, I 

compared conforming and non-conforming hypotheses and clustered consistent hypotheses. I 

reexamined non-conforming hypotheses as I moved to generate theory through refining and 

integrating conforming hypotheses.      

Given the qualitative approach of this project, I also employed a narrative inquiry to 

examine the stories, life experiences, and other forms of narration expressed during semi-

structured and unstructured interviews. In a highly contested field, such as China’s globalism, it 

became important to understand the motivations behind the anecdotal aspects of qualitative 

data, especially regarding impressions of political, economic, and social change. In organizing 

narratives, I adopted the evaluation model, which analyzes the content, details, conflicts, 

evaluation, and outcomes of anecdotal accounts (Coffey and Atkinson 1996). A narrative inquiry 

determines the credibility and transferability of qualitative content; however, the interpretive 

value of narrations should not be discarded as these offer insights into the meanings individuals 

ascribe to change. Coding within the Grounded Theory approach identified such nuances in the 

interviewees’ positioning when relating aspects of Chinese and Fijian encounters.   

I also undertook a modified critical discourse analysis; I simply call my approach a “text 

analysis” for this work. Text analyses are useful in mapping the relationship “between discourse 

and other social elements (power relations, ideologies, institutions, social identities)” (Fairclough 

2013, 9). Through the text analysis, I compared the relationship between texts fashioned for the 

public and the “social texts,” or “everyday texts” of Fijians and Chinese. This comparison offered 

insights into the degree state discursive practices are shaped by wider social contexts, especially 

in the replication of claims and terminology. The analysis of texts on Sino-Fijian encounters took 

two steps. The first was an initial reading to record the title, date, genre (for example, media 

article or government press release), source (publisher), topic, and keywords. A second critical 

reading noted, the core claim, keywords, agency (who is speaking), omissions, presuppositions, 

insinuations, connotations, tone, register, and any standout quotes. Texts were in Chinese and 

English. All data was stored on NVivo. However, the data on the Fiji China texts was also stored 

and sorted on an Excel spreadsheet.  
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1.4 Chapter Outline  

This work is divided into eight chapters, including this Introduction. I begin with 

overviews of the literature, in addition to the landscape of China in Fiji and Fiji Chinese relations. 

Following these context setting chapters, are the four core chapters of this work, which 

construct the everyday geoeconomics concept and the encounters of the Belt and Road in Fiji 

from a situated knowledge perspective. I structure the four chapters to provide varied 

approaches to the everyday. I present research conducted on state-to-state interactions, the 

role of Chinese state linked companies, and civil society interactions, predominantly in Suva. The 

conclusion looks back at the work, literature, methods, theory, and data to explain the 

significance and applications of everyday geoeconomics through a detailed study of the Belt and 

Road in Fiji. The subsequent postscript considers the new ethnographic research environment 

created during the pandemic. Several chapters have been adapted from previously published 

work. Chapter 2 appeared, in part, in a 2021 edited volume The China Alternative as a book 

chapter titled “China’s Search for Coherence in Oceania.” Chapter 4 is adapted from a journal 

article published in Political Geography in 2020 and an “In Brief” article for the Department of 

Pacific Affairs at Australian National University. Chapter 5 has been substantively repurposed 

from a book chapter submitted to an edited volume titled The China Question: Adaptations and 

Contestations published in 2022. In 2021, I published findings from Chapter 7 in English and 

French as a journal article for Outre Terre. The text has been adapted for this monograph. What 

follows is a closer summary of each chapter.  

In Chapter 2, “Shaping Global Forces: The Belt and Road and China in Oceania,” I critically 

evaluate two sets of literature, one concentrated on the Belt and Road Initiative and the other 

about China in Oceania. I also analyze work to date published on the BRI in Oceania. Emerging 

from this examination is a pattern to de-emphasize grounded work on lived experiences of these 

processes of change. Moreover, in Oceania-centered literature, there is scant research 

undertaken on the lives of Chinese companies and migrants new to the region, which is 

surprising given the impact and significance accorded to China’s presence in the Pacific Islands 

since 2006. Scholars’ main preoccupation, especially from Australia, is strategic analysis and 

power politics. While China’s broad overseas engagements have prompted an increasingly 
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polarized debate about its intentions, I argue that the research is, in the main, absent of peopled 

accounts. This lacuna is the space to engage with everyday geoeconomics and to think through 

the reflexive processes of change from multiple perspectives. In the context of China, my 

dissertation decenters binary debates about the positive and negative influences of a global 

China in a bid to free myself from hawkish and dovish ideological biases that cloud debates 

about China’s global “influence.” The analytical contrast between statist and grounded narratives 

facilitates the essential role of text analysis and ethnography in everyday geoeconomics. 

In Chapter 3, “Mapping Chinese Fiji,” I provide what I call a narrated cartography, or an 

abstract map built from words, of the Fiji and China exchange. In this chapter I argue that 

scholars have overlooked non-state encounters in geoeconomics. In doing so, I also naturalize 

the longue durée of Chinese engagement with Fiji through an historical appraisal of relations. I 

demonstrate that Chinese presence through the movement of people or trade is neither new to 

Fiji, nor Oceania. Also, I look at Fiji Chinese civil society and some of the sites of conflict and 

cohesion, such as the prevalence of associations, as well as the relationship to the Fijian state 

and other key sectors. Further, the apparatus of the Chinese state in Fiji is mapped through an 

explanation of the various political and economic agreements and institutions. Finally, I chart the 

private sector encounter in Fiji, examining aid, trade, and investment and the growth of Chinese 

companies in Fiji.   

Chapter 4, “Converging Anticipatory Geographies: Everyday State Imaginaries,” explores 

China and Fiji’s converging statist narratives on the Sino-Fijian relationship. The discursive 

encounter of the Maritime Silk Road (MSR) with Fiji’s own global outreach policy of “Look 

North,” this chapter argues, enfranchises the arrival of the Belt and Road Initiative in Fiji. The 

entanglement of anticipatory geographies in Fiji has developed a co-produced discourse of 

prosperity between Fijians and Chinese. These co-produced narratives signal to Fijian civil society 

how BRI is consistent with Fijian interests. Moreover, states capture and deploy people-to-

people narratives to promote transnational policies offering a state version of everyday 

geoeconomics that captures local interactions towards policy goals. 

Chapter 5, “Agents of The Belt and Road Initiative? Chinese State Linked Companies in 

Fiji,” focuses on Chinese state-linked companies operating in Fiji. Predominately based in Suva, 
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these companies have a variety of ownership structures that do not always obviously place them 

under state ownership. For example, some entities are stock exchange listed, yet the majority 

shareholder is the Chinese state. Also, private entities have bid and won on Chinese state 

financed projects in Fiji. Insights on these companies, especially from the middle management 

and labor perspective is scant in the growing China in Oceania literature. The interviews I 

undertook, in English and Chinese, offer a snapshot of the everyday interactions and motivations 

of these companies in the context of securing Belt and Road work and establishing themselves in 

Fiji as long-term businesses. I argue Chinese companies deploy their own strategic calculations of 

when to engage with Belt and Road projects. On the one hand, BRI offers opportunities to 

engage new markets, on the other hand, the Belt and Road brand and its geopolitical baggage 

often become public relations challenges.  

In Chapter 6, “New Lives in New Fiji: Migrants, Enterprise, and Connectivity,” I discuss 

new arrivals from China to Fiji since the inception of the Go Out policy. I situate this community 

in the successor Belt and Road initiative and the ways in which the “new Fiji Chinese” interact 

with multigenerational Fijians, the Fijian state, and Fijian society in general. I look at their 

experience through the lens of state discipline and critique analyses that elide new Fiji Chinese 

as extensions of state schemes, including the Belt and Road Initiative. I argue that many of the 

migrants occupy space of capital in the logics of their decision making; however, their 

connection to Fiji goes beyond economic opportunity toward spaces of values. The decision to 

move to Fiji is often made outside the entrepreneurial encounter as I met with digital nomads, 

fertility refugees, and quality of life migrants.   

Chapter 7, “Reverse Image Engineering: Perspectives on Chinese Entrepreneurship,” 

presents views of Melanesian Fijians and Indo-Fijians on prominent Chinese construction 

projects in Fiji offering an assessment on how far civil society in Fiji aligns with the 

accommodations in state constructed narratives on the Belt and Road Initiative. In doing this, I 

consider two failed and unfinished construction projects. Through a discussion of such 

infrastructures, concerns about change on the ground are frequently aired. Anxieties over spaces 

of transition, such as construction sites, mirror social change writ large and the necessity to 

adjust to new situations. In the chapter, I propose “reverse image engineering” to capture the 
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prevailing unreceptive response to Chinese linked infrastructure. Reverse image engineering 

denotes the opposite dynamic to the positive “image engineering” often intended in the 

statement construction of roads, bridges, and buildings.  

In the concluding chapter, “Encounters in Change,” I return to everyday geoeconomics as 

a concept shaped by multiple and grounded perspectives, placing it within the process of 

managing change. Geoeconomics, and its expression through the Belt and Road, is not the 

preserve of the state and empowered knowledge producers. Everyday geoeconomics, as 

expressed by different actors, considers varied responses to global shifts. In Fiji, this includes the 

ways in which migrants, companies, and Fijians deploy strategies to adapt and shape the change 

that is Chinese state presence and the accompanying Belt and Road. This thread links the four 

core chapters; however, I also consider the broader applications of everyday geoeconomics in 

the field of political geography and its conceptual and methodological contribution. To condense 

this research, I write against the erasure of people from “big change” and the schemes that 

come with it. China’s rise constitutes big change, and it is contested and negotiated on the 

ground as much as it is in the metanarratives of empowered knowledge producers.  

The Postface, “The Everyday in Lockdown: Methods in Cyber and Physical Spaces,” is 

dedicated to a discussion of methods and the researcher approach to handling the frequent 

change that is work during a pandemic. I consider the transitions between fieldwork and cyber 

spaces, as well the necessity to switch between social and print texts. Moreover, I argue that 

what seem as temporary transitions during the exceptional conditions of Covid-19 do have long-

term implications as we become familiar with digital methods of communication. Distanced 

fieldwork has arrived, and this requires a process of critical assessment. If everyday 

geoeconomics is to make a case to reverse the slide toward empowered knowledge and 

encounter digital methods, the decolonization of cyber and physical spaces must be made clear.  

 



29 
 

 

Figure 1.2. Mural of Fijian and Chinese CREC co-workers at the perimeter of the FHL Tower construction site in Suva. 
Photo by author, 2021 
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CHAPTER 2. SHAPING GLOBAL FORCES: THE BELT AND ROAD AND CHINA IN OCEANIA 

 

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has become a synonym for a Chinese form of 

globalization. This chapter explores the literature on the Belt and Road and the force of China’s 

globalism from two perspectives, conceptually and spatially. BRI has been analyzed from 

numerous approaches in political geography, including geopolitics and geoeconomics, while 

China’s intervention in the space of Oceania has included studies from multiple disciplines, such 

as political science, economics, and history. In considering the two sets of literature together, a 

key development is identified: peopled research on the Belt and Road and on Chinese in the 

Pacific is only now emerging. This chapter not only outlines the work leading to this 

development, but also places this work as a contribution to the evolving literature on grounded 

research about the BRI and China in Oceania. As such, I demonstrate that China as a global force 

is populated with hosts, migrants, laborers, and businesspersons, not just statespersons. The 

significance of the “grounded” turn in academic literature is that scholarship is now beginning to 

theorize the ways in which people harness and resist transnational processes in multiple ways.   

There is no shortage of scholarship and commentary on what the BRI is and means. In 

such a dense research environment, academics struggle over how to sort the vast array of 

opinions and findings about the Belt and Road. In Chapter 2, I present my own typology of BRI 

knowledge production from the perspective of political geography. That is, organization of Belt 

and Road writing into geopolitical, geoeconomic, discursive, and grounded approaches. Standing 

in contrast to this expansive collection of literature, the scholarship on how the Belt and Road 

has impacted Oceania, let alone Fiji, is still in its early stages. Even if publications on other 

continental spaces, such as Africa and Europe, are not in short supply. Those works that are 

available about the Pacific Islands region, I introduce in the second section of this chapter. 

However, literature on Chinese presence in the region is more prevalent than that focused on 

Fiji. The word “region” is key, as examinations of China tend more toward thinking about the 

implications for Oceania as a whole. Case studies of individual states exist, yet the academic 

debate is focused on a continental scale. The consequence of such approaches is important to 

consider as the different conditions of individual societies in the vast spaces of Oceania become 
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subsumed. Writing that elides diversity in Oceania invariably focuses on strategy, especially the 

political, economic, or military strategies of states external to the region. In the process, 

discussion over the exercise of Pacific agency is overlooked.  

 

2.1 The Making of a Global Silk Road  

In the less than ten years since Xi Jinping’s speech in Kazakhstan announcing the 

inception of the Belt and Road Initiative, popular and scholarly writing on the BRI has boomed 

with a wide range of institutions and ideological viewpoints represented. A search of the term 

“Belt and Road Initiative” on the Google Scholar search engine in September 2021 yielded almost 

37,000 results. Nevertheless, dominant themes in the political geography literature are 

identifiable, which are predominately occupied with strategic intent and concentrated on the 

state. I examine three in this chapter. The first of these makes the geopolitical/territorial case for 

the BRI, especially focused on China’s impact on spaces beyond its borders, while the second is a 

more domestic gaze analyzing the geoeconomics/capital dimensions. Far from the discussion 

and implementation of material outcomes, the third theme evaluates Belt and Road discourse 

and the ways in which a diverse field of actors have rhetorically deployed the initiative. Further, I 

argue a new, and fourth, theme is emerging moving analysis away from power politics and 

towards materially and discursively grounded accounts of Belt and Road interactions. These 

works tend not to privilege the perspective of states, but those of people and their encounters 

with BRI.  

 

The Geopolitical Initiative  

A great deal of scholarly writing is devoted to the discussion of the Belt and Road as 

China’s bid to extend influence on territory overseas and to challenge for global power. This 

spatially led framework, as well as the regional origins of BRI, has seen a dominance of analysis 

examining Eurasia (Fallon 2015; Pantucci and Lain 2018). These works continue the propagation 

of Mackinder’s “Heartland Theory,” which places Eurasia as the global territorial pivot 

(Mackinder 1904). Control of landmass is critical in determining the course of world power. As 

scholarship has developed, the geographical boundaries of Chinese ambitions on territorial 



32 
 

influence have moved from the regional to the global scale and from control of land to the sea 

(Blanchard and Flint 2017).   

A key thread in the geopolitical theme of Belt and Road literature is the intent of the 

initiative’s crafters to threaten, or at least compete with, United States hegemony over global 

affairs. Clarke (2018) views BRI as China’s attempt to territorially address what it perceives as a 

stifling U.S. dominance. As such, China’s new policy will become a catalyst for division in the 

Indo-Pacific region with Eurasia a sphere of Chinese influence, while the United States retains 

control of the oceans. Threat analyses, mostly to the political, economic, and military interests of 

the United States, have been explored by an number of U.S.-based think tanks, such as the 

Center for Strategic and International Studies, Council on Foreign Relations, and Brookings 

(Johnson 2016; Chatzky and McBride 2020; Bhattacharya et al. 2019). Adopting a more 

competitive than threat approach, other analysts describe the Belt and Road as offering 

possibilities for conflict and cooperation given the entanglement of political and economic 

motivations with territorial logics the precursor for disputes. Kevin Cai (2018, 831) argues the BRI 

is neither geopolitical, nor geoeconomic, but simultaneously both, noting it to be a “grand 

economic and diplomatic strategy.” However, Babones (2017) writes China’s efforts at disruption 

of global power structures are in vain. The United States’ hegemony is so complete that it cannot 

be challenged. Access to power is a decision made in Washington, DC. 

According to some scholars, threat and competition analyses on BRI miss the point. The 

Belt and Road is a project of global inclusion that stands in contrast to the goal of territorial 

dominance in the political and economic domains (Liu and Dunford 2016). Moreover, the policy 

has the potential to transform the BRI region in a “new vibrant economic pillar,” where threats 

to this future prosperity come from external actors with vested interests in the status quo 

(Huang 2016, 314). Taking this positive evaluation further, Dunford and Liu (2019) argue that the 

intent of the Belt and Road to overturn hegemony is not about challenge, but about peace and 

equity, as the current structures support dangerous economic imbalances that cause political 

instability. In sum, the Belt and Road is a disruption; however, it is “in these ways China hopes to 

develop a new inclusive international platform where economic globalization could benefit more 

regions and more people” (Liu and Dunford 2016, 325).   
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The BRI’s role in the export of a “Chinese model of economic development” is another 

territorial logic explored in academic works. A narrative of accelerated growth in the Chinese 

economy lifting millions from poverty has become an ideological rallying call in opposition to the 

unfair practices of neo-liberalism. The China model is a form of “state neoliberalism” that 

manages liberalization of markets while retaining ultimate government control over the 

economy (So and Chu 2012). That given, states with high degrees of centralization, such as 

China, can better handle discontentment among labor, production, or capital. Nevertheless, 

Babones (2020) writes the China model is not realistically exportable as the strength of the state 

across diverse sovereign spaces varies. Bureaucratized states, such as Mexico or Poland, appear 

more suitable for the export of the China model; however, where governance is weaker, the 

template for growth is unlikely to replicate the same successes. 

 

The Geoeconomic Initiative  

The Belt and Road is further examined as a geoeconomic project with domestic 

considerations, particularly in the economy, as driving a capital logic to China’s intentions 

(Summers 2016; X. Zhang 2017). Marxist perspectives predominate, and Harvey’s “spatial fix” 

(2005), which explains how capital must pursue spatial expansion to sustain growth, is a 

common theoretical foundation of geoeconomic writing. China’s overaccumulation crisis is held 

up as the motivation to seek new markets and opportunities overseas. In addition, continuing 

legitimacy of CCP administration is pegged to continued economic growth in an unspoken 

compact between Chinese citizens and rulers. Although partner states are of the BRI, “The Silk 

Road countries will provide new markets for China’s enormous excess of manufactured products 

and construction capacity,” (Yu 2017, 358). However, overaccumulation does not necessarily 

explain all the Belt and Road’s domestic aims and internal inequities, especially along China’s 

border provinces and regions, as well as in the heavy manufacturing areas of the northeast, are 

just as relevant. These spaces of the Chinese economy have not kept pace with coastally driven 

growth, whether in light, export-orientated manufacturing, or in the new technology and service 

led economy. Further, while overcapacity and domestic imbalances have their roles, so does the 

export of Chinese engineering and construction standards into overseas economies, and so 
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creating new dimensions to disruptions to the global economy (P. Cai 2017). As such, an 

emphasis on the material and infrastructural aspects of Belt and Road connectivity, including 

railways, ports, roads, and pipelines has been foregrounded in other scholarly appraisals 

(Blanchard and Flint 2017; Joniak-Lüthi 2020; Jakóbowski, Popławski, and Kaczmarski 2018). 

Scholars have worked on parsing understandings of the Belt and Road’s 

geoeconomic/capital and geopolitical/territorial approaches. Some, using BRI as an example, 

claim that it is towards economic factors observers must turn to trace shifts in global power 

(Beeson 2018). Others, such as Harvey (Harvey and Paik 2017), contend the implementation of 

BRI is part of a broader shift in China from territorial to capital logics. These two nodes of power, 

Harvey claims, for a period, operated dialectically; however, after the 2008 fiscal crisis, when 

demand for Chinese manufacturing declined, China’s capitalist logic become ascendant. As 

overaccumulation and spatial expansion occurred to manage the crisis, China found it difficult to 

maintain the balance between territorial and capitalist logics. A further group of scholars note 

Harvey’s succession of logics framework remains to be determined and the involvement of state-

owned enterprises in clear loss making BRI enterprises means a dominant “capitalist logic” has 

not fully emerged (Dunford and Liu 2019).  

Further, the sheer range of BRI actors means the unraveling of geopolitical/territorial and 

geoeconomic/capital logics is fruitless. The engagement of multiple private and state enterprises 

combined with varying scales of government administration and leadership, as well as on the 

ground operational entities, makes any search for an all explaining Chinese state motivation 

meaningless (Breslin 2013; Flint and Zhu 2019; Sum 2019). Given that so many actors are 

involved in BRI projects from policy formation to implementation, even the term “Chinese 

investment” elides complex relationships of power (C. K. Lee 2020). He (2019) refocuses on the 

domestic structures and politics underpinning the Belt and Road by identifying three influencing 

factors: a small group of elite political leaders; the mobilization of ministries, provinces, and 

state-owned enterprises towards BRI projects and aims; and the desire for control over dissent 

constructing a “politics of pleasing” by deployed entities to a rigidly hierarchical leadership. He’s 

examination indicates a more centralized quality to BRI that is supported by the 2017 decision 

for the Chinese Communist Party to be written into the bylaws of China’s largest corporations, 
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thus making the division between political and economic interests further impossible (Narins and 

Agnew 2020). As one prominent BRI contractor, China Railway Group, remarked, changes to its 

bylaws “integrate the reinforcement of leadership of the party with the improvement of 

corporate governance” (Hughes 2017).  

 

The Discursive Initiative  

A further body of scholarship examines the narratives of the Belt of Road. Even before 

exploring the classification of these discourses, Narins and Agnew (2020, 810) point to BRI’s 

contradictions and ambiguities to argue the policy has a “useful fuzziness,” which presents the 

Chinese government an elasticity in defining its “geopolitical identity” to others. In brief, the 

seeming lack of clarity can act as a mobilization tool in differing contexts as a multitude, and at 

times contrasting, set of actors cast justifying rationales onto their participation in the initiative. 

Narins and Agnew add the lack of any official BRI map is indicative of China’s intent to leave 

physical and conceptual boundaries to external entities. Nevertheless, scholars have attempted 

to shed light on China’s “geopolitical identity” under BRI through studies dedicated to narrative 

promotion. Callahan (2016) sees BRI as part of a comprehensive scheme that includes novel 

institutions, such as the Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank, to not only achieve Xi 

Jinping’s China Dream, but also to connect a “community of shared destiny” across global 

spaces. China’s identity is inextricably bonded to such brand phrasing and high frequency use of 

“win-win” and “south-south” cooperation denotes an ideological stance opposing hegemonic 

neoliberalism. The Belt and Road is presented as an alternative, offering freedom from the 

inequitable conditions of finance and trade reinforced in the Breton Woods institutions (Dunford 

and Liu 2019; S.-O. Lee, Wainwright, and Glassman 2018). Analyses sympathetic these goals, 

echo Chinese state branding, including the language of “mutual benefits” and “peaceful 

coexistence (Dunford and Liu 2019; Lin and Wang 2017a; Liu and Dunford 2016).  

Hagiographic accounts of the Belt and Road as a “a profound development in Asian 

economics and politics, probably for the world also,” (Ren 2016), promote the initiative as 

China’s contribution to end economic inequity. In this imagining, the policy offers a path for 

other states to meet their infrastructure and connectivity needs; therefore, taking partners 
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“beyond aid and purposefully combine aid, trade, and investment…to meet the challenges of 

eliminating poverty” (Lin and Wang 2017b). On the other hand, critical work examines these 

narratives within affective contexts, particularly in regard to hope and fear; propagation of these 

positive discourses masks the anxieties of delaying the domestic impacts of overaccumulation 

through overseas encounters (Sum 2019).  

The revitalization of Silk Road histories has been heavily deployed in discussions of the 

Belt and Road. Before the Silk Road saturation brought on by BRI, Chin (2013, 219) presciently 

asks about where these modern imaginings may lead, taking “us beyond the new iron Silk Road 

to celestial and cyber Silk Roads traveled at ever more dizzying speeds through uninhabited 

domains.” In Chinese contexts, Silk Road narratives naturalize China’s global connectivity project 

and economic presence; further, overseas observers leverage this history to evidence 

geopolitical ambitions and the creation of a Sinocentric world (Frankopan 2018; Kaplan 2019; 

Sidaway and Woon 2017). Winter (2019) builds on links between the Silk Road and BRI proposing 

the Silk Road’s “geocultural power” as critical to achieving Xi Jinping’s vision of a China Dream. 

This power not only normalizes and historicizes China’s overseas encounters, but also frames the 

BRI region, much like the Silk Road, as a shared space, albeit one that places China at the 

forefront of world politics. Ferdinand (2016) adds that it is not just imagined Belt and Road 

spaces that are shared, the notion of a China Dream, with its accompanying stories of national 

rejuvenation, now occupies a collective aspiration, so that for the initiative to succeed, we 

should think of a communal World Dream. In a review forum, contributors note the 

foregrounding of the state in Winter’s concept of “geocultural power,” especially in the 

production of knowledge. As such, this overview of BRI literature takes these reviewers’ critique 

as a point of departure. While the themes of geopolitics, geoeconomics, and discourse all play an 

important role, a fourth theme on grounded views is emerging, privileging the ways in which 

people make sense of China’s presence overseas. 

 

The Grounded Initiative  

The search for strategic intent commonly binds the three themes outlined above. Often, 

writing on the Belt and Road becomes a state actor soliloquy revealing China’s domestic or 
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overseas grand ambitions on a global stage. The people involved in the grounded engagements 

of the BRI are either passive or absent. The interactions of the Belt and Road are missing. This 

harmonization of agency, whether in the words of a scholar or statesperson, belies what Oliveira 

et al. (2020, 2) call the “messy” Belt and Road, noting that massive endeavors like BRI are 

“contingent, and uneven in their outcomes, even as Chinese and global elites benefit from 

presenting it as a unified framework and strategy.” In an emerging literature focused on the 

grounded, or people-centered, impacts of the Belt and Road, a more ambiguous field 

materializes, which includes an emphasis on how BRI works, rather than how officials and 

analysts tell us how it intends to work.  

In a 2016 special issue of Eurasian Geography and Economics, Yeh and Wharton (2016, 

298) draw out the relationship between construction and grounded perception calling the BRI’s 

economic blueprint of imposing infrastructure projects “image engineering,” as these structures 

anticipate positive impressions of China from receptive local communities. The entanglement of 

bodies and buildings through intangible perceptions and material outcomes offers a further 

perspective on understanding grounded relationships; that is, the sense of host identification or 

attachment to the infrastructures of the Belt and Road, especially as overseas spaces have 

diverse and complex notions of ownership. Furthermore, the special issue offers one of the 

initial examinations of lived experiences during the earliest years of the BRI. The articles capture 

by what means movements of Chinese people and capital variably affect host societies. Alff 

(2016) describes the convivial relationships between Kyrgyz traders in the Dordoi bazaar in 

Bishkek and their Chinese suppliers, despite rising and loud nationalist anti-Chinese rhetoric 

among local politicians. Jackson and Dear (2016) refer to community memories of Chinese 

occupation in Mongolia as defining elements in the success of Belt  and Road investment in the 

mining sector, and Kiik (2016) outlines the limits of transferring Chinese state approaches to 

development, tested in the non-Han borderlands of China, to minority regions of Burma. These 

works illustrate how everyday interactions and inherited sensitivities provide intimate and 

affective appraisals of ground-level transactions with Chinese people and companies. In many 

cases, the work shows how local responses may not always be in step with host state approaches 

towards Chinese economic presence.  
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“China’s Belt and Road Initiative: Views from the Ground,” a 2020 special issue of Political 

Geography, also demonstrates growing research interests in the lived experiences of BRI 

engagements. The issue demonstrates the globality of the BRI, including case studies from Africa, 

Europe, and Oceania as well as a range of Asian subregions. Overall, the research highlights how 

host interactions with BRI projects have become influential in explaining the shortfalls and 

advantages of the Belt and Road. Murton and Lord (2020) consider the ways in which Chinese 

and Nepalese actors variously enlist the same BRI projects for their own political and economic 

agendas. Examining road constructions and mining investments, Rogelja (2020) assesses how 

political uncertainty and fiscal constraints in the Balkans translate into social acceptance of 

Chinese interventions over any Beijing-led exertion of power over the region. In an article 

situated in Central Asia, the confluence of China’s domestic anxieties about Uyghur discontent 

and defined ambitions to project influence into Eurasia jeopardize the positive engagement of 

Kazakhs with Chinese investment through BRI (Grant 2020).  

Since 2020, other scholars have taken up the movement for ethnographically focused 

research on BRI. Karrar and Mostowlansky (2020) concentrate on the domestic politics of 

Tajikistan and Pakistan noting that state narratives of Belt and Road connectivity merely build on 

existing relationships; further, the authors argue BRI investment is leveraged as a tool of 

authoritarian consolidation that either prolongs or intensifies abuse of local people. In an 

analysis of the trans-Laos railway, part of a broader BRI-branded connectivity plan in Southeast 

Asia, W. K. Chen (2020) explains that bilateral financing arrangements for construction projects 

can leave laborers vulnerable to exploitation. In the case study, as credit for the railway became 

unavailable and contractors sought to self-finance the development, at risk Chinese laborers 

replaced those from Laos, who had earlier protested delayed wage payments. The enterprise 

had rendered intended beneficiaries, from labor to employers, as casualties of large 

infrastructure projects. Further, Lindberg and Biddulph (2021) promote a livelihoods approach, 

especially towards understanding the environmental impacts of BRI projects, to counter the 

scalar fixity on the national and regional and thematic fixity on economics and politics in Belt and 

Road analysis.   
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2.2 Oceania and a Global China  

In 2013, at the inauguration of the Pacific Islands Development Forum (PIDF) in Nadi, Fiji, 

Pacific statesperson Tony de Brum captured an enduring regional opinion, “we have accepted 

prescriptions of our development partners as normal – that we must do what we are told to do, 

not what we want to do,” (Tarte 2015, 84). The comment bore the widespread frustration with 

neoliberal conditionality attached to “traditional” partner aid, trade, and investment. The 

international political and economic power inequities exposed by market globalism occurred as 

Pacific peoples sustained a profound decolonization process, which included freedom from 

economic exploitation. Pacific intellectuals, such as Bernard Narakobi, Jean-Marie Tjibaou, and 

Epeli Hau‘ofa, established the theoretical underpinnings of national liberation and regionalism 

through self-reliance, identity (re)presentation, and a collective consciousness.  

Neoliberal conditionality in Oceania accelerated after the 1987 coup in Fiji. To avoid any 

such future political instability, “traditional” partners tied assistance to the application of 

economic measures, such as the deregulation of markets, privatization of state assets, and 

opening of customary land. Such measures were indicators of good governance. Slatter (2006, 

92) traces these remedies to Australian think tanks and universities, which she calls “far from 

value free.” Further, the perceived urgency for good governance conducted through economic 

reform drew from structural adjustment ideologies predominant in the Bretton Woods 

international finance institutions (Asian Development Bank 2012; UNESCAP 2010).  However, by 

2016, the Asian Development Bank concluded liberalization policies were not to blame for slow 

economic growth, but improper implementation (Juswanto and Ali 2016).  Oceanic states were 

in a Catch-22. Good governance came from neoliberal reforms, but successfully enacting 

neoliberal reforms needed good governance.  Yet, the prescription on opening markets, assets, 

and land persists. A World Bank (2017) report distills the regional economy to a critical need to 

develop the tourism, technology, labor mobility, fisheries, and controversially, deep-sea mining 

sectors. The recommendations came with an “or else” warning. Further, attempts at regional 

economic integration, such as the 2001 Pacific Agreement on Closer Economic Relations 

(PACER), that include the relatively giant economies of Australia and Aotearoa/New Zealand, 

demonstrate how the inequitable rearrangement of the Oceanic economy endures.  
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The rematerializing engagement of China in Oceania, directed by the Belt and Road 

Initiative, entered this contested field. Rather than a bid for hegemony, Chinese presence and 

the BRI opened new possibilities for Pacific peoples to shape global forces and redefine 

relationships with former or current colonizers. As Fijian Prime Minister, Bainimarama 

commented at a tetchy Pacific Islands Forum meeting in 2019, “The Chinese don’t insult 

us…They don’t go down and tell the world that we’ve given this much money to the Pacific 

islands. They don’t do that. They’re good people” (Kelly 2019). While there is an element political 

posturing in the statement, Bainimarama also demonstrated that with China’s reentry to the 

region new rules prevailed in Oceania. The remainder of this chapter presents the literature on 

increasing Chinese presence in the Pacific Islands and the shaping of this new global force within 

the region, including geopolitical, geoeconomic, and discursive analyses of the emerging 

paradigm, as well as evolving research focused on grounded impacts.    

 

Formative Scholarship, 2000-2014 

D’Arcy (2014) writes Go Out initiated a new historical phase of Chinese interactions in 

Oceania given rejuvenated opportunities for aid, trade, investment, funding, and mobility. This 

phase, beginning in 2000, succeeded a longer arc of Chinese engagements, including the staged 

movement of Chinese traders, indentured workers, and political refugees traceable to the 

nineteenth century. Although the inception of Go Out, a Chinese state policy, marks a watershed 

in Sino-Oceanic interactions, for some writers, China’s regional visibility was at the invitation of 

Pacific Island states. Nevertheless, between 2000 and 2014 writing about the transforming 

power politics in Oceania clustered around threat narratives, reflecting a perceived loss of 

influence to China, as well as agency narratives, reflecting a resistance to the inequities of the 

existing state of affairs. In either case, these narratives shared a belief that Chinese presence 

lacked coherence, and that the rise of China had become a global force. The accumulation of 

analyses examining the threat, agency, and incoherence of China anticipated and reproduced 

debates surrounding the Belt and Road explored above.   

In 2009, Hanson (2009, 1) opened a policy brief for the Lowy Institute with the following, 

“China lacks a coherent strategy for its aid program in the Pacific – beyond checking and 
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reversing diplomatic recognition of Taiwan – and tends to pursue short-term objectives.” His 

conclusion of China-as-makeshift donor echoed a wider unfavorable sentiment on China and not 

just on aid disbursement. Originating from state entities, influential think tanks, universities, and 

amplified by a loud media, particularly in Australia, threat narratives offered a Gatsbyian stage 

over the virtues of old versus new money. The nouveau riche Chinese as disruptor to the existing 

order. Henderson (2001), Henderson and Reilly (2003) and Windybank (2005) are representative 

of a sub-genre of threat narratives best classified as “opportunistic hegemony,” depicting a 

region vulnerable to Chinese ambitions for global power in exchange for economic assistance. 

When Windybank (2005) writes “strategic issues often have economic faces,” it is with the 

understanding that dependence on Chinese capital will convert into hard power demands. Shie 

(2007) and Seib (2009) add China has ambitions for a military presence in Oceania, which is 

partly the result of passivity from the United States and Australia. The alarmism of this writing 

could be a rhetorical device; however, it ignored the rationales of Pacific peoples while eliding 

the composition of Chinese engagements. Lanteigne (2012) downplayed the prospect of Chinese 

militarism in Oceania, yet concludes realism tells us states will act in self-interest and self-

preservation should the need arise.  

The 2005 Australian Senate’s inquiry into relations with China included testimony from 

several supporters of threat narratives, including Ron Crocombe, John Henderson, Benjamin 

Reilly, and Susan Windybank. Based on broad characterizations of an entire region, the 

Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade claimed Pacific Island states were susceptible 

to influence and corruption due to their low incomes and a lack of “appropriate institutional 

mechanisms” that monitor political and administrative liability (Australian Government 2005, 

175). Furthermore, the committee highlighted how aid without conditionality drives regional 

legislators and state officials toward criminal behavior, creating an air of political instability (ibid., 

179). Following the 2006 inquiry, two reports from the Lowy Institute proved influential in 

circulating notions of Chinese aid as a negative influence on regional order. The first, published 

in 2009 and cited above, stressed China’s lack of coordination with in-country funding priorities 

and the excessive secrecy of aid financing (Hanson 2009). Further, Chinese assistance projects 

were not so condition free and embedded provisions, such as the procurement of labor and 
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materials from China, encouraged anti-Chinese sentiments among Pacific Islanders (ibid.). The 

later Lowy Institute report, published in 2011, upped the risks and implied Chinese aid funding 

was a debt trap (Hanson and Fifita 2011). Also, China’s bad influence extended beyond aid. 

Hanson and Fifita (2011) discussed Chinese migrants as having a harmful social impact, growing 

lawlessness needed to be addressed if Oceania wanted to avoid incorporation into the territories 

of Chinese criminal gangs. This repeated earlier concerns, Crocombe (2007), in his extensive 

study Asia in the Pacific Islands: Replacing the West, alleges gambling, prostitution and drug 

dealing among Chinese migrants had contributed to an alarming rise in crime.  

Checkbook diplomacy, or the exchange of aid for diplomatic recognition, between China 

(the People’s Republic of China) and Taiwan (the Republic of China) is a further source of 

incoherent presence according to some observers. Beijing’s and Taipei’s search for diplomatic 

partners has fluctuated between contest and truce, leading to accusations of waning interest 

during times of détente. Worse than this, Dobell (2007, 3) argues, “diplomatic competition 

between China and Taiwan is destabilizing island states in the South Pacific, making Pacific 

politics more corrupt and more violent.” His analysis depicts the Pacific Islands as geopolitical 

stage by limiting Oceanic states’ agency to the ability to grant diplomatic recognition in return 

for elite enrichment. Dobell (2007) also criticizes opaque aid giving and diplomatic recognition 

quid pro quos that undermine good governance and prop up a so called “arc of instability” in 

Melanesia. Yet, the lack of discussion over grounded benefits, harm, or complications is not only 

absent in these examples of the checkbook diplomacy sub-genre of threat literature, but also 

elsewhere. The focus on the regional scale (and a lack of Pacific writers) is noticeable in Brady’s 

(2010) edited volume entitled Looking North, Looking South: China, Taiwan, and the South 

Pacific, which stands in contrast to later interventions in understanding the role of Taiwan 

(Marinaccio 2019; 2021). 

Wesley-Smith (2007, 5) characterizes threat narratives as largely “disingenuous,” China’s 

revitalized presence in Oceania is neither hegemonic, all negative, nor, more importantly, 

imposed. Pacific states have the agency to choose additional economic partners, and justifiably 

so. Structural adjustment evangelism meant Australia and the United States were far from 

passive, resentment in Oceania turned into new opportunities for China and others. Any 
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subsequent strategic fears in Canberra and Washington, DC about China tended not to play well 

in Pacific Island capitals. Wesley-Smith (2010, 33) wrote that in these objections “the condition 

of island states or the welfare of Pacific Islanders are, at best, of secondary concern.” Wesley-

Smith and Porter’s (2010) edited volume China in Oceania: Reshaping the Pacific? included 

analyses from Solomon Islands, Fiji, Samoa, Tonga, and Palau. Pacific Island governments’ China 

transactions are driven by pressing contemporary needs, such as infrastructure construction and 

action on the climate crisis. The work of Brant (2013) and Dornan and Brant (2014) also places 

agency in the Pacific arguing a partnership of government with Chinese companies brought the 

Chinese state to the region, while responsibility of grant and loan agreements, as well as project 

effectiveness, lay with recipients. Consequently, if projects should not (or should) meet 

expectations, the Chinese actors involved were not the only accountable entities. If China is 

considered a regional power, it is merely by default (J. Zhang 2015). 

Furthermore, agency narratives moderated any sense of a coordinated Chinese approach 

to Oceania. Yang (2009; 2011) contends China has neither the hard power, nor the soft power in 

the region to compete with the U.S. and Australia. There is no grand strategy, just a small role for 

Oceania in China’s global search for natural resources. Also, Chinese state security anxieties are 

focused in far off spaces, such as North Korea, the South China Sea, and Pakistan. Wesley-Smith 

and Porter (Wesley-Smith and Porter 2010b) agreed, claiming China’s interests are new markets 

and muting the activities of Taiwanese diplomats. China’s “resource diplomacy” (Brant 2013, 

158) is predominantly transactional and more likely than not led by Chinese investors than to a 

state blueprint (Kabutaulaka 2010). D’Arcy, Matbob, and Crowl (2014, 12), in an introduction to 

the edited volume Pacific-Asia Partnerships in Resource Development, conclude China as less 

“destabilizing force” and Pacific Islanders as more “astute and active players pursuing their own 

interests in dealings with outsiders.” Sullivan and Renz (2012) locate the media in Australia and 

Aotearoa/New Zealand as popularizing threat over agency narratives, adding careless elisions 

and omissions mean “China and the homogenized Chinese people are represented as operating 

in an alien moral universe.”  

 

 



44 
 

Diversifying Scholarship, 2014-Present 

Since 2014, scholarship on Chinese presence in Oceania has on the one hand expanded 

beyond statist analysis, while on the other continued to reproduce threat and agency narratives. 

While 2014 marks the inception of the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road, it also precedes an 

important conference on China held in Samoa. The three-day 2015 meeting and subsequent 

edited volume, China and the Pacific: The View from Oceania, underscored China as an 

indisputable long-term presence and the sore need for new research directions. Scholars, 

activists, diplomats, and politicians from across Oceania set a foundation for diversifying analysis 

beyond threat and agency debates. Topics included history, climate change, migration, civil 

society, private investment, lived experiences, aid, resource extraction, regionalism, and security 

(Powles 2016).  

In the context of the 2015 conference, a “China acceptance” sub-genre of writing 

appeared in Australia’s policy discussions. Hayward-Jones’ (Hayward-Jones 2013) Lowy Institute 

analysis, with the self-illustrative title, “Big Enough for All of Us,” captured the new thinking, 

even if replicating the perspectives of external powers. Now, China was considered a “reality,” 

and the job was to “maximize the positive and minimize the negative” of this intervention 

(Hayward-Jones 2013, 1). Four years later, in a second think tank report, produced by the 

Australian Strategic Policy Institute, Wallis (2017) called the meeting of external interests in 

Oceania “Crowded and Complex.” Wallis reintroduces an Australia asleep at the wheel and 

proposes defense from looming security threats through reengagement with regional 

institutions and a cooperative approach with other powers. And so, state and security centered 

analyses proved enduring during a period of novel research directions. Hameiri (2015) and Chen 

Xiaochen (2019) reveal China’s impact on Australia’s and the United States’ “regional order,” as 

Pan, Clarke, and Loy-Wilson (2019) and Jha (2019) declare Oceania a geopolitical stage or 

“theater of rivalry.” These grand strategy frameworks have featured in works with the Belt and 

Road as a setting albeit with Oceania placed as peripheral in China’s calculations (Connolly 2020; 

Rodd 2020). However, despite this perceived isolation, larger Oceanic states, such as Fiji and 

Papua New Guinea, have leveraged BRI as a means to enhancing regional power, or global 

agendas (Pan, Clarke, and Loy-Wilson 2019; Rodd 2020). Meanwhile, other scholars assess the 
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advantages of the Belt and Road to national economies, contrasting the risks of debt, 

opportunistic Chinese contractors, and the capacity of local officials against the benefits of 

infrastructure financing and construction (Hannan and Firth 2016; O’Dowd 2021) 

Pacific peoples have promoted regionalism a means to harness external forces while 

advocating collective interests (Fry 2019). In his influential essay, “Our Sea of Islands,” Epeli 

Hau‘ofa (1994, 148) writes, “Views of the Pacific from the level of macroeconomics and 

macropolitics often differ markedly from those from the level of ordinary people.” Hau‘ofa 

(1994, 152) distinguishes between a perception of the region as “islands in a far sea” and that of 

“a sea of islands.” The former, he argues, is an externally imposed concept internalized by the 

people of the Pacific that emphasizes “smallness and remoteness,” as well as disconnectedness 

from each other. The latter, Hau‘ofa continues, is a “holistic perspective” that clarifies enduring 

political, economic, cultural, and social links across a communal space. It is the difference 

between the toponyms the Pacific Islands and Oceania.  

Hau‘ofa’s vision had a profound effect on spatializing agency amid wide ranging 

decolonization efforts. Oceania’s preeminent multilateral organization, the Pacific Islands Forum, 

was a natural location to articulate regionalism, as it did through its Blue Pacific concept (Morgan 

2020). In parallel to these intellectual and political articulations of regionalism, Fry and Tarte (Fry 

and Tarte 2015a) advanced the “New Pacific Diplomacy,” which outlined the growing 

assertiveness of Oceania’s governments towards pressing issues, such as the climate crisis. 

Indeed, Australia’s recalcitrance on climate has already made China the partner of choice on the 

issue (Debnath 2021). If the Blue Pacific concept reclaimed agency from colonizers, the New 

Pacific Diplomacy was in part enabled by the “pragmatism” of renewed Chinese presence 

(Wesley-Smith 2016). Fry and Tarte (2015b) identify Fiji’s isolation after the 2006 coup, the 

search for new partners, and the development of relations with China as the path towards 

eventual leverage over traditional partners and shifts in external powers’ policies. Fiji’s 

establishment of the PIDF in 2013, without Australia and Aotearoa/New Zealand, but with non-

state actors, further expressed the mood. Tarte (Tarte 2017) adds the New Pacific Diplomacy 

goes beyond mere “leverage” and takes advocacy on regional priorities beyond discussions in 

Oceania. Fiji’s leadership in multilateral forums, such as UN General Assembly, COP 23, the 
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Pacific Small Island Developing States, and Alliance of Small Island States, means it has become 

assertive globally.  

Since 2014, scholarship on Chinese assistance to Oceania has largely moved past the 

binary of “good or bad,” as Chinese presence became established. Brant’s (2015) regional 

database on Chinese aid projects since 2006 was an important contribution in quantifying the 

extent and range of Chinese assistance. Data-driven analyses, especially the work of Fox and 

Dornan (2018), Van Grieken and Kantorowicz (2021), and Rajah, Dayant, and Pryke (2019), 

proved instrumental in substantively critiquing earlier debt trap and “bad aid” narratives based 

on little more than anecdote. Brant and Dornan (2014) shape coherence out of diverse Chinese 

interventions by outlining the multidimensionality of Chinese aid financing, as well as the diverse 

number of aid agencies from the provincial to the national levels. Denghua Zhang (2020) further 

deconstructs a monolithic “China” through an examination of the “aid identities,” or discursive 

frameworks built into assistance, including China as rising power, developing country, and 

Socialist state. These narrative refinements are critical in image building among recipient states 

and are further extended into civil society through notions of “win-win” that stand in contrast to 

the exploitation of “traditional” partners. Further, Denghua Zhang’s collaborative research has 

built on our understanding of Chinese presence in Oceania through surveys of academic 

knowledge production, scholarships, and media (D. Zhang, Hogg, and Gessler 2017; D. Zhang and 

Watson 2020; D. Zhang 2021).  

Smith et al’s (2014) report for the United Nations Development Programme offered a 

lucid appraisal on broadly agreed principles and future directions for Chinese assistance. What 

was clear is first, Oceania’s ownership over the aid agenda, and second, Chinese assistance as a 

response to Pacific-led requests. Then, what needed to be made clear was China’s necessity to 

break out of its fixation on state-to-state deals and ground its assistance with civil society 

inclusion. Zhang and Lawson (2017) take the opposite view in terms of scale; as regionalism 

becomes a normative discourse, bilateral approaches will look out of step. Indeed, Denghua 

Zhang (2020) proposes trilateral aid, between China, a “traditional” partner, and a Pacific state, 

might offer a compromise.  
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The lived experiences of Chinese and Pacific Islanders at the local scale is under-

documented (Iati 2016). This is no surprise given the ongoing threat and agency debate in the 

literature. However, an emerging body of work is beginning to document grounded interactions, 

offering insights into how Chinese and Oceanic peoples shape global politics. This new body of 

research was built on earlier work; yet, ethnographic accounts, such as those of James Chin 

(2008), Inglis (1991; 1997), and Ichikawa (2006), focused solely on Papua New Guinea (PNG). 

Willmott’s (2004; 2005; 2007; 2017) considerable documentation on the historical movement of 

Chinese peoples offered a regionwide overview. The significant development of ethnographic 

work was not only to parse the Chinese state from Chinese peoples, but also to humanize 

Chinese mobility.  

Graeme Smith’s work, mostly PNG centered, has pioneered research on the lived 

experiences and the “messiness” of Sino-Pacific encounters. Smith’s (2012, 109) paper on 

Chinese responses to “Anti-Asian” riots in Solomon Islands, Papua New Guinea, and Tonga, is a 

call for researchers to abandon “China” monolith analyses, he writes, “the diversity of positions 

held by the Chinese merchants, Chinese officials and ordinary Chinese citizens is indicative of a 

need to unpack ‘the Chinese’ and ‘the China threat’ (if such a thing exists) into discrete units.” A 

study centered on Chinese in the retail, construction, and mining sectors revealed how Chinese 

diplomats were far from in concert with recent migrants and viewed them as an 

“embarrassment.” This makes sense since Chinese migration to PNG is not state orchestrated. 

The migrants’ challenges in PNG society and rejection from China’s state protection has 

“disqualified them from full social acceptance” (Smith 2013, 327). Demonstrating the transitional 

period in China-focused research on the Pacific beginning in 2014, Smith’s (2014) contribution to 

Pacific-Asia Partnerships in Resource Development examines the experience of Chinese migrants 

to PNG from Fuqing, Fujian, specifically the ways in which “new” communities are negatively 

perceived in comparison to “old” communities of Chinese. He shows how the pressure to go 

overseas, earn money, and remit funds for family in China is overwhelming, creating a burden to 

withstand arduous work in PNG.  

If the publication of China and the Pacific: The View from Oceania in 2015 set a research 

agenda for a more nuanced assessment of China’s presence in Oceania, the edited volume The 
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China Alternative: Changing Regional Order in The Pacific Islands, demonstrated the continuing 

evolution of scholarship. Developed from a workshop held at The University of the South Pacific, 

Port Vila in February 2019, the book included contributions from 17 academics and two senior 

politicians. The introduction centers the challenges and opportunities presented by an 

intensification of power politics in Oceania (Smith and Wesley-Smith 2021). The editors describe 

Oceania as confronted with the doorstep pressures of a world dividing between China and the 

United States, as well as the questions these forces present to prioritizing regional security, such 

as the climate crisis. The chapters predominately coalesce on analyses of power politics from the 

perspective of foreign policy, regional order, and diplomacy, including contributions from Varrall, 

Iati, Finin, and Maclellan who consider the responses of Australia, Aotearoa/New Zealand, the 

United States and France to Chinese influence (Smith and Wesley-Smith 2021). While 

foregrounding power politics, the volume maintains the important research approaches of 

agency and grounded perspectives and how these change with strategic competition. 

Kabutaulaka (2021) stresses the importance of the Blue Pacific concept as an instrument for 

Pacific Islanders to harness an assertive Pacific-centered voice that visualizes Oceania in ways 

that challenge the mapping of external powers. The final chapters of the book direct us to the 

next stage of work on China-focused research on Oceania; that is, how grounded actors manage 

the discursive and physical spaces of global power politics. Sheng and Smith (2021) critically 

analyze the terms of “old” and “new” Chinese migrants that come attached with social 

perceptions, as well as the low likelihood Chinese communities will become enrolled in Chinese 

state policies, such as the Belt and Road. However, Matbob (2021, 470) concludes the corrupt 

commercial activities of Chinese citizens in Papua New Guinea leads to local resentment and that 

China should “take steps to control their movements and prevent them from breaking the laws.”  

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, since 2000, the important body of scholarship 

evaluating the impacts and aims of Chinese presence in Oceania has developed into a wide-

ranging debate. When examining this work in combination with the Belt and Road Initiative 

literature, this chapter argues that only recently has research attention in these areas turned 

towards peopled accounts. I locate my research in this emerging pattern of scholarship to 
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accentuate that a rounded comprehension of the BRI and Chinese presence in Oceania requires 

an ethnography that takes analysis of China as a global force beyond states and statespeople.   

Next, drawing on fieldwork and an existing, if modest, body of work, I map a “Chinese 

Fiji” that offers an insight into the intricate relations with communities and institutions of 

Chinese and Pacific peoples.  
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CHAPTER 3. MAPPING CHINESE FIJI 

 

Encounters: In May 2021, in the early days of Fiji’s second wave of Covid-19 infections, the 

government announced the establishment of several “containment zones” across Viti Levu. 

The purpose was to restrict people’s travel to prevent widespread community transmission. 

In Suva, we found ourselves enclosed by an internal border that stretched from Lami to 

the east to Nausori in the north. Residents were confined to their homes and the city. 

Despite Suva’s connectivity to the rest of the country, the containment zones created a 

sense of physical isolation. I sat in my apartment, in my own containment zone, conducting 

interviews over Zoom, and plotted solo walking routes through the city. On foot, I 

photographed the material signs of Chinese presence, construction projects and 

microenterprises, once filled with people. Now, some of those people appeared on my 

computer screen to talk to me in a new normal of the everyday. On one outing, I was 

walking along Stinson Parade Road, facing Suva Harbor. I stopped and wondered what the 

Chinese imprint on the physical landscape around me has been and looked: The Stinson 

Parade Bridge, built by China Railway 14, partly funded with a grant, and a BRI project; the 

discrete Shanghai Seafood Restaurant, hidden at edge of Ratu Sukuna Park; the 

refurbished Suva Civic Centre, another Belt and Road construction; and sitting in dock, the 

Yuan Wang 5, a Chinese navy tracking ship sprouting satellite dishes across its deck. 

 

3.1 Talking (Back)story  

There is a Chinese Fiji, a Chinese Suva. A map that exists together with the physical, 

administrative, and demographic representations of the land. It has its Fijian toponyms and 

Chinese waypoints. For cartographers, there’s disappointment. The map exists in the minds of 

the people in Suva; there’s an old friend’s house, the shop to get fresh bread, the fortress-like 

Embassy, the best school, the half-built skyscraper. The Chinese Fiji and Suva map has its 

variables, from the temporal to the spatial and positional. From the earliest Cantonese 

wanderers starting new lives as traders to the new Liaoning migrant opening a strip mall 

microenterprise, history, combined with politics and economics has built a dense community 
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landscape. Positionality is key in defining the boundaries of this abstract map, mine looks 

different from a Fijian, a Fiji Chinese, or a recent migrant from Mainland China. We have varied 

reasons to build the map from the need for material and cultural support to the need to write a 

dissertation. However, what we have in common is the desire to make intangible maps of the 

everyday encounter between Fijians and Chinese. This chapter presents my narrated 

cartography of Chinese Fiji and Suva, including a brief history of Chinese people in Fiji, an 

overview of the institutions and position of Fiji Chinese civil society, state-to-state engagements, 

as well as private sector engagements from the large to the microscale. The intention is to build 

a multisectoral map of the Chinese experience in Fiji to demonstrate the strength of overlooked 

non-state encounters in geoeconomics. These non-state encounters are significant. Without 

them understanding of transnational processes and changes are left without the context of 

grounded histories, peoples, and exchanges. The de-peopling of policies, such as the Belt and 

Road, and political, economic, and social transformations, such as China’s presence in Oceania,  

that is inherent in top-down analysis raises a contradiction. Transnational processes intend to 

impact the lives of people, whether it is through connectivity, shared prosperity, or even 

sanctions. Therefore, the absence of people in academic literature misses the point. People are 

central to our thinking about global change.  

 

Origins 

When the first person of Chinese origin arrived in Fiji is not a clear-cut matter. Some 

claim Chinese presence in Fiji goes back to 1808, when two crew members of the Eliza, Lui, a 

cook, and Saoo, were shipwrecked in the treacherous reefs off Nairai Island in the Lomaiviti 

Archipelago. The Eliza and its crew were most likely engaged in the active Pacific sandalwood 

trade. The two Chinese accompanied a band of shipmates to Bau, an island just off eastern Viti 

Levu, where some upset Fijians ended up killing Lui and others; the fate of Saoo is unknown  (B. 

Ali 2017; Greif 1977; B. Willmott 1996). Notwithstanding this account, the Chinese Association of 

Fiji tends to celebrate 1855 as the year of the first Chinese arrival in Fiji, that of Moy Park Ling, 

who sailed to Ovalau Island’s Levuka from Australia under his own steam. The story comes from 

family history, and the year of his landfall remains an “enduring popular oral belief among the Fiji 
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Chinese community” (Ali 2017, 27). Community commemorations of 150 (2005) and 160 (2015) 

years of Chinese presence reported in the Fijian media are based on this date. However, Moy 

Park Ling himself records his arrival in Levuka as 1872, where he operated commercially under 

the name of Houng Lee. To add a further layer of conflicting evidence, official documentation 

exists of a carpenter and government interpreter, Wong Sam, who claimed, as part of his 

application to be naturalized in the new British colony established in 1874, that he had arrived in 

Fiji in 1870. While we may not definitively know when the first Chinese person came to Fiji, these 

nineteenth century shipwrecked sailors or intrepid tradespeople demonstrate that Chinese 

people have been in Fiji for a meaningful length of time. By 1815, Fiji’s reserve of sandalwood 

had been depleted. The mainstay of early Chinese traders’ activity was the export of bêche-de-

mer, bananas, and copra, and the import of tea, furniture, and silk. Competition from newly 

founded cooperative entities eventually forced many Chinese traders from rural to urban retail 

enterprises, such as bakeries and butcheries.  

Another historical fragment known about Moy Park Ling is that he returned to China to 

marry after his arrival in Fiji. The newlyweds traveled to Fiji making Moy Park Ling’s wife (her 

name is lost to history) the only Chinese woman in the islands. By 1908, census records show 

that of the 21 Chinese in Fiji, three were women; however, in a foreshadowing of polarizing 

debates about Chinese presence in Fiji, in the same year, the Legislative Council unsuccessfully 

sought action from the colonial authorities to stem the rise of Chinese migration. As Chinese 

firms, such as Zoing Chong, Kwong Tiy, and Sang On Tiy prospered across Viti Levu and Vanua 

Levu, renewed opposition eventually led to the 1923 “Ordinance to Place Restrictions on the 

Immigration of Aliens into the Colony.” In 1935, the colonial government placed a cap on the 

number of Chinese permitted to settle, including a prohibition on the entry of “unattached” 

Chinese women. At the heart of the movement to limit Chinese migration was competition with 

the businesses of European settlers, rather than any moral imperative. During the 1940s, further 

restrictions came into existence as what was seen as a disproportionate number of Chinese 

traders applied for residence permits. Further, the 1949 victory of the People’s Liberation Army 

led to fears that overseas Chinese communities could be activated as fifth columnists for 

Communist revolution. In 1956,  G.W. Rothery, an official in the British colony of Malaya, itself 
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undergoing a Communist-led insurgency, published a report that would lead to the eventual ban 

on Indian and Chinese migration to Fiji (Rothery 1956). Rothery calculated an imminent sharp 

rise in Chinese migration based on the premise that Chinese husbands had arranged for their 

wives and children to join them in Fiji due to political instability in China. This move of relatives 

from China suggested Chinese people in Fiji had transformed from sojourners to settlers. As 

such, Rothery suggested women and children arriving from Communist China could already be 

politically indoctrinated and advised tightening migration legislation. Individuals with families still 

in China should immediately organize for their transport to Fiji, otherwise leave themselves (B. N. 

K. Ali 2002). “Red scares” fears materialized in 1961 with the questionable discovery of a 

Communist cell in Ba and prompted the “Registration and Deportation of Aliens Bill.” The 

measure required Chinese across the islands to regularly register with the government, in 

person, and in Suva.   

Beginning in the mid-1960s, Fiji Chinese experienced a small population loss as people 

emigrated to countries on the Pacific Rim, including Canada, Aotearoa/New Zealand, Australia, 

and the United States. The movement of Chinese families with multigenerational ties to Fiji 

across the Pacific continues and spikes in times of domestic political instability. Among the older 

Fiji-born Chinese I interviewed, some were in Melbourne, Sydney, and Seattle; others told me 

their children had already gone overseas and that they would probably go and join them. One 

person mentioned the lack of recognizable faces at community organized events in recent years, 

while a second noted how the Qingming festival practices of grave cleaning, prayer, and giving of 

offerings had become the responsibility of the entire community now that so many people lived 

abroad. Fiji Chinese with multigenerational ties to the islands have documented their family 

stories in various publications as a record of this period (Chinese Association of Fiji 2017; N. Yee 

2014; M. H.-F. Young 2001).  

 

New Fiji Chinese 

In my conversations with people of Chinese heritage in Fiji and with other Fijians, there 

was a tendency to categorize the community into “old” and “new” Chinese. “Old Chinese” were 

people, of any age, with multigenerational ties to Fiji, most likely originating from Guangdong 
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province, while “new Chinese” came to the islands after 1987 and from across China. These 

broad definitions can raise several issues, particularly about perceived attachment to Fiji, as well 

as the nature of relations between “old” and “new.” Sheng and Smith (2021) challenge the 

uncritical adoption of these classifications among media and academic commentators in 

discussions of Pacific Chinese, even if the community uses them. In the context of Vanuatu, they 

conclude “old” and “new” migrants think about fixity and mobility differently given the recent 

experience of transnational relocations and networks of recent migrants. Also, the delineations 

may lead us to think there is no economic or social interaction between “old” and “new” 

Chinese. Here, I argue, in the distinct Fijian setting, these dynamics are also present; however, 

while many “old Chinese” think of Fiji as their permanent home, their transnationality is also 

expressed through familial networks, as noted in the movement to Pacific Rim states. Further, in 

Fiji, the social identification of “old” and “new” Chinese exists discursively, and exchanges can 

lead to conflict, as much as cooperation. As I interacted with “old” and “new” Chinese, I learnt 

that for some, “old” was a collective identity that emphasized Fijian-ness, and “new” highlighted 

a group more strongly linked to China. One member of the “old” Chinese community told me, 

“We call ourselves Fiji Chinese, you should use that term,” and that is my intention here. Identity 

descriptors are fluid, and yet, for the purposes of this work, I call all people who claim Chinese 

heritage and Fijian citizenship, or legal permanent residence, Fiji Chinese. However, as this 

chapter, and subsequent chapters focus on recent arrivals to Fiji, especially in the context of the 

Belt and Road Initiative, Fiji Chinese arrived since 1987 are, on occasion, referred to as “new” Fiji 

Chinese.  The description of Fiji Chinese arrived since 1987 as “new” Fiji Chinese creates 

complications given my position as an external actor. This term is only in this work as a means of 

conveying accuracy, and I do not intend for it to become normalized in the complex discourse of 

Fiji Chinese society.  Also, I use established identity descriptors for other Fijians, such as iTaukei, 

Indo-Fijian, and European.      

In engaging with the story of new Fiji Chinese movement, the influence of Fijian and 

Chinese politics lingers in the background of countless individual decisions. In particular, the 

Fijian Islands’ contemporary history of political upheaval and change in the past thirty-five years 

has been significant. The coups in 1987, 2000, and 2006, as well as the general election in 2014, 
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mark stages in the movement of new Fiji Chinese. Further, China’s 1990 “Going Out” policy, and 

fourteen years later, Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road Initiative Oceania curtain raiser in Nadi unlocked 

the state-sanctioned movement of Chinese people and capital. The coup of 1987 led by Sitiveni 

Rabuka of the Royal Fiji Military Forces (now Republic of Fiji Military Forces) not only overthrew 

the newly elected government of Prime Minister Timoci Bavadra in May, but also, in September 

of the same year, it established Fiji as a republic. The Fijian economy contracted as Indo-Fijians 

sought to emigrate in an atmosphere of increasing iTaukei assertiveness. After the 1987 coup 

and up until the coup of 2000, Guangdong was still the main origin of Chinese migrants, and the 

decision to leave included such considerations as escape from the one-child policy and the 

availability of new opportunities in microenterprise. Many new Fiji Chinese started up, and 

continue to do so, as market gardeners. As one new Fiji Chinese told me, “We wanted to turn 

our bicycles into motorbikes.” In 1995, Rabuka’s administration proposed a scheme to entice 

Hong Kong investors to Fiji in the run up to the colony’s handover to Beijing in 1997 without a 

great deal of success.  

Following the coup of 2000, and violence targeting Chinese enterprises, those Fiji Chinese 

who could began to sell their homes and businesses in preparation for life in Australia, 

Aotearoa/New Zealand, or Canada. However, new Fiji Chinese described how the military-

installed government of Prime Minister Laisenia Qarase eased migration requirements from 

China. Some of those who arrived between 2000 and 2006 bought the business interests of 

those headed overseas, again most Chinese came from Guangdong. The search for new 

economic opportunities remained as a rationale for migration, and in the words of a new Fiji 

Chinese, “at this time, life was better in Fiji than it was in China.” The December 2006 military 

coup brought Commodore Josaia Voreqe (Frank) Bainimarama to power, toppling the Qarase 

administration, like previous post-coup administrations Fiji faced international isolation through 

diplomatic and economic sanctions. However, as Bainimarama is fond of saying, in the resulting 

foreign relations space, the Chinese state stepped up when no other assistance was 

forthcoming. As a result, the 2006 to 2014 period is significantly marked with the movement of 

Chinese labor, materials, and construction companies attached to Chinese financed 

infrastructure projects including ones BRI branded. If the Chinese state and state-contracted 
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companies led in the first eight years of Bainimarama’s government, the post-2014 period was 

investor-led. Micro and small enterprise attracted new Fiji Chinese; however, large and medium 

sized private investors in real estate, construction, and tourism also looked to Fiji.   

This narrated cartography continues with a survey of Fiji Chinese civil society, the Chinese 

state, and Chinese commercial encounters, as well as an overview of Fijian institutions engaged 

in China interactions. This summary establishes the contrasting institutions across Fiji, from the 

ground to power politics, which enable and resist the exchanges of the Belt and Road.  

 

3.2 Fiji Chinese Civil Society 

 

Encounters: It’s Saturday and downtown Suva is busy. People are shopping, getting a bite 

to eat, or just hanging out and chatting. It’s a cloudless day and hot. The sound of drums 

and cymbals mixes with the noise of traffic. It’s Chinese New Year. On Cumming Street, a 

commercial throughway lined with stores and snack bars, a lion dance is in progress. The 

performers, young Fiji Chinese and other Fijians, are on the street and occasionally 

disappear through the doors of a business looking for donations. Almost everyone around 

has stopped what they are doing to observe. The color, noise, and movement make an 

impression. When the group makes its way to the Yim Wah Gift Emporium, the owner looks 

delighted and beckons his iTaukei staff to come out, watch, and get a photo with the lion.   
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Figure 3.1. Lion dancers from the Chinese Youth Social & Cultural Association take a break from the annual 
performance in Suva city center. Photo by author, 2020.  

 

An Unclear Demography  

The number of Fiji Chinese varies according to source. For the last census, in 2017, the 

Fiji Bureau of Statistics could not release statistics on ethnicity due to anomalies in data 

collection. Further, contemporary records that disaggregate Fiji Chinese by common 

demographic categories, such as age, sex, income level, employment, location, and level of 

education, is also not available. Historically, the first census to categorize “Full and Part-

Chinese,” in 1946, recorded 2,874 people. This number increased to 4,155 in 1956, due to the 

political factors noted above, registered a further rise to 5,149 in 1966, and then dropped to 

4,652 and 4,784 in 1976 and 1986 respectively. The arrival of new Fiji Chinese balanced the 

emigration of Fiji Chinese, and the 1996 census recorded 4,939 “Full and Part-Chinese.” The last 
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census to feature results for ethnicity, in 2007, counted 4,704 people, with 2,130 in Rewa 

Province, which includes Suva, and 884 in Ba Province, the location of the tourist hub, Nadi. A 

further 915 lived in Naitasiri Province immediately to the north of Rewa; however, there are 

Chinese people present in all 14 Fijian provinces. Since the 2007 census, scholarly and media 

estimates of the Chinese population markedly differ from 8,000 (2014) to 6,000 (2017) to 

approximately 40,500 (2018) to 10,000 (2021) (Chan 2014; B. Ali 2017; Waqairadovu 2018; Tarte 

2021). In 2021, Zhao Fugang, director of the Overseas Chinese Center and Consular Assistance 

Volunteers of the Embassy of China and owner of the Yue Lai Hotel in Suva, put the number of 

Chinese citizens in Suva at between four to five thousand and the number of businesspersons at 

approximately 1,500. Nevertheless, estimates indicate the number of Chinese people at 

approximately one percent of the around 900,000 Fijians.  

According to Sin Joan Yee (1974) early settlers came from locations on the Pearl River, or 

Zhu Jiang ( ), in southern Guangdong. These places included three cities in Siyi (), 

Enping ( ), Kaiping ( ), and Taishan ( ), as well as Dongguan ( ) and Zhongshan 

( ). Wong (1964) explains that at the time of her survey 36 percent of Chinese in Fiji were 

Siyi, nine percent Dongguan, and 55 percent Zhongshan adding that each of these places speak 

separate dialects of Cantonese. Sin Joan Yee (1974) highlights cultural differences describing Siyi 

as more conservative than other groups, in particular the Zhongshan. However, since 1987, new 

Fiji Chinese have many places of origin, with anecdotal evidence suggesting many people coming 

from northeastern Chinese provinces, such as Liaoning.  

 

Associations 

The Chinese Youth Social and Cultural Association coordinates the annual lion dance 

performance in downtown Suva, and many of the participants study at the respected Yat Sen 

Secondary School located in the Flagstaff area of the city. The confluence of community 

association and educational institution is no coincidence and centers the importance of these 

entities in the encounters between Fiji Chinese, other Fijians, and Chinese nationals. While the 

original intent of Yat Sen School was to encourage cultural continuity, it has become a space 

where any Fijian, with the appropriate means, can send their children for an education. Further, 
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Fiji Chinese have set up numerous associations with a wide variety of mandates to represent 

their, or others’, interests in Fiji, and have become sites of contention.  

Two publications provide a list of Fiji Chinese associations. In 2017, the Chinese 

Association of Fiji published The Chinese in Fiji  1855 to 2015, a remarkable collection 

of essays on community history, organization, and family histories, counted twenty-three 

associations in existence. Six years earlier, Jian Yang calculated twenty-five. From my own count, 

including the lists of the Chinese Association of Fiji and Yang, I place the number at thirty-one in 

existence at some point since 2011. 

 

Table 3.1. Fiji Chinese Associations Since 2011. 

 English Name Chinese Name Purpose 

1 Chinese Association of Fiji   Community 

2 Chinese Women (Fiji) Union ( )  Community 

3 Chinese Youth Social and Cultural 
Association of Fiji 

 Community 

4 China Association (China Club)  ( ) Community 

5 Fiji Chinese Women Association  Community 

6 New Chinese (Fiji) Association ( )  Community 

7 Chinese Education Society of Fiji  Educational 

8 University of the South Pacific 
Chinese Students Association 

 Educational 

9 Fiji-China Business Council -  Commercial 

10 Fiji Chinese Business Association  Commercial 

11 Fiji Chinese Federation of Industry 
and Commerce 

 Commercial 

12 Guangzhou Commerce 
Association of Fiji 

 Commercial 

13 Fiji China Friendship Association   Political 

14 Fiji Council for the Promotion of 
Peaceful Reunification of China 

 Political 

15 Chinese Culture and Sports 
Association of Fiji 

 Cultural 

16 Fiji Chinese Federation for 
Culture, Arts and Economic 
Development 

 Cultural 

17 Fiji Chinese Recreation and Art 
Troupe 

 Cultural 
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18 Fiji Chinese Troupe  Cultural 

19 Fiji Wushu Association  Cultural 

20 Dongguan Association of Fiji  Regional-China 

21 Fiji Enping Friendship Association   Regional-China 

22 Fiji Kaiping Fellows Association  Regional-China 

23 Fiji Taishan Fellows Association   Regional-China 

24 Fiji Zhongshan Association   Regional-China 

25 Taiwanese Association in Fiji  Regional-China 

26 Association of Northern Chinese 
in Fiji 

 Regional-Fiji 

27 Fiji Chinese Federation for 
Cultural, Arts and Economic 
Development (Northwestern 
Branch) 

 

Regional-Fiji 

28 Fiji Zhongshan Clan Association 
(Northwest region) 

  Regional-Fiji 

29 Fiji Chinese Association in Ba  Regional-Fiji 

30 Chinese Christian Fellowship  Religious 

31 Chinese Evangelical Fellowship  Religious 

 

 The above table reflects the varied reasons for the organization of Fiji Chinese, including 

the cohesion and development of community and cultural life. Regionality is also represented in 

China and Fiji with the establishment of associations focused on origin in China and location 

outside of Suva. Further, the table illustrates Fiji Chinese people’s Christian faith, although a 

considerable number of Fiji Chinese are Catholics, there is no formal organization around this 

affiliation and practicing Catholics attend the churches around the islands. The prevalence of 

Catholics stems from before the construction of a secondary school for Chinese; at that time, 

most Chinese went to Catholic schools, such as St. Joseph’s or Marist Brothers schools in Suva. In 

addition to several associations representing commercial interests, there are two entities with 

links to the People’s Republic of China (PRC). The first, the Fiji China Friendship Association, 

launched in 2012, is part of a regional grouping of 16 similar organizations called the Pacific 

China Friendship Association. In turn, this umbrella grouping is a component of the global 

Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries (CPAFFC), which, depending 

on outlook, either promotes healthy links between China and other states, or is a conduit for 

state influence overseas that coopts elites. Critics point to the organization’s connection to the 
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United Front Work Department (UFWD) as evidence for the latter. The Central Committee of the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) oversees the operations of the UFWD towards promotion of 

party interests. In Fiji, local elites have led the Fiji China Friendship Association, past presidents 

have included government minister Rosy Sofia Akbar and former Speaker of the Parliament of 

Fiji, Jiko Luveni. The current president is new Fiji Chinese Wu Fangfang. The Fiji Council for the 

Promotion of Peaceful Reunification of China is a local branch of the China Council for the 

Promotion of Peaceful National Reunification (CCPPNR), another UFWD established entity. The 

objective of the CCPPNR is to seek the unification of Mainland China with Taiwan under the “one 

country, two systems” principle. My rationale in highlighting these two organizations is to note 

that while these UFWD entities exist in Fiji, as they do in many other countries, their influence 

should not be overstated. The membership and activity of the Fiji version of CPAFFC appears 

more functional than that of the Fiji Council for the Promotion of Peaceful Reunification of 

China; however, most of the Fiji China Friendship Association’s recent efforts have been in 

personal protective equipment (PPE) donations. Further, even though CPAFFC administers sister 

city arrangements, of which there are five between Fiji and China (Ba and Jiaxing, Suva and 

Beihai, Guangzhou, and Shaoxing, and finally, Lautoka and Jiangmen), the Fijian capital also 

maintains a sister city relationship with Taipei. 
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Figure 3.2. The China Club, established in 1955, was once a center for Fiji Chinese community activities in Suva. It 
now hosts a restaurant. Photo by author, 2021.  

 

 There are about three organizations with about 100 plus members, according to Fiji 

Chinese I interviewed. One interviewee explained, “many of the associations consist of the 

president and a vice-president, who is usually a family member or friend of the president. People 

also serve as officers in multiple groups.” In sum, many associations are little more than the 

paper on which they are written. However, the Chinese Association of Fiji, founded in 1965, 

merits highlighting for its leadership role in interacting with broader Fijian society. Jenny Seeto, 

an influential business executive, serves as president and describes the organization as “pursuing 

the political issues of interest to the community…It strives to protect legitimate Chinese 

interests” (Sun and Liao 2017). The Chinese Association of Fiji also serves as the main community 

interlocutor for the Fijian government and the Chinese Embassy, and organizes community 
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events, such as the one at Chinese New Year, often with the attendance of senior Fijian 

politicians, as well as Chinese diplomats and officials.  

 

(A)Part of the Nation 

 

 

Figure 3.3. The owner of the Yim Wah Gift Emporium with staff members poses for photograph at Chinese New 
Year. Photo by author, 2020.  

 

A second prominent community organization is the Chinese Education Society. Chaired 

by local businessperson Newton Yuen, the Chinese Education Society is an incorporated body 

and a charitable trust, functioning as the governing body of the Yat Sen school ( ). Yat 

Sen was initially just a primary school that started in 1936, the year when the Chinese Education 
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Society was founded. A secondary school was added fifty years later in 1986. In conversations, 

the school has come to represent one of the most important contributions of Fiji Chinese given 

its educational prestige and reputation in the country. As a former principal of the school told 

me, “The two schools have been the bedrock of Chinese progress and development in Fiji.”  The 

primary school receives assistance from Taiwan, and support for the secondary school comes 

from the People’s Republic of China. As the principal added, “Negotiations with both sides have 

called for some tact and sensitivity, managed very well by the Chinese Education Society of Fiji, 

the members of which know not to tread on anyone’s toes.”  Also receiving donations of funds 

and equipment from the People’s Republic of China is the Lautoka Zhonghua School, which the 

Chinese community in the west of Viti Levu founded in 1946. The school shifted from teaching 

Cantonese to Mandarin in 1976, approximately six years after Yat Sen Primary School. The Yat 

Sen schools and Lautoka Zhonghua School accepts all Fijians as students, teachers, and staff.   

The Fiji Daily ( ) is the primary community-run media source in Chinese. It is 

available via the WeChat app and in print, usually from Fiji Chinese owned businesses. The 

editor, Yang Honglian, also runs the Voice of South of Pacific ( ) app, which offers 

news about Fiji, Oceania, and China in Chinese and English. Fiji Daily and Voice of South Pacific 

have content sharing agreements with Fijian newspapers and Chinese state media outlet Xinhua. 

However, the readership does not extend much beyond Fiji Chinese with fluency in the Chinese 

language. In a meeting with the leadership of the Fiji Daily in 2018, the then Chinese 

ambassador, Qian Bo recommended the paper to tell China’s story well, promote unity, and lend 

a voice to promote Sino-Fijian relations (D. Zhang and Watson 2020). Yang explained the paper 

generates little profit and receives donations from the Chinese state. The first attempt at 

organizing a Chinese language media in Fiji was in the 1980s. Sally Aw Sian (), a Hong Kong 

businessperson, in partnership with two other investors, started the Fiji Sun in 1974, later adding 

a Chinese version. Both papers ended publication after the September 1987 coup, and the Fiji 

Sun brand was revived in 1999 under the ownership of the C J Patel Group (Crocombe 2007, 

417). The second attempt came after the 2000 coup, which had exposed the vulnerability of Fiji 

Chinese to a volatile and divisive political environment. Three friends began publishing a 

newspaper on A4 sheets to provide fellow Fiji Chinese with updates on domestic events, filling a 
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gap in the availability of information for Chinese language speakers. According to Yang Honglian, 

the newspaper has been known as the Fiji Daily since 2001. The ownership company changed 

name from the Daily Chinese Mail to Chinese Media in 2014, when the Fiji Daily launched a 

short-lived website, netfiji.com. In 2007, three partners, two Fiji Chinese and a Chinese 

Singaporean began publishing the Chinese Post. The newspaper folded within ten months.   

Fiji Chinese are prominent members of Fijian society. In domestic politics, William Yee 

Hongwing served in the colonial legislative council (1966 to 1972) and for ten years in the post-

independence House of Representatives (1972 to 1982). Other Fiji Chinese members of the 

House of Representatives included Edmund March (1977 to 1982), James Ah Koy (1982 to 1987), 

and Archie Seeto (1987). Paul Chan (1992 to 1995), Francis Hong Tiy (1992 to 1999), William Yee 

Hongwing (1996 to 1999), as well as Kenneth Mang-Kwong Low and Dixon Seeto, appointed in 

2001 and 2006 respectively, have all served in the Senate. Pio Wong, an army officer, was a 

government minister from 2004 to 2006, as was James Ah Koy, who was also Fiji’s ambassador 

to China from 2007 to 2011. In business, Francis Chung, Dixon Seeto, Jenny Seeto, Chirk Yam, 

Lionel Yee, and Michael Yee Joy have all held senior positions with corporations such as Ernst & 

Young, KPMG, PricewaterhouseCoopers, Vodafone Fiji, and KPMG. In law, Graham Everett Leung 

was the president of the Fiji Law Society, while Ron Sang was an award-winning architect, and 

Lorraine Mar is the CEO of the Fijian National Olympic Committee. The current Archbishop of 

Suva is Fiji Chinese, Peter Loy Chong. The purpose of this list of high achieving Fiji Chinese is to 

illustrate how, even in its perceived enclaving among Fijians, the community has become integral 

to national life. 

 

3.3 The Chinese State and Fiji   

 At the Suva-based apex of the PRC’s bilateral relations with Fiji is the Embassy. Fiji was 

the first Oceanic state to open formal relations with China in 1975, and the PRC has had a 

diplomatic presence since 1976, just as China emerged from the Cultural Revolution. Between 

2018 and 2022, the ambassador was Qian Bo, an occasionally outspoken envoy, who has yet to 

fully adopt the “wolf warrior” diplomacy of colleagues in China’s foreign ministry. The embassy 

sits on Queen Elizabeth Drive at the tip of Suva Peninsula and overlooks a large Pacific tidal 
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range; however, Suva residents don’t particularly love the building describing it, and the nearby 

ambassador’s residence, as more like a fortress. Outside, Chinese engineers and local laborers 

with China Railway No.5 Engineering Group, a Chinese state linked subsidiary company, are 

working on an upgrade to the road. Passersby can observe the ongoing construction as they 

head downtown or to Suva Point. The contrast between the detachment of the embassy and the 

embeddedness of the company is clear and provides an insight into how most Fijian people 

encounter the Chinese state.  

 

Relating Laterally  

China likes to deal with other states bilaterally is a shared truism about how the PRC 

conducts foreign relations. There’s some merit to this thinking when analyzing links to Oceania, 

as it has a wide diplomatic presence in the region. Besides the self-governing states of Cook 

Islands and Niue, China maintains embassies in the other eight Oceanic states with which it has 

diplomatic ties (Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, Kiribati, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, 

Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu). Only Australia keeps an embassy or high commission in all 14 

Oceanic countries. Rather than work with multilateral institutions, such the regional Pacific 

Islands Forum, or United Nations (UN) agencies, China goes alone. That is not strictly true. The 

PRC does interact with multiple Oceanic states at the same time, either through self-created or 

established forums. The primary means has been the China-Pacific Island Countries Economic 

Development and Cooperation Leaders Forum, which has been held three times, 2006 in Nadi, 

Fiji, 2013 in Guangzhou, China, and 2019 in Apia, Samoa. In 2006, then Chinese Premier Wen 

Jiabao announced the availability of approximately $465 million in concessionary loans for the 

next three years. Adding to that offer, a pledge for zero tariffs on exports to China by UN 

designated least developed countries in Oceania. In 2013, $1 billion in concessionary loans was 

available for construction projects. By the third Forum, Chinese Vice Premier Hu Chunhua 

announced undefined support, in terms of a dollar amount, for areas such as infrastructure, 

agriculture, culture, education, and sports. Further, since 1990, China has been one of the Pacific 

Islands Forum (PIF) dialogue partners, joining other external states and entities, such as the 

United States, Indonesia, the European Union, and Cuba. China has made iterative financial 
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donations to the Pacific Islands Forum through the China-PIF Cooperative Fund, which was 

established in 2000. China’s Ministry of Commerce also financed the construction of the sub-

regional Melanesia Spearhead Group’s Port Vila headquarters to the tune of in $4.42 million. 

Another multilateral sector entity China has financially assisted, along with other states such as 

Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates, is the Pacific Islands Development Forum, a Fiji-founded 

organization during Suva’s suspension from the PIF. China does not participate in the Pacific 

Community, a development grouping established by six former or current colonial states.  

 

Encounters: It’s an ordinary Saturday in Suva. Rainy. Time for the movie to start. At best, 

there are a total of ten of us sitting on dining chairs in front of a projector. The gym like 

feel to the room adds to the awkward atmosphere. Among our number are three bored 

looking Fiji Chinese kids, the rest of us are walk ins. A CGTN documentary comes on about 

tourism in China’s rust belt, then it’s the main show; a different movie is showing to the 

one advertised. Still, no one seems to care, and Detective Chinatown, a comedy, crime, 

buddy film gets a lot of laughs. When it’s over, everyone leaves in better spirits, except the 

Fiji Chinese kids. I later tell some Fijian friends I went to the China Cultural Centre. They tell 

me, “Why go there? All they do is show movies.” 

 

The China Cultural Centre in Fiji, which opened in 2016, is mostly a venue for exhibitions, 

performances, and visits, some of them branded as Belt and Road. Besides, the Saturday movies, 

the events are mostly insular and attract Fiji’s elites. On occasion, the Center takes its activities 

into the community bringing along media for a puff piece. The Center is part of China’s people-

to-people outreach, as are the Confucius Institutes located in Suva and Lautoka on campuses of 

the regionally administered University of the South Pacific (USP). The Confucius Institute at USP 

offers Chinese language classes for university students and the community, in particular 

government officials and private sector employees whose work brings them into contact with 

Chinese speakers. Until June 2020, the Office of Chinese Language Council International (

), or “Hanban” ( ), ran the global network of 541 Confucius 

Institutes under the Ministry of Education. Overseas universities entered into agreements with 
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the Hanban and a partner university in China; in the case of USP, the partner is the Beijing 

University of Posts and Telecommunications. Costs for Confucius Institutes are shared between 

the Hanban and the universities. Facing criticism and closures of its institutes, particularly over 

allegations of interference in academic freedom at host universities, the Ministry of Education 

reorganized the Hanban into two new entities. The Center for Language Education and 

Cooperation (CLEC) in addition to organizing language and cultural exchanges also provides 

Mandarin instructors and learning materials. The Chinese International Education Foundation 

(CIEF), an ostensibly self-governing non-profit composed of Chinese universities, corporations, 

and civil society organizations, yet still overseen by the Ministry of Education, directs the 

Confucius Institute brand and provides financial support.  

 

 

Figure 3.4. The lobby of the China Cultural Centre in Suva city center. Photo by author, 2018.  
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Figure 3.5. The Confucius Institute on the Laucala campus of the University of the South Pacific in Suva. Photo by 
author, 2017.  

 

Further, China’s state media outlets maintain a presence in Fiji and Oceania. In 2010, 

Xinhua opened a Pacific Bureau with a resident journalist based in Suva. At the time of my last 

visit to Fiji in 2021, three Chinese television channels were available, the Chinese language China 

Central Television (CCTV) 4, and in English China Global Television Network (CGTN) and CGTN 

Documentary. China Radio International broadcasts to several Oceanic states, including Vanuatu, 

Fiji, Samoa, Solomon Islands and New Caledonia, on shortwave frequencies dropped by the 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) in 2016. Chinese embassies in the region have also 

taken to Twitter and Facebook, platforms banned in China, to share content. In Fiji, the embassy 

Tweets from @ChineseEmb_FJ to about 700 followers.  

In a visit to Fiji in 2014, Chinese President Xi Jinping announced the establishment of the 

abovementioned China Cultural Center. Xi’s visit, his second, the first was in 2009 as Vice 

President, was a big occasion carrying lots of political and economic messaging about Chinese 

state presence in Oceania. Not only did he meet with senior Fijian politicians and Fiji Chinese 

community members, but also with the leaders of the then eight states with diplomatic relations 

with China. “Visit diplomacy” has long been a strategy of Chinese leaders in offering other state 



70 
 

leaders a chance to share the stage with a global power broker and to signal recognition and 

respect of sovereignty. When “traditional partners” might send a minister, China would send a 

President. Visit diplomacy has been practiced between Chinese and Fijian political leaders as far 

back as 1979 when Vice Premier Chen Muhua came to Fiji and Prime Minister Ratu Sir Kamisese 

Mara flew to China.  

 

Table 3.2. Meetings between Senior Chinese officials and Fijian Prime Ministers Since 2006  

Official State Office Fijian Prime Minister Date  Location 
Wen Jiabao Premier Laisenia Qarase 2006 Fiji 

Xi Jinping Vice President  Frank Bainimarama 2009 Fiji 

Wu Bangguo Chairman of the Standing 
Committee of China’s National 
People's Congress 

Frank Bainimarama 2012 Fiji 

Li Keqiang Premier Frank Bainimarama 2013 China 

Xi Jinping President Frank Bainimarama 2014 Fiji 
Li Keqiang Premier Frank Bainimarama 2015 China 

Xi Jinping President Frank Bainimarama 2015 China 

Xi Jinping President Frank Bainimarama 2017 China 

Li Keqiang Premier Frank Bainimarama 2017 China 
Wang Yi State Councilor and Foreign 

Minister 
Frank Bainimarama 2018 Fiji 

Xi Jinping President Frank Bainimarama 2019 PNG 

Xi Jinping President Frank Bainimarama 2021 Call 

 

The table above illustrates the visits of senior Chinese state officials with Fijian Prime 

Ministers since 2006, when Fiji hosted the first China-Pacific Island Countries Economic 

Development and Cooperation Leaders Forum, the year China stepped up its interest in Oceania. 

In total, Fijian Prime Minister Bainimarama has met Chinese President in person on four 

occasions, the fifth, a call, was made during the pandemic. Since 2016, no United States 

President has met with the Fijian Prime Minister. A Fijian Prime Minister has met with a Chinese 

Premier and the Chairman of the Standing Committee of China’s National People's Congress, 

both members of the CCP Central Politburo Standing Committee, the most powerful political 

grouping in China, on five occasions in the past 15 years.  
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Prior to the establishment of diplomatic relations with the PRC in 1975, Fiji recognized 

the Republic of China, or Taiwan. Taiwan has four diplomatic partners in Oceania (Marshall 

Islands, Nauru, Palau, and Tuvalu) and maintains a presence in Suva through the Taipei Trade 

Office in Fiji. In 2019, the Fijian government asked Taiwan to change the name from the Trade 

Mission of the Republic of China (Taiwan) to the Republic of Fiji (a decision now reversed under 

the Rabuka administration). Two months earlier, Fiji closed its representative office in Taiwan. 

The Taiwanese, and others, claimed the measures were at the request of Beijing. Fijian officials 

are careful to repeat the Bainimarama government’s support for the “One-China policy,” which 

contrasts with the administration of Prime Minister Laisenia Qarase, who met with Taiwanese 

President Chen Shui-bian in 2005. Although not a dialogue partner at the PIF, Taiwan is 

considered a “development partner,” and makes donations toward regional educational and 

health programs. Between 2009 and 2019, Taiwan donated over $23 million in aid to Fiji.  

 

The Belt and Road of Aid 

One of the areas of Chinese engagement with Oceania that has received significant 

academic and media attention is aid. As noted in Chapter 2, commentators have taken China’s 

increased role as a donor as a threat to regional order or an opportunity for Pacific states to 

exert agency. Between 1950 and 2009, the region received $1.75 billion in Chinese aid, and a 

further $58 million between 2010 and 2012, approximately four percent of China’s total aid 

budget in both periods. Between 2011 and 2018, China was the second largest donor in aid 

committed and spent, after Australia. Just over two thirds of spent aid disbursed was as interest 

free or concessional loans, the remainder as grants (D. Zhang, Leiva, and Ruwet 2019).  China’s 

promised aid to Fiji from 2006 to 2021 amounted to $405 million disbursed as grants and 

concessional loans across 85 projects in a range of sectors (Lowy Institute for International Policy 

2021). Fiji accounts for roughly a quarter of China Pacific aid, second to Papua New Guinea 

(PNG). However, on a per capita basis it is the largest recipient (D. Zhang, Leiva, and Ruwet 

2019). According to the Lowy Institute for International Policy, Chinese aid to Oceania is slowing, 

falling almost by a third from 2018 to 2019, which represents the largest reduction in 

comparison to other bilateral aid donors to Oceania (Lowy Institute for International Policy 
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2021). Between 2008 and 2021, China was the top lender to Fiji. At $260 million it lent more 

than the World Bank, $181 million, and the Asian Development Bank, $75 million. Nevertheless, 

the top grantor for the period was Australia with $812 million, followed by Japan, $189 million, 

and the European Union, $167 million.  

 

 

 

Figure 3.6. The construction site of the Stinson Bridge in Suva city center. Photo by author, 2017.  

 

The governance of China’s overseas aid covers multiple agencies. The establishment of 

the China International Development Cooperation Agency (CIDCA) in 2018 added a third primary 

entity responsible for aid administration, along with the Ministry of Commerce and the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs. CIDCA is mandated for overall planning, monitoring and evaluation, while 

other agencies supervise operations. However, in founding CIDCA, “The messages are clear. 

China will use foreign aid as a diplomatic tool and to facilitate implementation of the BRI” (D. 

Zhang 2019). On the other hand, administration of the Belt and Road “is highly centralized and 

coordinated from the top of the Chinese political leadership” (Rolland 2019). Under China’s State 

Council, two bodies oversee BRI work, the Belt and Road Construction Leadership Group and the 



73 
 

Belt and Road Promotion Center with offices located in the National Development and Reform 

Commission (NDRC). The former body coordinates the everyday practicalities of BRI activities 

coordinating between the central leadership, ministries, and provinces. In the case of Fiji, 

important provincial-level BRI groups come from Guangdong, given the strong links with Fiji 

Chinese, as well as other maritime provinces on China’s eastern seaboard. The latter body 

engages in strategic planning, as well as analysis of the political economy in other states (Rolland 

2019).        

The principal financing agency for the BRI is the multilateral Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB) founded in 2013. Over 90 nations are currently members of the AIIB, and 

initial capital was established at $100 billion, of which China provided 50 per cent. China holds 

the largest voting share in the AIIB at 28.7 per cent; the second largest voting member, India, 

holds 8.3 per cent. Fiji is a member and received a $50 million loan in 2020 for Covid-related 

economic relief. Other funding mechanisms for the BRI include the Silk Road Fund, a $40 billion 

investment fund created by Beijing, as well as other bilateral lending entities, such as the Export-

Import Bank of China and the China Development Bank. 

 

3.4 Private Sector Encounters 

 

Encounters: “By connecting China with other countries through the BRI, Beijing was helping 

to create a bigger market and, in this sense, ultimately everybody won.” Fiji Sun article 

based on an interview with Xu Qinduo, a senior fellow at a China-based think tank 

(Tuimaisala 2018).  

 

Tools of the Trade 

Xu Qinduo’s portrayal of the benevolent market opportunities afforded through the BRI 

are not shared by everyone in Fiji, particularly some of the nation’s political leaders. Within 

Oceania and Fiji, China’s trade to the region is the picture of growth. Between 2000 and 2012, a 

year before the inception of BRI, the value of trade between China and its diplomatic partners 

alone increased from $248 million to $1.77 billion, with everyone else in the region, states that 
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recognize Taiwan and colonized territories, it stood at $2.7 billion (Taylor 2016). In the same 

period, exports from China to Fiji rose from $15.1 million to $223 million.  

 

Table 3.3. Value of Merchandise Imports from China to Fiji and Exports from Fiji to China, 2013 

to 2019 (in millions) (Fiji Bureau of Statistics 2021). 

 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Imports 518 623 696 735 788 930 753 
Exports 61 135 107 99 98 118 80 

 

Table 3.3 illustrates the value of merchandise imports from China to Fiji and of exports 

from Fiji to China since the inception of the Belt and Road in 2013. First, the relative size of each 

economy and China’s manufacturing capacity is clear; however, even though there is a drop in 

2019, imports from China increased in value between 2013 and 2018. In 2019, China was the 

fourth largest source of imports after Singapore, Australia, and France.  Fiji’s exports to China 

demonstrate greater fluctuations, with the gains between 2014 and 2018 dropping by 

approximately a third between 2018 and 2019, which represents the latest year for trade 

records. Fiji’s trade deficit with China is the third largest of all trading partners. France is first and 

Australia is second. In his 2015 meeting with Li Keqiang, Prime Minister Bainimarama raised the 

sizable trade deficit, access to Chinese markets, and tariffs on Fijian goods. A proposed free trade 

agreement remains stalled. China’s major imports includes machinery, electrical equipment, 

base metals, textiles, and rubber. In 2021, exports from China by province came from 

Guangdong, Zhejiang, Shandong, Fujian, and Jiangsu in that order. Exports of Fijian goods 

comprised water, fresh fish, wood in chips or particles, and mahogany. Key exporters to China 

are Tropik Wood and Fiji Water.  

Trade events have been a key site of encounter in the private sector. These occasions not 

only showcase products, but also the blurry lines between the state and commerce. Further, 

trade events have also been coopted into the Belt and Road orbit as a branding strategy that 

signals Chinese government blessing. Trade-related activities that have taken place in Fiji include 

the Fiji-China Business Exchange Summit in 2016, Fiji-China Trade Promotion Symposium held in 

2019, and Fiji-China Trade Expo Series in 2021. Reinforcing historical ties and the province’s 
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allotted role of BRI cheerleader in Oceania, Guangdong has headlined several events, including: 

the Guangdong Premium Products in 2016 and 2017 and the China (Guangzhou)-Fiji Business 

Seminar in 2019. In May 2017, the Guangdong branch of the China Council for the Promotion of 

International Trade exhibited in Suva over 30 companies specializing in manufacturing, tourism, 

and real estate, framing the event as a Belt and Road opportunity. Further, Fijians have taken 

their products to Guangdong by attending the China Guangdong 21st Century Maritime Silk Road 

International Expo and Canton Fair in recent years. However, arguably the most significant event 

has been the annual China International Import Expo (CIIE), which has been held in Shanghai 

since 2018. At the 2020 opening ceremony, Xi Jinping praised it as a platform for joint trade that 

would advance the goals of the Belt and Road. Li Zhi, the Economic and Commercial Counsellor 

of Chinese Embassy, prodded Fijian exporters to attend at a time when the Chinese market was 

opening to all. In all, eight Oceanic states set up stalls at CIIE.  

 

Enterprises of all Sizes  

Privately owned enterprises comprise a key area of analysis in Belt and Road encounters. 

Frequently, opportunistic diplomats, politicians, and entrepreneurs label privately funded 

projects with the BRI brand, sometimes later wishing they had not. Major projects, examined in 

Chapter 7, such as the long-in-construction Wanguo (WG) Friendship Plaza and the failed 

Silkroad Ark Fiji Hotel, both BRI labeled, have caused political headaches for the Chinese 

Embassy after an initial endorsement. Nevertheless, quantitative survey data on investment 

from China is scarce. We know that in 2016 China became the largest source of foreign 

investment to Fiji (Krishna 2016). We also know that, according to the media, between 2014 and 

2019, Chinese investors implemented 277 Chinese projects, at a value of approximately $1.08 

billion (Krishant 2019).  
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Figure 3.7. The construction site of the extension to the Yue Lai Hotel in the Flagstaff neighborhood of Suva. Photo 
by author, 2018.  

 

Table 3.4. Chinese Businesses by Sector 2019. 

Sector Number of Registered Businesses 

Accommodation and Food Services 427 

Construction 112 

Human Health and Social Work Services 8 
Manufacturing 9 

Professional, Scientific, and Technical Activities 10 

Real Estate Activities 119 

Transport and Storage 50 
Wholesale & Retail & Repair of Motor Vehicles and Cycles 50 

Total 819 
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I built the above data from documents containing information on companies registered 

with the Fiji Revenue and Customs Service. The table offers some more insight into the kinds of 

sectors in which Chinese and Fiji Chinese invest and work (Fiji Revenue and Customs Service 

2019). Although the data does not distinguish between the investments of Chinese nationals and 

Fiji Chinese and selection of a business as “Chinese” was based on the name of, or familiarity 

with, an enterprise, the top three sectors, Accommodation and Food Services, Real Estate 

Activities, and Construction, reveal concentrated areas of commercial activity. Further, another 

important distinguishing aspect to this research is size of enterprise. Since 2019, the Fiji Reserve 

Bank has classified size of enterprise according to turnover or total assets; however, there is no 

comprehensive data on the holdings of the companies identified in Table 3. In Chapters 5, 6, and 

7, I introduce case studies of enterprises in different size categories. The categories I use are 

based on number of employees and taken from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development; that is, micro enterprises comprise up to ten workers, small enterprises up to 50 

workers, medium enterprises 250 workers, and large enterprises above 250 employees 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2005). 

Chapter 3 is my narrated cartography of Chinese Fiji and Suva, covering non-state and 

state aspects of the Fiji and China encounter. The history of Fiji Chinese presence illustrates 

longstanding connections between Fijian and Chinese peoples denaturalizing the idea that China 

is a new partner for Fiji and more broadly Oceania. In presenting an overview of the institutions 

and position of Fiji Chinese, I highlight a complex set of relations between Fiji Chinese civil 

society and the state, the private sector, as well as intra-community dynamics between the 

generations. Further, the landscape of private sector entrepreneurship spans the scale from 

large to micro enterprises. The cartography makes visible the contributions of non-state actors 

to the Fiji and China engagement in parallel to state relations. This visibility is critical in moving 

geoeconomics towards grounded analysis. Chapter 4 examines everyday geoeconomics as states 

understand them. Through a text analysis, I explain how the Chinese and Fijian states have 

coopted human encounters as a narrative element in transnational anticipatory geographies, 

such as the Belt and Road. This co-constructed discursive move endeavors to normalize 

economic change at a popular scale.  
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CHAPTER 4. CONVERGING ANTICIPATORY GEOGRAPHIES: EVERYDAY STATE IMAGINARIES 

 

Encounters: In August 2016, I read a report in the Fiji Sun describing the groundbreaking 

ceremony for a $250 million hotel project, led by private investors from China, on the Coral 

Coast of Viti Levu. In among an eye-glazing list of the dignitaries in attendance and an 

upbeat write-up was an incongruous statement, “While there has been a track record for 

a number of failed Chinese investment projects here, there is much optimism about this 

one” (Nisha 2016). What might make this project different? Reading on, I wondered if it 

could be that a Fijian official referred to the Silkroad Ark Hotel as one of the first projects 

in Fiji branded as part of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). In the summer of 2017, I 

hitchhiked to the site of the new hotel from the nearby village of Komave to see for myself 

how construction was coming along. When my ride dropped me off, I took stock of my 

surroundings. I was on my own on a single lane highway with eight-foot-high corrugated 

fencing enclosing the forest on either side of the road. I noticed a small cinder block 

building with an attached “Project Office” sign in English and Chinese, walked towards it, 

and knocked on the only door. There was no answer. Not long after, Ana approached me 

from across the road and asked if I needed any help. I inquired about the hotel, and she 

told me no one had been in the office for some months. Ana said I could look around the 

grounds as she was the one leasing the building to “the Chinese.” I peered through the 

windows and saw unmade bunk beds, stacked dishes and a sun-bleached poster board 

announcing “Fiji: ‘The Belt and Road’ strategic cooperation outpost.” A quick wander 

behind the corrugated fencing revealed a cleared area and the sound of ocean breaking 

on the reef. There had been no work on the site since the groundbreaking ceremony. On 

a return visit in 2018, members of Ana’s family were now living in the office, and after a 

brief chat, she wrapped her head in a cloth to protect her from the afternoon sun and set 

off for the reef. By 2021, there was no sign of the project having ever existed. The forest 

had reclaimed the cleared space.  
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The Silkroad Ark Hotel is among several private and state funded projects in Fiji stamped 

with the Belt and Road Initiative brand. While BRI is primarily characterized by the material 

outcome of infrastructure construction, in Fiji, its discursive power has been arguably more 

impactful, as the reclaimed lot near Komave illustrates. While there have unquestionably been 

several completed BRI-branded enterprises in Fiji, the arbitrariness with which government 

representatives make this designation exhibits less consistency than the ways in which the 

Chinese and Fijian states interact about the Belt and Road. As such, the intangible state 

discourses of the BRI are key to analysis, especially in how these stories intermingle with national 

policies and represent themselves to local people.  

 

 

Figure 4.1. The project office of the Silkroad Ark Hotel near Komave on the Coral Coast. Photo by author, 2017.  

 

In the following chapter, Fijian and Chinese state narratives of the Belt and Road are 

examined through its convergence with Fiji’s 2006 “Look North,” a policy designed to extend 

political and economic connectivity placing Fijian agency front and center. This discursive 

encounter offers insights into how BRI is rendered into grounded contexts beyond China’s 

borders. Further, BRI is one of several anticipatory geographies imagined and overlayed across 
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maps of Fiji and Oceania in a period of reemerging power politics. By anticipatory geographies, I 

mean state policies, and in many cases aspirational statements of identity, which aim to 

reconfigure transnational political, economic, and representational spaces. As a result, 

anticipatory geographies are narrative driven communicating messages of change through 

connectivity. As transnational visions of prosperity and collective identification, anticipatory 

geographies also emphasize shared benefits with other states and their populations by 

leveraging people-centered narratives. In other words, the language of broad inclusion 

predominates state articulations of anticipatory geographies. 

Therefore, in a global marketplace of overlapping transnational geoeconomic blueprints, 

the encounter between the Belt and Road and Look North is joined by the Pacific imaginings of 

other states and multilateral entities internal and external to Oceania. In Chapter 4, I analyze the 

entanglement of anticipatory geographies in Fiji, with a focus on Look North and BRI, and how 

the convergence of state generated visions has developed into a co-produced discourse of 

prosperity between Fijians and Chinese. In addition, the vocabulary of prosperity and 

connectivity repeated in the discussion of anticipatory geographies, accompanied by people-

centered narratives, offer a state version of everyday geoeconomics that captures local 

interactions towards policy goals. Also noticeable in the encounter process is the emergence of 

the Belt and Road as the dominant narrative in Sino-Fijian relations. Although this shift might 

signal an overwrite of a local policy framework, the continuity of discursive themes from Look 

North to BRI indicates how Fiji has managed the externalities of anticipatory geographies to 

grounded conditions. This has important implications for the potential reception of BRI in Fiji and 

provides a template for its acceptance in other contexts. In other words, Fiji has absorbed BRI 

narratives, shaped them for local consumption, and produced texts messaging how the BRI is 

consistent with Fijian interests. This repositions the BRI not as a wholly external force but as an 

intervention which has been invited in overseas spaces because of its fit for local contexts.   

  

4.1 Transnational Anticipatory Geographies 

Matthew Sparke describes the construction of a “Cascadia” cross-border trading zone 

between the United States and Canada and the development of an Anglo-French “Transmanche” 
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economic region to illustrate how states reorganize space in anticipation of attracting capital. He 

adds the process also redirects local identities towards the new territories turning “an economic 

geography into the basis of a cultural-cum-political geography used to make policy-making 

interventions” (Sparke 1998, 93). Sparke writes these anticipatory geographies highlight how 

commercial activities have become the principal means of state-to-state cooperation and 

competition. While conventional theorists of geoeconomics would agree in prioritizing 

economics in state relations, the partial dismantling of sovereignty puts Sparke at odds with 

them. In addition, Sparke’s notion of “a cultural-cum-political geography” may not be broadly 

applicable, Brexit has put to rest any meaningful trans-European identity in the United Kingdom; 

however, his focus on people and identity foreshadows how states leverage human relations in 

the anticipatory geographies to come. 

Furthermore, Sparke (2007) writes that emotional discourses arise as a defining element 

in geoeconomics, and by extension the anticipatory geographies it produces, particularly in its 

dialectical relationship with geopolitics. Geoeconomics frequently invokes hope, cooperation, 

and prosperity, while geopolitics carries the fear of conflict and fragility. This is no better 

illustrated than in the U.S. administration’s galvanization of support for the 2003 invasion of Iraq. 

The anxiety raised by U.S. officials, and in turn by the media, over the Baghdad government’s 

stockpiling of “weapons of mass destruction” was posited as a justification for a military invasion, 

and the prospect of building a free-market system and democratic society would bring Iraq into a 

global network of states with shared values. With an eye on what is to come, geoeconomics is 

embedded in the rhetoric of state officials.    

While foregrounding the power of discourse, Sparke’s analysis views geoeconomics as a 

mere prop to militaristic ambitions. Also, Sparke’s cross-border anticipatory geographies have 

become superseded by geoeconomics initiatives, such as the Belt and Road, with multiple sites 

and transnational ambitions. However, geoeconomics narratives are less crutch and more 

central to the promotion of transnational anticipatory geographies becoming the primary driver 

in the proposed rearrangement of economic space and identity. The geographical necessity of 

broad appeal inspires a repetitive messaging of inclusion, networks, peace, rejuvenation, and 

connectivity. At the interface of converging transnational anticipatory geographies, such as in 
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Fiji, it becomes important to understand how states untangle the meshing of all these positive 

external imaginings and (re)present them to local people.  

 

Oceania Remapped 

Fiji and Oceania have become sites for a proliferation of transnational anticipatory 

geographies. The growing presence of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in Oceania is an 

undeniable factor in the development of external Pacific imaginings. Beijing’s Belt and Road 

vision for cooperation in Oceania has only heightened anxiety in the capitals of Oceania’s 

traditional partners. In addition, states in Oceania and multilateral organizations have offered 

their own blueprints which not only diversify relations beyond traditional partners, but also raise 

urgent issues, such as the climate crisis. Traditional regional powers Australia and Aotearoa/New 

Zealand have announced recommitments of engagement with Oceania after a period of 

perceived absence. In 2017, Australia declared a “Pacific Step-up” as part of a white paper on a 

broad range of foreign policy issues. The Step-up aimed to “engage with the Pacific with greater 

intensity and ambition, deliver more integrated and innovative policy and make further, 

substantial long-term investments in the region’s development” (Department of Foreign Affairs 

and Trade 2017, 101). The new policy would prioritize economic growth, people-to-people 

interactions, and security in relations with Pacific Island Countries with the promise of building 

resilient communities. The announcement in July 2019 of the Australian Infrastructure Financing 

Facility for the Pacific intended to rebalance Australian assistance from social programming to 

material projects. Three quarters of the approximately USD1.5 billion set aside would be 

available as loans and the remainder in grants, placing the funds in competition with Chinese 

infrastructure financing.   

The following year, then Aotearoa/New Zealand Foreign Minister Winston Peters 

declared Wellington’s own pledge to boost relations with Oceania through a “Pacific Reset.” The 

Pacific Reset outlined the five principles of understanding, friendship, mutual benefit, collective 

ambition, and sustainability to bring shared prosperity between Aotearoa/New Zealand and 

Pacific Island Countries as states linked by “culture, history, politics, people, language, and 

shared interests” (New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2019). The Pacific Step-up 



83 
 

and Pacific Reset policy documents both cite China’s increased political and economic presence 

as a catalyst for the changing strategic outlook in Oceania and for the necessity to elevate their 

engagement in the island Pacific. While the initiatives commit to economic growth, inclusivity 

and connectivity, the rearrangement of Oceanic spaces read as reactionary with, unsurprisingly, 

a framing toward the longevity of Australian and Aotearoa/New Zealander presence. 

The United States’ “Indo-Pacific Strategy” represents a further redrawing of the 

geopolitical map with a gaze towards Oceania. Although primarily a defense policy, the language 

of trade in key documents illustrates the entanglement of geopolitical and geoeconomic goals. 

The strategy prioritizes the maintenance of U.S.-led dominance over a collective area covering 

two oceans. A 2019 U.S. Department of Defense report not only outlines the United States’ 

historical claim to Indo-Pacific presence, but also its leadership in ensuring a networked space 

upholding “the international rules-based order” (U.S. Department of Defense 2019, 5). There is 

little ambivalence in naming the greatest challenge to this order, the report singles out the 

“China threat,” and the strategy recommends enhanced security efforts between allied nations 

to ensure a “free” and “open” region. Further, in reterritorializing two ocean spaces into one 

area of strategic interest, the United States envisions economic benefits through “free, fair, and 

reciprocal trade based on open investment, transparent agreements, and connectivity.” (Ibid., 

4). The concept has generated new arrangements aimed at containment of China, such as the 

Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, or Quad, consisting of Australia, India, Japan, each with their 

own Indo-Pacific policy documents, and the United States; in addition to AUKUS, a military 

alliance between Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States. In setting a new area of 

competition, other states and multilateral entities have articulated Indo-Pacific strategies and 

policies, including ASEAN, the European Union, France, Germany, the Netherlands, and the 

United Kingdom.  

In a more directed approach to Oceania, the United States initiated the “Pacific Pledge of 

the Indo-Pacific Strategy” in October 2019. The commitment of an additional $100 million to the 

annual $350 million in assistance was expanded to over $200 million in October 2020. The 2020 

funds would be spread across three “Indo-Pacific Pillars” of Economic ($68.9 million), 

Governance ($3.7 million), and Security ($5.1 million), as well as US$130 million earmarked for 
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Oceania’s Covid-19 response. The focus on pandemic recovery and the economy, again, appear 

as competition to the availability of Chinese state capital and iterative donations of personal 

protective equipment and Covid-19 vaccines. Fiji would get its share of the additional funds 

available in 2019 and 2020, although publicly stated assistance indicated some of this would be 

spent on embedded advisors with the Fijian Ministry of Defense. In a more globally targeted 

response to China’s infrastructure focused assistance, the Group of Seven (G7) launched Build 

Back Better World (B3W). United States led, B3W “will collectively catalyze hundreds of billions 

of dollars of infrastructure investment for low- and middle-income countries in the coming 

years.” The specifics remain fuzzy, and the Biden Administration has named a range of 

development financing institutions and the private sector to mobilize capital; however, 

assistance is contingent on shared values, which include good governance, as outlined in the 

Blue Dot Network of standards for infrastructure construction. The 2022 Indo-Pacific and Pacific 

Partnerships of the Biden administration are discussed in the Postface.  

With more modest efforts, other external states are engaging with Oceania. Formerly an 

extensive colonial power in the region, the United Kingdom (UK), now reduced to the Pitcairn 

Group of Islands, announced a “Pacific Uplift” in 2019. Regionally, most UK assistance is 

dispersed through multilateral entities, such as the UN; furthermore, in a July 2019 speech, 

Laura Clarke, British High Commissioner to Aotearoa/New Zealand, admitted “quite frankly we 

stepped back too much from our Pacific friends and partners” (L. Clarke 2019). Although 

prompted by the UK’s rush to rekindle partnerships in anticipation of the January 2020 exit from 

the European Union, the Pacific Uplift remained limited to opening diplomatic missions in 

Samoa, Tonga, and Vanuatu, as well as a loose commitment to the “shared value” of “trade as a 

common good – as a driver of both prosperity and peace and stability” (Ibid.). By 2021, the 

Pacific Uplift, limited as it had been, all but disappeared from Whitehall policy rhetoric. 

Nevertheless, through a parallel branding, the “UK-Pacific Partnership,” the UK opened the 

Conflict, Security, and Stability Fund (CSSF) to support governance programs in Oceania. 

Described by the UK government as a resource which “delivers activity to tackle instability and to 

prevent conflicts that threaten UK interests,” the CSSF certainly delivers transparency on its 

priorities.   
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The presence of the Republic of China, or Taiwan, provides an additional layer to the 

mapping of anticipatory geographies in Oceania, primarily through the reestablishment of the 

Austronesian Forum in 2018, and less so with the inception of the “New Southbound Policy” in 

2016, which targets Australia and Aotearoa/New Zealand, among states in Asia, as alternative 

economic partners to the People’s Republic of China. With a different emphasis, the former 

initiative underscores narratives of representation claiming a shared identity with Pacific 

Islanders through an Austronesian ethnicity and claims thirteen members.1 The Austronesian 

Forum “Vision” is “enhancing the value of cultural sustainability, democracy, good governance, 

human right [sic] and sustainable development through close cooperation” (Austronesian Forum 

2018). The stress placed on shared Austronesian bonds naturalizes Taiwanese presence in 

Oceania and distinguishes it from the externalities of mainland China. Taiwan’s deployment of 

shared identities and histories is mirrored elsewhere; the Pacific Reset literature describes 

Aotearoa/New Zealand as a Pacific country, the Indo-Pacific Strategy paper explains the United 

States has given “blood and treasure to sustain the freedoms, openness, and opportunity of this 

region,” and Laura Clarke, the UK High Commissioner to Aotearoa/New Zealand, notes “the UK 

has long been in and of the Pacific.” (U.S. Department of Defense 2019, 2; Clarke 2019).   

In addition to the transnational anticipatory geographies of Taiwan and current and 

former colonizers, states in Asia have also included Oceania in rewiring the connectivity of 

economic space. South Korea’s “New Southern Policy,” Indonesia’s “Pacific Elevation,” and 

India’s “Act East” are further examples. Despite a focus on ASEAN states and India, South Korea’s 

policy has become enlisted on climate adaptation assistance in Oceania through the U.S.-ROK 

Indo-Pacific Strategy-New Southern Policy Dialogue. Indonesia’s outreach to Oceania is undercut 

in many Pacific societies due to the ongoing occupation of West Papua. However, this did not 

stop Indonesia’s Foreign Minister laying claim to a Pacific identity for Indonesia in a July 2019 

speech at the Jakarta organized Pacific Exposition. Through the platform of the Indonesia-South 

Pacific Forum, talk of Preferential Trade Agreements with Papua New Guinea and Fiji lingered, 

yet scholars skeptically observe the Pacific Elevation is a quid pro quo of enhanced trade for 

 
1 Taiwan, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Solomon Islands, Nauru, Tuvalu, Palau, Aotearoa/New Zealand, Philippines, 
Malaysia, Indonesia, Guam, and Hawaiʻi.  



86 
 

turning a blind eye on West Papua (Kabutaulaka 2020). Act East, India’s, and Narendra Modi’s, 

transnational vision, had its origins in earlier administrations’ “Look East” policies. In similarity to 

Korea’s extension of the New Southern Policy to Oceania, Act East began with the aim of 

engagement with states in East and Southeast Asia and turned to include the island Pacific as 

India became strategically attached to the spatial narratives of the Indo-Pacific. The Forum for 

India–Pacific Islands Cooperation, held for the first time in 2014 and for the second in 2015, has 

witnessed the most visible aspects of Act East in Oceania. However, despite little rhetorical 

follow up, India and Fiji have distinctive bonds through the large Indo-Fijian population. While 

Japan favors multilateral engagement through the triennial and assistance-focused Pacific Islands 

Leaders Meeting (PALM) summits, Oceania has become integrated into Tokyo’s vision of a “Free 

and Open Indo-Pacific,” which is underpinned by the principles of the rule of law, pursuit of 

economic prosperity, and connectivity.  

  The regional response amid the flourishing of anticipatory geographies came in 2017 

through the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF). Island leaders endorsed the “Blue Pacific” identity “to re-

capture the collective potential of the region’s shared stewardship of the Pacific Ocean” (Pacific 

Islands Forum 2020). While this signified a restatement of the shared identity noted in the 

Forum’s 2014 Framework for Pacific Regionalism, the Blue Pacific also upheld the framework’s 

agenda of “sustainable development, economic growth, strengthened systems, and security for 

all” (Pacific Islands Forum 2020). Unsurprisingly, given the emergence of several external 

narratives, the Blue Pacific set out to prioritize the welfare of Pacific peoples. The Forum’s 2018 

Boe Declaration determined the climate crisis as the most serious security threat to the region 

and the collective announcement was an expression of the Blue Pacific identity. The China threat 

discourses emanating from Washington, Canberra, and elsewhere were of little interest given 

the existential threat of rising sea levels and the unvarnished actual rearrangement of space the 

climate crisis presents. In 2012, and in response to several high-level diplomatic visits to Oceania, 

then President of Kiribati Anote Tong said: “It is nice to be relevant” (Tong 2012). Given the wide 

range of imaginaries in progress in the region by the end of the decade, his words were also 

prescient. 
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Fiji Looks North 

States in Oceania are active in rearranging their relations with other states in response to 

shifting domestic and global changes. The Fijian Islands, whose political and economic policies 

carry weight across the region, has been a driver in this process. As Tarte (2010, 118) writes, “Fiji 

is regarded as a pivotal state in the region—a regional hub and a relatively influential player in 

regional politics.” Fiji has also assumed political leadership beyond Oceania heading up 

multilateral forums such as the United Nations General Assembly, COP 23, the Pacific Small 

Island Developing States, and Alliance of Small Island States. The Fijian Islands’ history of political 

upheaval in the past thirty years has been an influential factor in the diversification of political 

and economic partners outside of traditional regional powers and former colonizer the United 

Kingdom. Fraenkel and Firth write of the lofty goals of the 2006 coup led by Josaia Voreqe 

Bainimarama noting that for the instigators it was the coup to end all coups. It would restructure 

Fiji putting an end to the racial divisions that permeated politics and society and rebuild the 

economy. However, Fraenkel and Firth (2009, 11) also explain “Fiji’s coups regularly set the 

economy back by years, and this one was no exception.” As Fiji became isolated from existing 

partners due to the imposition of economic sanctions or diplomatic pressure to restore 

representative rule, the search for new allies took the Bainimarama administration to Asia. The 

initiation of a Look North policy was the resuscitation of a strategy employed in the aftermath of 

the coups of 1987 and 2000, as Crocombe (2007, 211) notes, “’Look North’ policies by Islands 

governments accelerate when relations with Australia, New Zealand, and the USA are strained.” 

The coup of 1987 led by Sitiveni Rabuka not only overthrew the government of Fijian 

Prime Minister Timoci Bavadra in May of that year, but also, in September, it established Fiji as a 

republic. The United Nations and the Commonwealth denounced the imposition of military rule, 

and in the following year, the Fijian economy contracted as Indo-Fijians sought to emigrate in an 

atmosphere of increasing ITaukei assertiveness. To keep an economic crisis at bay, the 

administration looked for investment from East and Southeast Asian states, notably the People’s 

Republic of China, Japan, South Korea, and Malaysia. This first attempt to forge a Look North 

policy “did not radically change … [Fiji’s] … foreign policy orientation or foreign economic ties,” 

as the policy was not aggressively pursued and relations with traditional partners began to slowly 
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normalize (Tarte 2010, 120). Nevertheless, following the coup of 2000, the military-installed 

government of Prime Minister Laisenia Qarase revived Look North as Fiji reentered a second 

period of wilderness in its relations with Australia and Aotearoa/New Zealand. An attempt to 

decrease reliance on these traditional partners prompted a cycle of “visit diplomacy” between 

Fijian and Asian leaders, particularly China, which culminated in Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao’s 

April 2006 trip to Nadi for the inaugural China-Pacific Island Economic Development and 

Cooperation Forum. 

The December 2006 coup bringing Josaia Voreqe Bainimarama to power introduced the 

third, and current, iteration of the Look North policy. Economic sanctions and diplomatic 

suspensions led by Australia, Aotearoa/New Zealand, the United States, and the Pacific Islands 

Forum prompted a renewal of Look North; however, the latest version of the policy has also 

been the most successful at re-orientating Fiji’s relationships with Asian states and markedly 

China. Arguably, Fiji’s shift had a regional impact with China’s increasing presence taking on 

momentum from 2006 onwards. Furthermore, Look North (2006) reinforced the links between 

the economic anticipation of new trading and financing partners with national rejuvenation, as 

Bainimarama told the UN General Assembly in 2011, “We believe such expansion of outlook is 

essential to our national development” (Ministry of Information 2011). Suva has branded Look 

North 2006 as an expression of Fijian agency shaped by Fijians regardless of ethnicity in a bid to 

link state and individual aspirations. 

However, as drivers of Look North, the coups of 1987, 2000, and 2006 do not fully explain 

the impetus for diversification. Slatter (2006) describes neoliberalism’s negative impacts in 

Oceania, which she writes first became a force after the 1987 coup. The aid programs of 

traditional donors conditioned on structural reforms were a source of resentment as inequality 

grew across Oceania from the mid-1990s onwards. Look North is one expression of a broader 

“New Pacific Diplomacy” that aims to rearrange power in Oceania to create regional responses 

to regional emergencies, such as poverty and the climate crisis. Increasing Chinese interest in the 

region, especially through the BRI, has been an enabling factor in reducing the influence of 

traditional partners presenting a wider range of economic opportunities (Fry and Tarte 2015b). 

Fiji’s establishment of the Pacific Island Development Forum is an example of this descaling of 
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Australia and Aotearoa/New Zealand’s role in Oceanic affairs, as it purposefully excluded these 

two states and offered a platform for participation among Oceania’s non-governmental and 

private sectors. The Look North paradigm of broadening trade relations and state revitalization 

has been taken up by other Oceanic states, such as Palau (mid 1990s), Papua New Guinea 

(1988), and Solomon Islands (2006). 

 

4.2 Constructing People-centered Prosperity and Connectivity  

Texts and the production of space are inseparable and “we can read global politics off 

textual evidence” (Müller 2013, 49). Dalby and Ó Tuathail (1998) outline three kinds of text, 

formal, practical, and popular, as the basis of geopolitical discourse analysis. Formal geopolitics 

refers to the texts of the “intellectuals of statecraft,” who are not formally attached to 

government, but who exercise influence over it; in other words, academics, think tank analysts, 

and non-governmental organization researchers. The texts of practical geopolitics derive from 

the practitioners of statecraft, i.e., legislators and state officials, while popular geopolitics is the 

domain of mass-produced texts, such as broadcast, digital, and print media. Sharp (1993) notes 

that as a form of text popular geopolitics is less likely to invoke suspicion among consumers; 

however, even though such texts do not usually accept scripts from the state, they do replicate 

dominant discourses.  

While “the core business of engaging with texts produced in the realms of formal and 

practical geopolitics will remain the cornerstone of critical geopolitics” (Müller 2013, 63), the 

relationship between practical and popular geopolitics has evolved and merits more attention. 

Dittmer and Gray (2010) write given the time and resources required to disseminate political 

narratives to vast audiences, popular geopolitics remains at the forefront of practical 

geopoliticians. In an age of discursive fluidity, the fixed divisions of formal, practical, and popular 

geopolitics appear too rigid to analyze the contemporary scripting of space. While Sharp’s 

Gramscian notion that dominant narratives replicate within popular geopolitics is true, practical 

geopolitics has more forcefully entered the popular domain through the proliferation and wide 

availability of state-owned or state-aligned media outlets, especially via the internet. For 

example, the authority asserted in practical geopolitics, through the quotations of state officials, 
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is often unchallenged in state-influenced media. This close relationship between practical and 

popular geopolitics is more evident, though not always, in states with poor records of press 

freedom and presents one of the observable ways to witness the advancement of select 

discourses. This observation becomes critical in examining anticipatory geographies as state 

projects, including how governments promote narratives of prosperity and connectivity to 

people across borders and through cyberspace. In sum, the relationship between practical and 

popular geopolitics is more overtly top down. 

 

Text Analysis 

Using the “China-Fiji Texts” dataset, this section reveals how the entanglement of the 

Look North policy with the Belt and Road Initiative in Fiji has led to the co-production of people-

centered narratives of prosperity and connectivity. The 120 texts, drawn from popular media 

and government press releases, range from 2006 to 2020. I selected texts coded in the dataset 

by topic as either Look North (a total of 23 texts) or Belt and Road Initiative (a total of 97 texts). 

Media outlets in Fiji (Fiji Broadcasting Corporation, the Fiji Sun, The Fiji Times, and Fijivillage) and 

in China (China Daily, Global Times, and Xinhua) appeared frequently as text sources and often 

contained statements from Fijian and Chinese government officials. These sources are either 

state run (as in the case of China), or state aligned and constrained (as in the case of Fiji). These 

conditions provide an insight into the practical and popular geopolitical messaging of Look North 

and the Belt and Road Initiative. 

The texts disclosed a shift in focus toward the Belt and Road beginning in 2015, 

coinciding with the Chinese government’s extension of BRI corridors into Oceania. According to 

the analysis, prior to 2015, Look North led the practical and popular geopolitical discussion of 

Sino-Fijian relations. By 2017, the swing toward the BRI appears absolute with Look North 

mentions barely registering in both Chinese and Fijian sources (see Table 4.1). Moreover, 

examining the distribution of Look North and Belt and Road between Chinese and Fijian origin 

texts indicates an increasing preference in the Fijian media and government for the Belt and 

Road framework (see Table 4.2). The core claims of texts, including the media, revealed 

prosperity and connectivity as a key thematic pattern. This is hardly revelatory given there is 
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little critical media analysis to accompany laudatory commentary from Fijian and Chinese state 

officials. Even further, there are blurred lines between what appear as state press releases and 

media articles in both Fiji and China. An example of these echo chambers is a 2014 press release 

from China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs website, accompanied by an image from Xinhua, citing 

how then Fijian President Epeli Nailatikau “is grateful to China for helping improve Fiji’s economy 

and the livelihood of the Fijian people, regards China as a major direction of its diplomatic policy 

of Look North and is willing to strengthen cooperation with China” (MFA 2014a). In addition, a 

Chinese State Council Information Office re-post of a 2017 Xinhua article describes how Fijian 

President Jioji Konrote, “spoke highly of the China-proposed Belt and Road Initiative, calling it a 

connector enabling the South Pacific Island state to facilitate its connection to the global 

community” (Xinhua 2017b). 

Reflecting this positivity, four core claims emerged from the analysis of Look North texts. 

In order of most to least frequent these are Look North: (1) Expands Fiji’s networks (2) Builds 

Fijian agency (3) Benefits Fiji economically, and (4) Delivers on prosperity (see Table 4.3). 

Illustrative passages of these Look North core claims include the following from Chinese and 

Fijian state sources. 

 
Since adopting its Look North Policy, Fiji has become more confident in the conduct of its 
foreign policy. Fiji has forged new relations with countries on all corners of the globe – in 
the Middle East, Latin America, Europe, Africa and Asia (A. Nand 2017). (Claim: Look 
North expands Fiji’s networks). 

 
Xi Jinping said China regards Fiji as an important cooperative partner among the Pacific 
Island countries, respects the development path the Fijian people have chosen for their 
own and appreciates Fiji for prioritizing developing relations with China in its Look North 
policy (MFA 2014a). (Claim: Look North builds Fijian agency). 
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Table 4.1. Frequency of Texts by Year and Search Term 

Year Look North Belt and Road Initiative 

Before 2013 3 0 

2013 3 0 

2014 9 0 

2015 1 2 

2016 5 5 

2017 2 43 

2018 0 20 
2019 0 24 

2020 0 3 

Total 23 97 

 

Table 4.2. Origins of Texts by State and Sector 

 Look North Belt and Road Initiative 
Media 

Fijian 6 43 

Chinese 7 30 

Other 4 14 
Government 

Fijian 3 2 

Chinese 3 8 

 

Table 4.3. Core Claims about Look North in the Text Analysis 

Core Claim Frequency 

Expands Fiji’s networks 8 (35%) 
Builds Fijian agency 7 (31%) 

Benefits Fiji  6 (26%) 

Delivers Fijian prosperity 2 (8%) 

 

Similarly, the core claims in texts referencing the Belt and Road Initiative highlight 

narratives of prosperity and connectivity over material impacts. The order of narrative frequency 

in descending order in these texts is the BRI: (1) Creates prosperity (2) Benefits Fiji and China (3) 

Develops people-centered relationships (4) Delivers prosperity, and (5) Expands networks (see 

Table 4.4). This continuity from Look North to Belt and Road core claims demonstrate a co-

construction of the tone the state creates for the Sino-Fijian relationship. However, claims under 

Belt and Road demonstrate a softening of Fiji-centric narratives with the inclusion of China as a 
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co-beneficiary. Further, people-centered relationships recur as a theme in texts referencing the 

Belt and Road; this claim, along with, the anticipation of prosperity move the emphasis created 

in Look North narratives towards state-defined, yet grounded, opportunities for the people of Fiji 

and China.  

 

Table 4.4. Core Claims about the Belt and Road Initiative in the Text Analysis 

Core Claim Frequency 
Creates prosperity 33 (34%) 

Benefits Fiji and China  22 (23%) 

Develops people-centered relationships 20 (21%) 

Delivers prosperity 11 (11%) 

Expands networks 11 (11%)  

 

A morphological study of the texts reinforces the notion that the Belt and Road Initiative 

in Fiji is discussed in specific terms. That is, the BRI generates prosperity and expands capital and 

human networks. Another, and notable, discursive pattern is that even though the Belt and Road 

has become the defining framework of bilateral relations, the similarity between Look North and 

BRI core claims signal the Belt and Road is consistent Fijian agency. This convergence of 

language, now more focused on mutuality, than one that is Fiji-centric, naturalizes the 

transnational presence of the Belt and Road. The referents promoting these narratives are 

principally Chinese and Fijian officials, and there is no evident agency given to dissenting 

opinions within the texts. As a result, the tone is positive, authoritative, and top down. The swing 

towards the Belt and Road and the lack of externality are illustrated in the pair of quotes below. 

The first by a Fijian official in the Chinese media, and the second by a Chinese official in the Fijian 

media.  

 
[Former Fijian President] Nailatikau Fiji regards the development of its relations with 
China as a cornerstone of its Look North Policy, which is aimed at enriching the country’s 
relations with Asia (Xinhua 2014b). 
 
Fiji is located on the natural extension of the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road. As the 
second largest economy among the South Pacific island countries and the regional hub, 
Fiji is well positioned in the Belt and Road co-operation (P. Zhang 2017). 
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The tone and the referents do not differ in iterative expressions of prosperity discourses 

within Look North and Belt and Road texts. While mutuality is expressed in Look North texts in 

terms of state-to-state relations, the Belt and Road offers grounded and shared prosperity. For 

example.  

 
Nailatikau said that Fiji and China enjoy mutual respect, equality and mutual benefits and 
are getting closer to each other (MFA 2014a). 
 
Chinese President Xi Jinping said Tuesday [following Bainimarama’s attendance at the 
2017 Belt and Road Forum] that China is ready to enhance all-round cooperation with Fiji 
for the benefit of the people in both countries (Xinhua 2017a). 

 

Xi Jinping’s people-centered reference above is an iterative aspect of state discourse 

surrounding the Belt and Road Initiative in Fiji. The development of people-to-people relations 

are often cited in the texts in addition to the expansion of capital networks. If Look North 

represented Fiji’s bid to find new trading partners amid crippling economic sanctions, the Belt 

and Road embodies something much more ambitious. Coupled with the language of aid, trade, 

and investment connectivity, the BRI also carries the “cultural-cum-political geography” of 

anticipatory geographies through people-to-people narratives. The following quotes from 

Chinese officials (the ambassador to Fiji) and Fijian political leaders (the Fijian president) show 

the primacy of people-centered narratives, as well as the view that the joining the Belt and Road 

means access to networks capital or human.     

 
Promoting people to people exchange is one of the priority areas of the Belt and Road 
Initiative. Ties and exchanges between our two peoples remain close and frequent…Apart 
from the tourism, exchange and co-operation in the areas of culture, education, sports, 
science and technology, media will also flourish under the Belt and Road co-operation (P. 
Zhang 2017).  
 
Fiji views the Belt and Road Initiative as a connector, and the strengthening of our 
relations as an enabler that will facilitate our connection to the global community 
through the five key areas of Policy, Infrastructure, Trade, Finance, and People-to-People 
Development (Xinhua 2017b). 
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The texts, particularly from Chinese state media, take people-centered narratives from 

the mouths of statespersons into the words of Fijians in a managed vox pop. One small 

businessperson from Labasa told Xinhua, “I also believe that the China-proposed Belt and Road 

Initiative is a good thing for the developing countries like Fiji. It is just like the new road that will 

provide many business chances for all of us” (Y. Zhang 2018b). Another, a construction worker 

on a BRI supported project, said, “The two bridges I joined construction are built to 

internationally accepted standards. They will surely ease the traffic pressure in Suva, bringing 

tangible benefits to our people and promoting our economic and social development” (Y. Zhang 

2018a).   

  

4.3 The State of Everyday Geoeconomics  

 

Encounters: “I was in China for 10 months for a journalism exchange program in 2019. 

Whilst there I had the opportunity to cover high level official events and understand 

China’s politics, diplomacy, BRI, global trade and economic issues. Part of the program 

was a one-month internship which I spent at CGTN in August. I must say that my stint in 

China and specifically CGTN enabled me to look at issues from a global perspective. 

Whatever I knew before that was mostly constricted to regional politics and approaching 

issues from a local angle. I met a mix of people from different countries, media 

personnel, businesspeople, diplomats, politicians, students, foreigners. Interacting with 

them broadened my knowledge outside of Fiji and the region and gave me greater 

exposure. I also did a media short course at Renmin University while there and learnt 

Basic Chinese language HSK1.” Interview, Suva, 2021.  

 

The text analysis follows the thematic integration of Look North with the Belt and Road 

Initiative from a statist perspective, especially in terms of a people-centered prosperity and 

connectivity. During a conversation in Suva, a Fijian academic told me the Belt and Road “is an 

elite discourse. At the ground level, there is suspicion regarding the growth of China’s influence.” 

It is in such sentiments that we see the realization of a statist everyday geoeconomics. At the 
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beginning of this chapter, I described the failed project in Komave and suggested that in addition 

to material outcomes, the Belt and Road has significant discursive consequences. It is in the 

language of grounded, yet networked, benefits that the BRI makes its response to the Fijian 

academic. The analysis of the texts tells us that the Belt and Road is neither elite, nor much 

different than the promises of prosperity made by your own state officials.  

Further, I identified the evolution of anticipatory geographies from cross border trade 

zones to transnational capital projects that capture hope and human relations as enablers. I 

argue this is not only limited to the Belt and Road Initiative, but also to the patchwork of 

anticipatory geographies overlaid on Oceania by external powers and internal political bodies 

albeit with various levels of success. As one commentator notes, “The Australian government 

needs to strengthen these ‘people-to-people’ links further instead of competing with Chinese 

aid, which is an exercise in futility” (Narsey 2019). State attempts to define visions of connectivity 

have moved beyond markets, goods, services, and capital, to that of people’s relations, and 

these connections are a geopolitical competition. This is a form statist “everyday geoeconomics” 

that has its own harmonizing logics when anticipatory geographies meet in the geographical 

imaginations of statespersons, as the convergence in discourse between Look North and the Belt 

and Road Initiative demonstrates. While the China Dream as World Dream may not be the most 

convincing framing to everyone regarding overseas Chinese state presence, its presentation as 

“your hopes are the same as mine” can augment the acceptance of external anticipatory 

geographies. Depictions of people-to-people connections, not always in the context of the Belt 

and Road, but certainly in the encounter between Chinese and Fijian peoples, from art 

exhibitions to construction projects, punctuate media reporting on the Sino-Fijian relationship. 

These repeated grounded messages are likely to be more convincing than kitschy videos that 

proclaim, “I’d like to build the world a road, and furnish it with love" to the tune of “I'd Like To 

Teach The World.”  

The role of the media is critical. The state driven co-production of prosperity, 

connectivity, and people-centered discourses in each policy is by and large unchallenged in the 

Chinese and Fijian media, although this may be changing in Fiji. The authorities assembled to 

discuss Look North and the BRI in the texts are heads of state, diplomats, and government 
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officials. The outlets are the state and party-run media of China and the tightly state-supervised 

media of Fiji of the Bainimarama administration. The dominance of the party-state media outlet 

Xinhua in texts produced in China is unsurprising, as “its status as a government bureaucracy and 

a political and ideological apparatus for the ruling Chinese Communist Party has remained 

unchanged since it was founded more than 80 years ago” (Hong 2011, 117). Xinhua’s mandate 

extends beyond generating positive articles on the Chinese government for a domestic audience 

and it is now “the largest news agency among developing countries” (Ibid., 122). Much like its 

domestic work, Xinhua’s overseas growth is linked to the propagation of government discourse 

with the goal of “expanding the political influence of China and its leaders in the world” (Ibid., 

130). Since the implementation of the 2010 Media Industry Development Act establishing the 

Media Industry Development Authority (MIDA), state-influence in the Fijian press is 

considerable. Outlets or reporters who transgress what MIDA defines as in in the public interest 

face fines or imprisonment. Despite its status as an “independent statutory body,” MIDA 

decisions closely follow the interests of the Bainimarama administration. Reporters Without 

Borders claims the 2010 law and the formation of MIDA have led to self-censorship in the Fijian 

press (Reporters Without Borders 2016). The new Rabuka administration repealed MIDA in 2023 

and the impact on China-related discourse is for future research. However, in the context of the 

restrictive environment during Bainimarama’s rule, there is a conspicuous fluidity between the 

state and the media. For example, the Chinese Embassy in Suva republishes an op-ed from the 

Chinese Ambassador to Fiji originally placed in the Fijian media, and Chinese government 

websites republish Xinhua news articles citing the positive comments of Fijian officials.  

The way the Fijian and Chinese states discuss the BRI is not a radical departure from the 

way they talk about Look North. The unbroken positive tone of economic hope indicates the BRI 

is consistent with Fijian interests, as articulated by the Fijian state, and seeks legitimacy not only 

for the Fijian state policy, but also China’s visibility. This integrative practice should be viewed as 

co-produced and a process that is not necessarily a reproduction of power politics. The rapid 

growth of China discourses has rearranged Fijian political and economic space to open an 

alternative to traditional partners regardless of whether it is framed as Look North or the Belt 

and Road Initiative. Furthermore, decolonization narratives influence identity in Oceania, and it 
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is a stretch to say that the state’s insertion of discourses on a Chinese-led “community of shared 

destiny” will gain any traction. The region’s struggle with colonialism is ongoing and most 

sovereign states regained formal independence in the 1970s. As the Blue Pacific identity reveals 

the drive toward regionalism has some political capital, sub-regionalism, however, also carries a 

strong influence, especially as expressions of post-colonial self-reliance. Narokobi proposes a 

“Melanesian Way” that casts off colonialism and frees Melanesians from the conditioning of 

dominant external narratives. Narokobi asserts the Melanesian Way is grounded in intrinsically 

held values, “More than any people in the world, we can choose. We can choose to ape the 

West and the East or we can choose to be ourselves in our philosophy, our life-styles and our 

whole beings” (Narokobi 1983, 4-5). While China’s presence in Oceania has come at a time when 

Beijing is seeking an enhanced global role, it has also occurred when Oceanic states are 

reasserting themselves sub-regionally, regionally, and globally.  

 

4.4 The Limits of Everyday State Imaginaries 

This chapter extends how we understand anticipatory geographies, such as the Belt and 

Road Initiative. The move toward prosperity and connectivity as aspects of state transnational 

visions emphasize discursive over material impacts. These state interventions seek to 

reconfigure space and identities; in the latter case, through foregrounding of people-centered 

narratives. What I call state everyday geoeconomics, or the capture of the everyday to further 

state policies. In Oceania, China’s renewed presence has caused a rise in several external 

anticipatory geographies while regional initiatives highlight domestic or Oceanic priorities, such 

as diversification of economic partners and the climate crisis. Fiji, like other states in Oceania, 

has welcomed the Belt and Road to fund infrastructure projects and attract overseas investment 

as it once promoted its own Look North policy beyond traditional partners.  

The research further develops anticipatory geographies to examine the discursive 

processes enacted when two of these transnational state schemes meet. Using text analysis, this 

chapter also develops an understanding of the relationship between popular and practical 

geopolitics. In utilizing these concepts and methods, the work reveals the entanglement of Look 

North and Belt and Road in Fiji. From 2006 to 2015, Look North was the dominant discourse of 
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the Sino-Fijian relationship. After 2015, when China added Oceania to BRI as an infrastructure 

corridor, a shift in emphasis occurred in that the Belt and Road became the defining discursive 

framework. However, the critical discourse analysis reveals the repeated use of language 

describing potentiality and connectivity in both frameworks ensures a sense of continuity from 

Look North to BRI. The BRI has not replaced Look North, I argue Look North has been re-placed 

into BRI to co-produce a narrative that permits the ongoing articulation of Fijian interests. 

Furthermore, China is one of many states with which Fiji interacts. While Look North is no longer 

a prominent aspect of the Sino-Fijian relationship, it persists in the discussion of economic and 

political relations with Malaysia and Russia, for example, indicating strategic choices taken within 

specific contexts.   

We must exercise caution over the acceptance of these narratives in the social domain. 

As this chapter notes, the close relationship between practical and popular geopolitics displayed 

in the Fijian and Chinese texts merely indicate a certain level of control the state harnesses in 

promoting a state form of everyday geoeconomics. The referents in the texts are a mixture of 

state officials ranging from state leaders, diplomats and government officials and state 

sympathetic media act as the surrogates. It is no surprise that critical voices on the Belt and Road 

Initiative in Fiji are difficult to find in state-approved media. As the Fijian academic remarked, 

there is significant civil society pushback against Chinese presence in Oceania and an analysis of 

social media commentary of BRI in Fiji, examined in Chapter 7, provide a more open forum for 

dissemination of opinions. Also, as one Fijian told me, suspicion of China in Fiji is easy for the 

overseas media to tap into and the availability of non-Fijian media through the internet or 

satellite providers ensures broad dissemination.   

In Chapter 4, I examined the discursive encounter of the Belt and Road with Fiji’s own 

global outreach measure of “Look North” and argued how the entanglement of prosperity 

narratives inherent to these policies enfranchises BRI presence in Fiji. In other words, the BRI is 

consistent with Fijian-led global initiatives. Further, co-produced prosperity discourses signal to 

Fijian civil society the BRI is coherent to grounded Fijian interests. As such, states capture and 

deploy the everyday in their narratives to promote such transnational policies. In effect creating 

a state version of everyday geoeconomics.  
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On the Coral Coast, the forest has reclaimed the site of the once planned Silk Road Ark 

Hotel. Any traces of the project are in the discourses of Chinese presence in Fiji. With the Belt 

and Road becoming the defining framework for China’s relations with countries across Asia, 

Europe, Africa, the Middle East, and the Americas, Fiji’s handling of BRI’s impact on its domestic 

spaces and policies is an indicator of how other states will reposition their promises of prosperity 

and connectivity to civil society. In the following chapters I move away from a focus on the state 

to develop an understanding of how people and commercial enterprises construct an everyday 

geoeconomics from the presence of the Belt and Road in Fiji. Chapter 5 examines the role of 

larger Chinese companies in Fijian spaces.  

 

 

Figure 4.2. The empty lot of the proposed Silkroad Ark Hotel in 2017. In 2021, the fencing had disappeared, and 
trees reclaimed the area. Photo by author, 2017.  
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CHAPTER 5. AGENTS OF THE BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE? CHINESE STATE LINKED COMPANIES IN 

FIJI 

 

Encounters: I’m standing on the sidewalk in a suburban neighborhood of Suva in the mid-

morning sun. Up and down the leafy road overlooking the city, the houses are sizeable 

and indicate modest wealth. In front of me is an enclosed compound with a backhoe in 

the yard and various construction debris lying around. There are dogs, teeth bared, 

straining at leashes, barking at me. Fortunately, steel fencing is between us. Yang 

appears, says hello, and guides me through the various obstacles into the house. In 

Yang’s office, his colleague, a burly northern Chinese named Chen, gets up and greets 

me. The office is a chaos of file folders, computers, and decorative paper lanterns. Yang is 

the manager for the local branch of a large Chinese construction company. Chen works 

the finances. There’s no need to communicate in Chinese, both men speak fluent English 

infused with some Fijian English slang. Yang is slighter, wears wire rimmed glasses, and 

has the air of leadership. Yang and Chen are dressed professionally in local bula shirts. 

Yang pours tea from back home for everyone and acknowledges the silent finger tap of 

thanks once the cups are full. The process is deliberate. Yang sits back in an armchair, and 

we begin to exchange conversation. During our discussion we touch on a range of topics 

about running a construction company in Fiji, such as labor and materials. Yang and Chen 

are open about the challenges that come with their jobs, especially on the local business 

environment. At the end of the conversation, I meet some of the other office employees, 

most are them are from mainland China. I’m introduced to one of the iTaukei workers, 

who, without me asking, tells me that there are no problems working for the company.  

 

Suva inhabits a compact space. The peninsula on which it sits provides the natural 

boundary of the Pacific Ocean on three sides with the north of the city opening to the remainder 

of the island of Viti Levu. As you move through the city, there are occasional markers of Chinese 

entrepreneurship. Signs for small businesses are common. However, indicators, large and small, 

of a more recent presence reveal themselves. The sprawling construction site of the Fiji Holdings 
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Tower in the Flagstaff neighborhood, a plaque commemorating the completion of the Stinson 

Bridge in the city center, a pavilion on Cumming Street in the heart of Suva’s shopping district 

celebrating 160 years of Chinese presence. Whether it is a construction site or a commemorative 

plaque, these are spaces of encounter with China and carry the stamp of a Chinese company, 

and in some cases the brand of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).  

 

 

Figure 5.1. The Fiji-China Friendship Pavilion in the heart of Suva built by the Yanjian Group. People usually sit 
under the pavilion. In 2021, it was taped off to enforce Covid-19 restrictions. Photo by author, 2021.  

 

Chinese companies are a key site of Belt and Road encounter in Fiji. Sandra Tarte, a Fijian 

political scientist at the University of the South Pacific in Suva, underscored this importance 

when she told journalists that “the current perception of the Asian powerhouse as an economic 



103 
 

colonizer in the Pacific stems from the actions of Chinese firms, rather than the government” 

(Patjole 2019). Tarte’s comment reveals several issues that become attached to Chinese 

companies in the Pacific; that is, fears over Chinese presence in Fiji and Oceania are more tied to 

economic than political drivers. Further, it is Chinese commercial entities more than the activities 

of the Chinese state that raise sovereignty anxieties in the Pacific. As Kabutaulaka (2021) writes, 

Chinese firms “are often at the forefront of Pacific Islands governments and communities’ 

encounter with China – they usually precede the Chinese state. Furthermore, they are central to 

China’s geo-economic, geopolitical and geo-strategic influence.” As such, Chinese companies not 

only become mediators of state projects, like the Belt and Road, but also these entities engage 

Pacific Islanders in multiple grounded ways. Beyond the material visibility of project sites, 

Chinese companies function in labor and procurement markets, as well as compete with other 

companies for new contracts. This embeds Chinese companies in Fijian society in a separate way 

than that of the Chinese state, ensconced in its fortress-like embassy, giving them a direct impact 

over livelihoods and the material look of Fijian spaces.  

The literature reveals little about the logics of Chinese companies in Fiji. In brief, how do 

Chinese firms see themselves? Are they genuinely agents of the state’s Belt and Road Initiative 

ambitions, a kind of modern version of chartered companies, like those of colonizing Europeans 

from the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries? What kind of adaptations do Chinese companies 

make to operate in Fiji and to ensure smooth relations with Fijians? In other words, have Chinese 

companies developed their own form of “everyday geoeconomics” that support their interests 

within the anticipatory geographies of states? This chapter explores the motivations and 

perspectives of Chinese companies in Fiji based on structured questionnaire, semi-structured 

and unstructured interviews with company managers and workers, as well as fieldwork 

observations and references to the “China-Fiji Texts” dataset. The chapter opens with a survey of 

key companies engaged in Belt and Road work and their projects. Following, I share the ways in 

which Chinese companies interact with the Chinese and Fijian states and Fijian society, drawing 

out three core points of encounter, doing business in Fiji, procuring labor and materials, and 

competing for new work. These opinions reveal the rationales of Chinese companies in relation 

to the Belt and Road, which are then analyzed in section 5.3 of this chapter. As Tarte notes, 
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Chinese companies are not always popular, nevertheless, they provide a critical dimension in 

understanding how adopting an “everyday geoeconomics” approach can move past statist grand 

strategies to provide more grounded accounts of how schemes, such as the Belt and Road are 

shaped differently by a diverse set of actors.  

 

5.1 Introducing Chinese State Linked Companies  

 

Encounters: Zhao, a Suva-based project manager at a transnational Chinese state-owned 

enterprise, relaxes. We’re done with the interview and sitting in the yard of his rented 

home with a view of Laucala Bay. Dressed in a pressed shirt and wearing shiny shoes, he 

tells me that his days of relocating with the company are over. “I’d like to buy a home in 

Fiji for my wife and me, perhaps bring my parents over from northern China,” he tells me. 

“A person can build a decent life here,” he adds. “Besides why would I want to go back to 

Harbin, where it’s over minus 20°C in the winter?” 

 

The following survey of Chinese companies operating in Fiji focuses on firms working on 

Belt and Road and Chinese state-funded projects. These companies are regularly engaged in 

infrastructure construction and as transnational entities fall into the category of “large 

enterprises,” having more than 250 employees worldwide. The companies have different 

ownership structures, including varied state and private arrangements, with many registering 

Fijian subsidiaries of Chinese parent firms, which may in themselves be corporate subsidiaries. As 

far as these enterprises are “Chinese,” this is understood as the place of incorporation of the 

corporate entity. Besides state ownership, state financing for projects is also a variable for 

inclusion in this survey, especially for private companies undertaking construction work in Fiji. 

This funding has come in the form of grants, as well as interest free and concessional loans. 

Among Chinese companies working on Belt and Road Initiative projects in Fiji are China Railway 

First Group (CRFG), China Railway No5 Engineering Group (CR5), China Railway 14th Bureau 

Group (CRCC14), Yanjian Group, and Nam Yue Group. Further, China Civil Engineering 

Construction Corporation (CCECC) has bid and won contracts in Fiji and worked on BRI projects 



105 
 

on a regional and global scale. For example, CCECC’s regional branch, CCECC South Pacific, 

headquartered in Vanuatu, has undertaken BRI financed work, such as the Tanna Island Ring 

Road. Nevertheless, sources of funding are as layered as company ownership structures, and 

Chinese firms of all kinds also undertake work that is financed with multilateral, state, and 

private capital. Additionally, Chinese and Fijian government representatives sometimes label 

private construction projects financed with private capital as “Belt and Road,” examples of which 

are discussed in detail in Chapter 7. In sum, this convergence of the state and private under the 

BRI brand indicates a malleable policy that either investors or officials can opportunistically 

enlist. A list of projects that the six Chinese companies cited in this paragraph have worked on in 

Fiji is available in Appendix A.  

China Railway First Group (CRFG) ( ) is a Xi’an headquartered private civil 

engineering entity, whose parent company, China Railway Group Limited (

), also known by the acronym CREC, is stock exchange listed.2 The majority shareholder of 

CREC is the state-owned China Railway Engineering Corporation (CRECG) (

). CRFG specializes in large scale infrastructure projects, particularly railways, highways, and 

urban construction and has regional branches in South Asia, Southeast Asia, the South Pacific, 

Latin America, and Africa with rotating management. As its geographic range suggests, the 

company has been active in securing overseas contracts. In April 2021, Ma Haimin, CRFG 

Chairman, noted, “In recent years, we have firmly grasped the historical opportunities of the 

‘going out’ strategy and the ‘Belt and Road’ initiative” (Seetao 2021b). In Fiji, operating since 

2008 under a local subsidiary, it has worked on numerous projects, which include dredging the 

Ba, Rewa, and Sigatoka rivers, building homes in Suva, and constructing the new Naqali Bridge in 

Naitasiri.  Another notable CRFG project is the upgrade of the Nabouwalu/Dreketi Road on 

Vanua Levu, which was funded with a US $135 million concessional loan from China. At the 

groundbreaking ceremony, Prime Minster Bainimarama noted the use of local labor and 

materials, and by the time the road was completed in December 2015, it had been rebranded as 

a Belt and Road project. In October 2021, CRFG had completed 28 projects in Fiji with two in 

 
2 The CREC acronym derives from the firm’s former name of China Railway Engineering Corporation. 
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progress. These are the Fijian Holdings Limited Tower in Suva, another BRI-branded construction 

albeit from private funds, and a housing project just to the north of Suva in Davuilevu. 

Unsurprisingly, the group has Chinese state backing with the Chinese Embassy’s Economic and 

Commercial Counselor, Li Zhi, calling CRFG an active participant in Fiji’s “modernization” (Seetao 

2021a)    

 

 

Figure 5.2. Screengrab from ǘƘŜ ǾƛŘŜƻ ά/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ƛƴ CƛƧƛ ǎǇŜŜŘǎ ǳǇ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ŀƳƛŘ /h±L5-мфΦέ 
New China TV, 2020. 

 

Encounters: Vilimoni is wearing an open-buttoned bula shirt and shorts. He’s chopping up 

a coconut with a machete so we can quench our thirst. “It’s Monday,” he says, “We 

usually harvest yaqona [kava] on Monday. The village men will gather it, strip it, and dry 

it.” Vilimoni adds that a buyer regularly comes in on the Nabouwalu Road and that he 

makes about 3,000 Fijian dollars (about $1,450) per sale. All the monies go toward the 

village development fund. He used to work in Savusavu and Lautoka as a teacher and 

now devotes his time to the village. We talk about China, and I ask him about the utility 

of the CRFG built roads on Vanua Levu. “They’re OK. Time is the true test. We'll see in 20 

years,” he tells me. He goes on, “If I’m a little skeptical it’s because all the ‘expert’ labor 
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was Chinese. Local people had all the low skilled work. To be honest, I think we’re the 

experts here.” 

 

 

Figure 5.3. The Nabouwalu-Dreketi Road on Vanua Levu completed by the China Railway First Group. Photo by 
author, 2020.  

 

China Railway No5 Engineering Group ( ), a second 

subsidiary of CREC, registered in Guizhou province, has bid on and won several contracts in Fiji, 

some Chinese state funded, including construction of the Kiuva Seawall, the bridges at Rakiraki, 

Naqia, and Wainiboa, and the Nausori Airport Road among several other road building projects. 

Another transnational entity, CR5 works on municipal infrastructure projects, as well as the 

building of real estate and tourism facilities. The company claims more than 21,000 employees 

and total assets of $8.2 billion (  [China Railway No.5 Engineering Group] 
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2020). China Railway 14th Bureau Group (CRCC14) undertook the construction of the Stinson 

Parade and Vatuwaqa bridges in Suva, completed in 2018. Financing came from a Chinese aid 

grant with additional funding from the Fijian government. The Stinson Parade Bridge, as 

referenced in Chapter 3, sits near the municipal market close to the city center. The goal being 

to ease traffic congestion on a major urban thoroughfare. At the opening ceremony, attended by 

Prime Minister Bainimarama and a Chinese diplomat, local CRCC14 branch executive director, Su 

Huisong, more engineer than poet, used an obvious metaphor, “As [a] Chinese company, we are 

proud of doing something like building the bridges to help promote the friendship between the 

two peoples and make contributions to the Belt and Road Initiative” (Xinhua 2018). CRCC14 is a 

subsidiary of stock exchange listed China Railway Construction Corporation Limited (CRCC). The 

China Railway Construction Corporation Group (CRCCG), which is overseen by the State-Owned 

Assets Supervision and Administration Commission of the State Council (SASAC), is the parent 

company of CRCC. In other words, a complicated corporate structure that eventually tells us 

CRCC14 is a state-controlled entity. During his speech at the January 2018 bridge opening 

ceremony, Prime Minister Bainimarama extended a message of thanks to the Chinese 

government for being a reliable economic partner. However, he also emphasized how 

completion of the bridges marked the successful delivery of infrastructure development by the 

FijiFirst administration. Viewed in combination with the comments of the CRCC14 

representative, parallel interests were on display in 2018. Completion of the bridges not only 

messaged a victory for Bainimarama, but also for the work of CRCC14 and the BRI. In 2020, 

CRCC14 announced the award of the Waidra Bridge Project contract, its sixth since entering Fiji 

in 2015 with the construction of the Stinson Parade and Vatuwaqa bridges. The China Civil 

Engineering Construction Corporation (CCECC), also a transnational CRCC subsidiary, has a 

handful of contracts across Viti Levu, municipal and private, that include Carpenters Tower in 

Suva, in addition to the construction of schools and tourist resorts.     
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Figure 5.4. Monument marking the entrance to the Stinson Parade Bridge in Suva constructed by China Railway 14 
Group. Photo by author, 2020.  

 

The Yanjian Group, founded in 1952, is a former state-owned enterprise restructured 

into a private entity in 2004. The company works in approximately 30 countries across the globe 

and is active in Fiji under a locally registered branch. Its projects include the construction of 

Navua Hospital, a Chinese state financed and BRI branded construction, a second hospital in Ba, 

and the Vodafone Arena in Suva. In a similar pattern to CRCC14, the Yanjian Group began 

operations under a Chinese government grant supported project to go on to other work, such as 

the Flagstaff Plaza built with private capital. However, another company, the state-owned Nam 

Yue Group, headquartered in Guangdong province, conducted the $9.5 million redevelopment of 

the Suva Civic Centre under an agreement between Guangdong Province and Suva City Council 
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that Chinese diplomats labelled a BRI project. Since the completion of the Suva Civic Center, 

Nam Yue has not maintained a presence in Fiji. Nevertheless, in relation to the project, Fijian 

Minister for Local Government, Praveen Bala noted the benefits to “bilateral friendship and 

cooperation” (Prakash 2017a), and at the handover ceremony in September 2018, now Minister 

for Education, Heritage and Arts, as well as Local Government, Housing and Community 

Development, Premila Kumar, commented, “let me congratulate all the staff and workers 

associated with Guangdong’s Nam Yue Group for their wonderful and timely work on this 

project” (The Fijian Government 2018). 

 

Encounters: It’s a gloomy day in Suva. The Suva Civic Center sits behind a screen, where 

construction on the redevelopment is underway. On the screen are presumably images 

of the interior after the project is over, the impression is modern and detached. I wander 

over to chat to a couple of construction workers. One of them is looking busy holding a 

wheelbarrow on his way across the construction site. They’re from Guangdong. “We’ve 

been here for four months,” they tell me, adding, “We’ve got another eight months 

before we go home.” “Do you get out into the city much?” I ask. “Not really. When we’re 

not working, we stay at the dormitory.” 
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Figure 5.5. The construction site of the Suva Civic Centre. The refurbishment was undertaken by the Nam Yue 
Group. Photo by author, 2018.  

 

The six companies highlighted here are among several that conduct construction work in 

Fiji. The survey is not intended to be comprehensive, but representative of the kinds of financing 

and ownership among Chinese firms. Clearly, there are opportunities in Fiji, and the Fijian state 

has encouraged Chinese companies to do business in the country. At the 2017 Belt and Road 

Forum, Prime Minister Bainimarama told Chinese state media, “We have a few Chinese 

companies here; they have brought a lot of infrastructure to Fiji, building our roads, our bridges 

and ports. So it has helped us in developing our infrastructure in Fiji. Fiji is open for business, we 

have a lot of conditions in terms of the creation of business in Fiji, our weather is nice, the 

population is nice, and Fijians are very welcoming. And so we welcome everyone who wants to 

come to create business here in Fiji, especially in investment” (Zhang 2017). The following 
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section outlines the perspectives of representatives from these six companies based on 

structured questionnaire, semi-structured and unstructured interviews with company managers 

and workers, as well as fieldwork observations.  

 

5.2 Rationalizing Chinese State Linked Companies   

 

Encounters: CR5 is working on the upgrade of Queen Elizabeth Drive in Suva. The road 

follows the tip of the peninsula from Albert Park in the east to the campus of the 

University of the South Pacific (USP) in the west. Heading toward USP, on the right is the 

beach, reef, and Pacific Ocean. People are out. On the left, the throughway is a series of 

government buildings, parks, schools, and wealthy homes. It’s also where the Chinese 

Embassy and ambassador’s residence are located. At the latter, the flag of the People’s 

Republic of China flies against a blue sky. A formidable wall separates the building from 

the rest of Suva. On the road outside, people wearing helmets stamped “CREC” are at 

work amidst a scene of traffic cones, reinforced concrete pipes, a chemical toilet, and a 

stationary backhoe. The workers are mostly iTaukei. There’s a Chinese supervisor, who is 

animatedly speaking to one of the iTaukei employees in Mandarin. Swiftly, the gates of 

the residence open and a shiny Toyota RAV4 with tinted windows emerges. The car takes 

a left onto the road and silently moves off into the city.  

  

Doing Business and Making Money  

As the snapshot scene above illustrates, Chinese companies and their employees are one 

of the key sites for entrepreneurial encounters. Although not always intended, as profits 

dominate the operations of large firms, Chinese companies offer opportunities to understand 

how Chinese and Fijians shape anticipatory geographies, such as the Belt and Road, into 

grounded logics. The mix of company objectives and peopled interactions though everyday work 

contrast with state staged events of dance troupes and art exhibitions, which Fijians I spoke to 

saw as either elitist or a curiosity. The narratives of the BRI as enabling people-to-people bonds 

are more played out in the raw spaces of business and labor than in cultural centers. Chinese 
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companies in Fiji must deal with the Chinese and Fijian states and with Fijian civil society for 

financing, permits, and workers. However, these entities have created their own “everyday 

geoeconomics,” which expresses interests that diverge from other actors. Often left out of the 

discussion on Chinese presence, the views of middle management and labor at Chinese 

companies in Fiji complicate and reinforce “agent of the state” narratives.  

In interviews, Chinese company representatives were mostly positive about the Belt and 

Road Initiative, often couching it in the state’s terms as a “win-win” prospect. There were 

opportunities for Fijians in terms of personal and national transformation. For Fiji, the BRI 

opened markets, increased connectivity, and provided capital to upgrade infrastructure. One 

person described the BRI as giving the Fijian economy “wings.” For Fijians, it is, in the words of 

one project manager, nothing less than an opportunity to “change their lives” through jobs and 

hard work. Companies, of course, took advantage of new business possibilities in new spaces 

supported by state financing. As such, the Belt and Road gave Chinese companies more 

confidence in moving overseas and developing new contracts. One general manager said, 

 

The Belt and Road has been great for business. After it became policy, contracts picked 

up, and we got firmly established in Fiji. To me, the Belt and Road is nothing more than a 

fresh expression of our global infrastructure activities. Fiji is just one more country 

among all of it. We actively look for BRI funding and will take on most kinds of 

infrastructure work. We’re ambitious, and we want to get in on Fiji’s tourism business. 

Chinese tourism to Fiji is useful in growing our profile. It promotes Fiji back to China, and 

that in turn gives our work more exposure back home. 

 

Middle managers were keen to stress that the Belt and Road was not a geostrategic 

policy designed to strengthen Chinese influence in the region. It is more an expression of the 

government’s development and cooperation outreach with other countries and could even 

educate people overseas about China. The companies’ involvement in civil engineering projects, 

including public works, such as hospitals illustrated China’s good intentions. Nevertheless, 
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company representatives didn’t see association with the state as always positive, even though 

this did not affect operations.  

 

Listen, the BRI is not imposed from China. It’s about Pacific Island countries joining in. We 

are in Fiji at the invitation of the Fijian government and people. That is not to say we 

don’t fear the BRI label on our projects. It does tie us to the Chinese government, and it 

does makes others look at our company differently, as not separate. If there’s negative 

press, we don’t care too much, as it doesn’t seem to impact business. Our prices are 

better, we can get things done quicker, and our standards are surprisingly good. It’s not 

our job to promote the Belt and Road. Anyway, most people in Fiji don’t really care about 

BRI. They see us and not the policy. 

 

A second company representative reinforced these observations that the speed and quality of 

work undertaken in Fiji is popular among Fijian officials, adding that Chinese company presence 

in the islands was premised on the bottom line.  

 

It’s about making money. We are here getting BRI contracts, and we don’t worry too 

much about what anyone else says. We do fast quality construction. No more, no less. 

Politics is other peoples’ business. The Australians say we build too much. So what? We 

aren’t directed by the Chinese government. We’re directed by the company. The 

company is set up to make money, not to do politics.  

 

Beyond observations on the BRI, people discussed how moving into new markets should 

include mutual trust and cultural inclusion with Fijian partners, aspects of doing business some 

thought lacking. Several company representatives alluded to corruption at senior levels of the 

Fijian government. A common complaint was that once money arrived from China for the 

contracted project, the rules suddenly changed. “We are left to manage both governments and 

still make sure the project is delivered,” one individual told me. The general impression was of a 

capricious business environment, in which Chinese companies sometimes felt vulnerable. The 
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companies had to weigh up the political, as well as bottom line costs, of challenging delayed 

permits, unexpected fees, and surprise inspections. Many Fijians I spoke to believed Chinese 

companies to be corrupt, not because the firms were inherently this way, but because to get 

things done in Fiji, this was the way. A further issue of contention was regulation. One project 

manager told me, “We find the regulatory bodies at the ground level the biggest impediment to 

doing business. Our successes are mostly a product of our efforts. We don’t get much help.” 

Most of the problems came with meeting the high requirements of Australian construction 

standards that are used in Fiji, dealing with an out-of-date tax system, and the lack of 

centralization. “It needs to be properly digitized,” said one general manager. Nevertheless, one 

middle manager emphasized the point that in being in Fiji, they had to learn the way of doing 

business in Fiji, even if this contrasted with approaches in China and their own values,  

 

It is a do-nothing business environment. In China this is not possible. I take calls here, no 

one does. However, we follow the protocols of business, particularly the hours. I like that 

I can end work in the evening. In China we must keep working. Integrating into the Fijian 

way of doing things is also about learning the language. We’re severely hampered if we 

do not.  

 

Hiring Labor and Sourcing Materials 

  

Minister for Labour and Employment Relations Semi Koroilavesau says the Chinese 

construction workers that are in Fiji are qualified and skilled workers who are not 

available locally as a result of the boom in the construction industry (Singh 2016). 

 

Chinese company practices on hiring labor and sourcing materials for construction work 

in Fiji has been a controversial issue. Specifically, Chinese company middle managers 

commented on the challenges in contracting local labor that revealed competing pressures. 

Among these were the fundamentals of project management, construction completed to budget 

and timeline, against the supervision of contrasting work cultures among employees. The import 
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of Chinese labor is a key site of conflict between Chinese companies and Fijian civil society. 

Company representatives told me the impression that they did not hire locals came from a 

hostile external media and opposition MPs. Echoing the above comment of former Minister for 

Labour and Employment Relations, Semi Koroilavesau, company leadership said there simply 

wasn’t expertise in the country for the work. Nevertheless, even though there is no Fijian law 

stipulating companies must hire a certain proportion of its labor from Fiji, some contract clauses 

contain such provisions. Company representatives argue this requirement reinforced the 

perception that skilled jobs were for Chinese and unskilled work was for Fijians. Fijian and 

Chinese media coverage of construction projects and Chinese companies operating in Fiji makes 

frequent mention of hiring local labor, for example, a May 2018 report on road projects in Vanua 

Levu claimed CRFG had hired over 2,000 Fijians (Y. Zhang 2018b); in June 2020, CRFG General 

Manger, Song Tianpeng told the Fijian Broadcasting Corporation (FBC) that “there are currently 

294 Fijians and 53 Chinese employees working on three development projects in the country,” 

(Nanuqa 2020); and on CRCC14’s Stinson Parade Bridge and the Vatuwaqa Bridges project, the 

Fiji Sun wrote, “More than 600 locals were employed during this time with 40 workers from 

China,” (Doviverata 2018). Despite such public facing messaging, one project manager told me, 

“Even though it is more expensive to get Chinese labor, especially with all the quarantine costs, 

we prefer to hire Chinese. The work will be done quicker.” Another said,  

 

Some make our hiring of Chinese labor into a racial issue. It isn’t! It’s purely an economic 

one. We just want efficiency to get the project done. Also, there are not enough skilled 

laborers and translators. How can we hire locals? When Covid became a concern, many 

of our Chinese workers went home, so we couldn’t work. In the end, we had to deal with 

all the border restrictions to bring in workers from China. It all cost a lot of money. 

 

Sourcing materials from China was a further issue company managers raised. There was a 

sensitivity that narratives about sourcing from China to bypass the local economy did not reflect 

actual conditions, some of which were driven by considerations beyond their control.    
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One of the biggest misunderstandings is that we only source from China. It’s not true. We 

source from all over. It’s the client and local regulations that make the standards and 

budget. There are all kinds of factors, such as the global supply chain, that factor into 

sourcing. It is not as easy as just saying give me this and that from China and off we go. 

 

Some individuals expressed frustration about the perceived inferior quality of 

construction due to Chinese companies’ ability to keep costs low to outbid competitors, 

 

When we win a contract, it’s not just about our lower price on materials and labor, we 

also have a good reputation for our work. Don’t believe anyone who tells you it is all 

about price. On the other hand, we can get good materials from China, and the prices are 

generally good. It won’t last as long as more expensive materials, but everyone, the 

clients and us included, are aware of this.  

 

Chinese laborers I spoke to mentioned long hours, an unfamiliar environment, and 

separation from family as hardships. They were clear about motives, “the money is better in Fiji 

than it is in China, so we go overseas. It is not just the skilled laborers, but also management. 

They come here for the money too.” Middle managers compared this with attitudes towards 

work from Fijian employees. 

 

We give them a lot! Fijians ask for advances and take too many tea breaks. We even 

sometimes provide food and accommodation. There have been many occasions when 

people just don’t show up for work. Then they come back giving us an excuse that they 

had to attend a funeral or something. Local workers need to be told over and over how 

to do a task. It’s difficult for us to reprimand Fijians because it gives off a bad impression 

of Chinese when we are in their country.  

 

As such, Chinese companies saw their presence in Fiji in didactic and developmentalist 

terms. Besides a widespread belief in bringing progress to Fiji through upgraded infrastructure, 
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managers talked about providing Fijians an opportunity to find a job and to acquire new skills. 

This sense of mission is paralleled in Chinese state media, yet through the words of Fijian 

employees. Enisi Waqatabilai, who worked with CRCC14 on the Stinson Parade and Vatuwaqa 

bridges, told Xinhua,  

 

My fate has changed after I began to work for China Railway 14th Construction Bureau 

Co. Ltd. 18 months ago. Now I am proud to say that I am a skilled worker. I have learned a 

lot from my Chinese colleagues (Y. Zhang 2018a).  

 

 The import of Chinese labor into Fiji is conditioned on the employer demonstrating the 

lack of available skilled labor in the country, a designation of who will take over the role from the 

domestic labor force, and what kind training the company will provide. Managers took these 

requirements as a measure of their own initiative to improve labor relations. One individual 

mentioned how the firm held award ceremonies for performance, offered bonuses for learning 

new skills, and sent employees to China for training.  

 

Competing for Contracts and Staying in Fiji 

 

We build relationships with government officials, of course. Do you know why? It’s 

because that’s what everyone else is doing. If we want to compete with Australians and 

New Zealanders for contracts, we have to get cozy with the right people. This makes us 

look political, and then we get accused of being the Chinese government! It’s just 

jealousy because we can do things a lot cheaper. 

 

In August 2016, the Fiji Roads Authority announced the winner of the contract to 

construct the Suva Arterial Roads Upgrade Project (SARUP 1), an Asian Development Bank and 

World Bank funded construction.3 There were five bidders, three from Aotearoa/New Zealand, 

 
3 In January 2021, the Asian Development Bank and World Bank pulled funding for SARUP-1 over issues of 
misprocurement. Financing for the project was turned over to the Fijian government.  
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one from Australia, and CR5 from China. At approximately $11 million, CR5’s bid cost $4.9 million 

less than the next economical bidder, Golding Construction of Australia. CR5 was awarded the 

contract (Fiji Roads Authority 2016). Chinese company representatives I spoke to were open 

about the need to compete in Fiji construction market not only with Aotearoa/New Zealand and 

Australian companies, but also each other. There was general agreement that Chinese state 

funded work was slowing down. However, now that the companies had become established in 

Fiji, they were seeking new work supported by multilateral agencies, such as the Asian 

Development Bank, the Fijian government, and private sources. In an environment of cost 

effectiveness, one Aotearoa/New Zealand based contractor, Fulton Hogan announced in 2018 it 

would be considering its future in Fiji because it had missed out on recent Fijian Roads Authority 

contracts with the possible loss of 400 jobs (Dreaver 2019).  

 In Suva, a small industry has emerged among some new Fiji Chinese, which is to advise 

large Chinese companies on navigating the regulatory, relational, and linguistic aspects of 

conducting business in Fiji. I spoke to two of these groups, who said that Chinese company 

successes in bidding on contracts came down to the ability that some firms could absorb losses, 

especially state entities, and that middle management were shielding negative balance sheets 

from superiors in the hope of making profits soon. 

 

We’re in a period now in which companies are looking for new opportunities; however, 

they’re not really making a lot of money, they’re losing it. The leadership in Fiji are 

managing communications with parent branches of the same company through 

commercial and political friends. Information about losing money doesn’t always reach 

the top. Some of the leaders don’t fear losing money because they think they can make it 

back on future projects. The company finishes a project for cheap, the Fijian government 

is happy, the people in Fiji are happy, so they want to give the company more business. 

The approach means the company gets a chance to first cover initial losses and then 

make a profit from all the work.  
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It was impossible to verify with Chinese companies if this high-risk strategy towards 

competition in Fiji’s construction market was practice. Chinese companies are not immune to 

the oversight of the Fijian authorities and have lost infrastructure contracts, such as the 2018 

termination of an agreement with CRFG to build a section of the King’s Road north of Suva, and 

the 2019 switch to Aotearoa/New Zealand contractor Fletcher Construction from CRCC14 to 

finish the Tamavua-i-Wai Bridge on the Queen’s Road to the west of Suva.  

In addition to competition with other external firms, Chinese companies also vie with 

each other for work in Fiji, as one representative told me, “Railway first, railway fifth, railway 

fourteen, I bet it all sounds like we are the same. Actually, we’re all separate and must work in 

the same small market.” However, companies were unwilling to discuss how their Chinese state 

contacts impacted private investors from China and Fiji Chinese businesspeople engaged in 

construction. One Fiji Chinese said, 

 

There’s no way for us to win a contract against one of the “railways.” It’s not just about 

scale and how they handle losses, but also the connections to Fijian officials they can 

make because of their links to the Chinese government. It’s a big advantage. It’s also 

ironic because their employees just stay in Fiji for a few years. We live here.  

 

As my encounter with Zhao at the beginning of section 5.1 of this chapter illustrates, it 

doesn’t always follow that Chinese company employees are transitory. The same came be said of 

companies too. CRFG, CR5, CRCC14, Yanjian, and CCECC have all remained, some after working 

on Chinese state funded and Belt and Road projects. Others, such as Nam Yue Group, China 

Communications Construction Company (CCCC), First Harbor Consultants, and Guangzhou No.1 

Construction, have decided to move on. As an indication of Chinese companies’ intention to 

build public relations and establish their presence in Fiji, firms make small donations to 

community projects. For example, CR5 has contributed to equipping rugby teams with jerseys 

and CRFG supported the Central Division Agriculture Show.  
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5.3 Positioning Chinese State Linked Companies  

Are Chinese companies in Fiji agents of the Belt and Road Initiative, or even more broadly 

instruments of the Chinese state overseas? The temptation is to offer a definitive answer, an 

analysis that satisfies the polarized debates of a global China as either threat or opportunity. 

However, as the interviews with managers and laborers indicate, a confluence of motivations, 

some state-aligned, others more grounded and intrinsic, are in operation. While working within 

the political, economic, and social structures of China and Fiji, Chinese state linked companies 

also display their own logics. As far as the Belt and Initiative is a Chinese state enterprise and the 

companies highlighted in this chapter have some link to the Chinese state, at a basic level, there 

is little challenge in connecting company and state. The interviews reveal that by representing 

the BRI brand in Fiji through contracted projects, companies and their work were expressive of 

China’s stated policy aims. Expressive in the sense that the Belt and Road helps economic 

development in partner states through upgraded infrastructure and connectivity. Further, 

companies receive Chinese state support in establishing a presence in Fiji through the award of 

Belt and Road financed projects. However, the companies also express qualities of operating in a 

capitalist market. That is, the focus on costs, profit, labor relations, and competition. I argue 

Chinese state linked companies therefore exist in an interstice, neither fully independent, nor 

dependent on the Chinese state. The “everyday geoeconomics” of the firms described in this 

chapter also occupy the space between China and Fiji; that is, “guided” by the policies of the 

Chinese state but influenced by on the ground practices of the Fijian government and society.   

The issue of state “guidance” and autonomy is critical. As the companies represented in 

this chapter illustrate, there are differing corporate ownership structures in existence. These 

include, the privately owned (Yanjian Group), the state-owned (Nam Yue Group, CCECC), and the 

stock exchange listed with the state as majority shareholder (CRFG, CR5, and CRCC14). The latter 

arrangement, in which a state-owned parent company lists a subsidiary, is the most prevalent in 

Fiji. It also means that while the state maintains authority over the company, it can gain access to 

private capital, as well as subsidies from the state. Further, the integration of party officials into 

corporate structures has become codified in China. A 2020 regulation requires the inclusion of a 

party committee, accountable to senior levels of the Chinese Communist Party, into the 
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governance of companies that are majority to wholly owned by the state (

 [Government of China] 2020). As such, “these features make Chinese state companies 

less beholden to the dictates of the market and produce a much more controlled corporate 

culture among Chinese expatriates than those working for global private corporations” (Lee 

2020, 7). As the 2020 regulation indicates, the role of the party in state owned enterprises is 

becoming clearer and adds an additional layer of oversight and interests.  

Nevertheless, ownership structure and nationality are not the overriding factors in 

determining corporate motives. It is capital. This chapter has defined companies with a range of 

ownership structures as “Chinese state linked.” That definition is based on either ownership 

and/or origin of financing for projects in Fiji. Yanjian Group, an entity that serves private 

interests, has received Chinese state financing for projects, notably, the hospital at Navua on Viti 

Levu. Other entities, such as CCECC, wholly serve the interests of the state. In either case, the 

entanglement with state capital has implications on autonomy albeit at different scales. The 

term “Chinese state linked” company is also a conscious choice to avoid the term “Chinese 

company,” which has racial overtones, and is an attempt to avoid the notion that “nationality 

and ethnic origins explain their behavior” (Lee 2020, 4).  

As noted in Chapter 2, some commentators claim China’s increasing economic 

partnership with states in Oceania will lead to the loss of Pacific sovereignty, particularly in the 

form of establishing hard power through naval bases, as Windybank (2005) wrote, “strategic 

issues often have economic faces.” These vague fears have sometimes taken shape in online 

spaces. In 2018, politicians, in government and in opposition in Fiji, had to put to rest rumors 

that Kadavu Island, to the south of Viti Levu, would be ceded to China if debts incurred to finance 

infrastructure projects were not paid (Tabua 2018). Although cyberspace quickly moved on from 

the rumor, the incident illustrated the positional complexities of Chinese state linked companies 

in Fiji. As Tarte reminds us, people in Oceania perceive Chinese state linked companies as 

vehicles for a China-centered colonization of the region. However, the firms are far from being 

the colonizing instrument that was the “company-state.” Phillips and Sharman (2020) write that 

“company-states” were important in establishing the current Eurocentric international system. 

That is, it was not just the state and the private sector, but the formation of an amalgam of the 
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two that accelerated the European colonial enterprise. They argue that entities, such as the 

English East India Company, were not only capitalist behemoths, but also empowered with 

sovereign powers. Political independence from their countries of origin, the oversight of security 

forces, and governance over millions of subjects placed these companies into a new 

arrangement of private and public interests; as such, “The company-states were thus both 

engines of imperialism and engines of capitalism” (2020, 1). There is no evidence that Chinese 

companies fit into this paradigm, in Oceania, or elsewhere. Colonization of space is not the goal, 

and it is more driven by market objectives as the interviews indicate.  

Market-led goals determine more of the on-the-ground behavior of Chinese state linked 

companies. As such, local conditions have a determining factor in their “everyday 

geoeconomics.” As Chinese state linked companies move towards work financed by the Fijian 

government, some of which is through multilateral agencies, and private sources, the entities 

become embedded in Fijian society and Fijian state regulations. As the interviews reveal, 

company managers expressed frustrations with Fijian work culture. There also appears to be a 

sense of mission about impacting work culture toward efficiency and work ethics more aligned 

with company objectives. Illustrative of these modifications, a Fijian construction worker on the 

Stinson Parade and Vatuwaqa Bridge told Xinhua, 

 

I cannot forget the days I worked for the Chinese company. I knew nothing about the 

construction machines like forklifts, but now I can drive it easily. I did not know how to do 

steel bendings, but now I can do it very well,” he said gently and proudly. “My Chinese 

colleagues, who worked extremely hard, helped me a lot physically and mentally. They 

taught me how to use building machines and not to spend money freely because I have a 

family of my wife and two lovely children. 

 

Nyíri (2006) writes how this attitude of personal developmentalism has been transferred 

from experience of working in ethnic minority areas of China to overseas, particularly in Africa. 

From the interviews, it became clear that the work culture behavior exhibited by Chinese 

laborers, known as “eating bitterness” (), or to endure difficult circumstances, sometimes 
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clashed with work values or rationales among some Fijian colleagues. The division between 

communal labor and paid employment common among some Fijians did not resonate, which 

was a common oversight in adapting to the “Fijian way.” As a project manager said, “If a Fijian 

opened a restaurant, they wouldn’t make any money because they would give food away for 

free.” One person told me that employees from Chinese state linked companies were unpopular 

in rural areas because they did not follow the protocols of entering a village, such as proper 

dress. 

Ownership is a key issue. Speaking about a Belt and Road project in Suva, one resident 

told me, “People have reservations about anything made by Chinese companies. While it might 

be in Fiji, it’s still Chinese.” Another person saw the conspicuous presence of Chinese companies 

in Suva’s construction business as a sign of the “increasing presence of Chinese residents,” as if 

Chinese companies were enablers of greater Chinese settlement in the Fijian islands. A third 

person added, “They should refrain from plastering promotional posters written in Mandarin all 

over the construction sites as it breeds suspicion amongst the public due to the high percentage 

of Chinese animosity with ordinary Fijians.” Other interviewees claimed how a perception of 

corruption and enclaving among Chinese companies compounded existing reservations.  

Despite the existence of negative views, some people interviewed discussed the positive 

impact of Chinese companies citing their role in fast tracking economic development in Fiji, as 

well as the sentiment that Chinese investors were welcome in Fiji as along as this caused no 

further debt burden to the nation. One person explained that negative opinions voiced about 

Chinese companies could be traced to a debt trap narrative propagated in states such as 

Australia and the United States charging “many western nations are fueling racial tensions.” 

Nevertheless, the same individual challenged Chinese companies “to engage more with locals as 

many of them (Fijians) are under the impression of a ‘Chinese takeover.’” 

In Chapter 5, I focused on Chinese state-linked companies operating in Fiji. Mostly based 

in Suva, these entities have a variety of ownership structures that do not always obviously place 

them under state ownership. For example, some are stock exchange listed, yet the majority 

shareholder is the Chinese state. Also, private entities have bid and won on Chinese state 

financed projects in Fiji. Chinese state linked companies in Fiji exist in the interstices of state and 
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private capital, as well as the spaces between the Chinese state, the Fijian state, and Fijian 

society, including Fiji Chinese, who consider them not even as “new” Chinese migrants. Driven by 

market forces, Chinese state policies, the Fijian regulatory environment, and Fijian society, 

Chinese state linked companies express their interests for profit through a diplomacy that 

manages all these actors. Sometimes, it is clumsy, however the prevailing attitude seems 

cavalier. Their everyday geoeconomics consists of managing all these actors. Procuring contracts 

from the Chinese and Fijian states, managing the party and state hierarchy in China, dealing with 

the corporate and regulatory environment in Fiji, and understanding how to deal with labor 

relations. So, yes, they are agents of the Belt and Road Initiative to the extent that it fits their 

own capital interests. The following chapter moves from an assessment of large companies 

towards new migrants to Fiji and the calculations they make. The focus takes us towards micro, 

small, and medium entrepreneurial encounters in Fiji.  
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Figure 5.6. The Government House and Thurston Garden fencing project completed by China Railway No.5 
Engineering Group. Photo by author, 2021.  
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CHAPTER 6. NEW LIVES IN NEW FIJI: MIGRANTS, ENTERPRISE, AND CONNECTIVITY 

 

Encounters: My ride to Nadi is late. I’m waiting in my apartment to go to Viti Levu’s west 

side for a weekend break. A Lexus pulls up, inside are Fang Shuo, Li Yueru, and her 

husband Li Nan. I drop my bags in the trunk, and we are off into the Suva traffic. The car is 

an air-conditioned China bubble. There’s a feeling of early road trip excitement. 

Conversation and jokes about farts, drinking, and bad driving bounce off the windows in 

rapid fire Chinese. Mandopop croons on the stereo. As we zoom along the Coral Coast, 

Fang Shuo tells me the worst donation China ever made was all the speed cameras to Fiji’s 

Land Transport Authority. In Nadi, our first stop is an electrical repair shop. Lu Xiaotang 

and his wife, Wu Juan, come out to greet us, both have cigarettes in hand. They are 

forward, open, and welcoming. We sit in the office behind the main shop. Inside are no-

frills metal chairs and an unstable plastic table, on it are ashtrays improvised from used 

peanut containers. After quick introductions, the combined crew of six jump into cars to 

go play badminton at a local church. There are two courts in a hot auditorium, and I sit to 

the side watching the games. Everyone seems to know each other. The only time anyone 

speaks a language besides Chinese is when a boy asks a woman if he can have her phone. I 

ask if he is her son. As she is patting her forehead down with a towel, she says, “No, I 

found him in a rubbish dump. He’s looking for his real mummy and daddy because he 

doesn’t look like me or his father.” I suppose it was a dumb question. Suddenly, the games 

are over, and the crew of six, as well as two more friends are headed to Lu Xiaotang and 

Wu Juan’s house. On the outskirts of Nadi, their home sits in a fenced compound, where a 

wheezing dog greets visitors. I take off my shoes and put on pair of slippers stamped with 

the words “fear nothing” and enter. To the right of the door is a small shrine on a cabinet. 

There’s a living room with two leather couches, as well as an open kitchen and dining 

area. The aesthetic is eclectic. We drink a couple of beers before dinner. It’s a reunion of 

people from China’s northeast now living in Fiji. We eat seafood and beef hot pot. It’s 

clearly an occasion. By now, the alcohol is flowing, and the party is breaking up into side 

conversations. I turn to Lu Xiaotang and Li Nan and start asking a few questions. Xiaotang 
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tells me he is from Shenyang. He moved to Fiji in 2006. He and his wife wanted more kids, 

but the one-child policy prevented them. They tried to go to Australia, where he had a 

brother; however, his English wasn’t good enough to meet residence requirements. His 

brother told him to go to Fiji, saying it was easy to go there. When the time was ready, he 

could come back. Xiaotang and his wife worked for a tour agency at first, learned the 

ropes, and then started a competitor business. Later, he opened the electrical repair shop. 

The evening turns into night and there’s no lull in the drinking and banter, or the humidity. 

It’s just Xiaotang, Li Nan, and me at the dining table now. They’re chain smoking and bare 

chested, exposing Xiaotang’s dragon tattoo on his right arm. Blurry eyed, Xiaotang turns to 

me and asks, “Do you like Fiji?” I say, “Yes, of course.” He stares at me and then replies, 

“You lie!” He tells me he doesn’t like it here, although he likes the money. He feels like he 

owes me an explanation. “At first, the Chinese were welcomed. When I got here, there 

were about 10,000 Chinese in Fiji, now it’s about 30,000. However, immigration is not 

giving us Chinese anymore visas. It’s not fair. I want to bring an electrical engineer to Fiji 

from China. He has twenty years of experience, but I cannot get him a work permit. Last 

year though, the Koreans brought in over 2,000 people. How is that fair? Fiji took our 

money and didn’t give us anything in return.” From across the room, Xiaotang’s wife tells 

him to quit moaning. One member of the party starts to tell a joke about a man who was 

stung on his middle finger by a bee and how, because of the swelling, everyone thought 

he was flipping them off.  

 

6.1 The New Fiji and Migrant Geoeconomics 

The trip I took to Nadi in April 2021 with new Fiji Chinese friends was fun. I met many 

people who had left China since 1999, after the beginning of the Go Out policy, and particularly, 

since the 2006 coup, when bilateral relations between China and Fiji intensified. We ate a lot of 

tasty food and talked at length about each other’s lives. The above encounter took place over 

one day and drew out much about what I was to learn regarding the attitudes of some new Fiji 

Chinese. Lu Xiaotang has the personality of someone who brings people together, and his and 

Wu Jun’s story belongs to them. The intimate details are part of a personal narrative. Yet, this 
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chapter takes the broader aspects of their story as a basis to understand the relationship of new 

Fiji Chinese to their work, current home, as well as the home they left behind. Lu Xiaotang and 

Wu Jun’s route to Nadi through transnational spaces, unguarded responses to Chinese and Fijian 

state policies, varied experiences with microenterprise, and mixed feelings about Fiji became 

iterative themes in conversations with new Fiji Chinese. And, as is obvious from the encounter, 

these conversations were infused with heavy doses of irreverence, especially toward authority.  

In Chapter 4, I discussed how the 2006 coup was “the coup to end all coups.” That in 

addition to rebuilding the economy, Fijian society, no less, would be restructured to end racial 

divisions between Indigenous Fijians and Indo-Fijians. According to Bainimarama’s 

administration, and without any hint of irony, it was these divisions that had caused previous 

coups. In the lead up to the 2014 election, the first since the coup, Bainimarama restated his 

ethos that Fijian citizens are defined by unity and not ethnicity as part of his platform. Fijians 

duly elected him to office. The election was also notable because the practice of seat quotas 

based on ethnicity was ended. Bainimarama’s multiethnic Fiji vision resonated among many Fiji 

Chinese, who felt their status was vulnerable, especially after the targeted violence of the 2000 

coup. As one person told me in 2017, “We are a part of this community, we are a part of this 

country. The Prime Minister made us Fijians.”  

Although government policies on ethnicity and attitudes on the ground don’t always 

meet, like many other places in the world, these social divisions have their roots in colonialism. 

Another prominent Fiji Chinese in Suva added, “These ethnic divisions are the product of the 

British. They categorized us. They made Indo-Fijians vulnerable and Indigenous Fijians 

communally tied. They set us against each other and ruled.” That Fijians could be iTaukei, or of 

Indian, Chinese, or European origin in this new Fiji was a considerable shift in status for Fiji 

Chinese. This seemed confirmed when in 2017, the Prime Minister said a community event, 

“Chinese Fijians are leaders in business, medicine, law and civil society. They are role models in 

our workforce and their drive, discipline and hardwork is outstanding…Over the years the Fijian 

government has sought to build a Fiji where no Fijian is favoured on the basis of religion, ethnic 

back­ground, location and gender” (Lacanivalu 2017).  
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Further, Bainimarama’s turn to China amid the isolation of diplomatic and economic 

sanctions increased the visibility of Fiji Chinese and situated the community on the political 

spectrum. This is not to say there isn’t opposition to the FijiFirst government’s policies among 

Chinese. However, several new Fiji Chinese mentioned that opposition political parties, such as 

the Social Democratic Liberal Party (SODELPA), raise fears over Chinese migrants and projects as 

an instrument to undermine Bainimarama’s China policy. Such incursions into ethnic politics 

appeared hypocritical, as one of the leaders of these narratives is former coup leader Sitiveni 

Rabuka, and now current Prime Minister, who encouraged Chinese migration and investment 

post-1987. The question over Chinese migrant communities’ “loyalty” or “identity” has a long 

history, and a full appraisal is beyond the scope of this monograph. However, in the post Go Out 

and Belt and Road Initiative period, the issue has resurfaced, particularly in the context of a 

globalizing China with political and economic interests spread across the globe. As such, Chinese 

state discipling of Chinese migrants in the contemporary era is germane to this work, especially 

as we think about the “everyday geoeconomics” of Fiji Chinese. In short, what are the 

parameters of Chinese migrant agency in the context of China’s overseas ventures?  

In Chapter 6, I discuss new arrivals from China to Fiji since the inception of the Go Out 

policy. I situate this community in the successor Belt and Road Initiative and the ways in which 

the “new Fiji Chinese” interact with multigenerational Fijians, the Fijian state, and Fijian society 

in general. I look at their experience through the lens of state discipline and critique analyses 

that elide new Fiji Chinese as extensions of state schemes, including the Belt and Road Initiative. 

I argue that many of the migrants occupy space of capital in the logics of their decision making; 

however, their connection to Fiji goes beyond economic opportunity toward spaces of values. 

The decision to move to Fiji is often made outside the entrepreneurial encounter as I met with 

digital nomads, fertility refugees, and quality of life migrants.   

 

Disciplining Migrants 

The movement of people from China is frequently tied to the movement of Chinese state 

capital. Since Go Out in 1999, Chinese state financed, and constructed, infrastructure projects 

have brought Chinese managers and laborers overseas. Muttarak (2017) writes Chinese 
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migration will be a factor where there are BRI projects, particularly as workers remain in host 

countries to find new economic opportunities. The reasoning is comparable to that of Chinese 

state linked companies. That is, with the support of the Chinese state, migrants can gain a 

foothold in new spaces. This transfer of commercial entities and individuals abroad through the 

BRI has become enlisted in Xi Jinping’s China Dream concept. Ferdinand (2016) notes the BRI is 

an expression of China Dream, which is a “master narrative” to manage “reform” and 

“coherence.” However, the vision does not just end at harnessing the individual and collective 

material aspirations of Chinese people towards rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. Given the 

transnationality of the BRI, overseas locations must consider the opportunities of a Sinocentric 

World Dream (Callahan 2016a). As such, for the Belt and Road to be successful, “the ‘China 

dream’ is, or has to be, the world’s ‘dream’” (Ferdinand 2016, 957).  

In the context of the new Fiji Chinese, defined as people who have moved to Fiji since Go 

Out, a precursor to the Belt and Road, the coherence presented in the arguments offered above 

are far more complex on the ground. I suspect this applies elsewhere. The link between state 

capital and movement is not as transparent as suggested. True, without supportive Chinese state 

policies and financing, the option of Fiji may not be as attractive to companies and migrants; 

however, this erases the individual decisions made in movement, notwithstanding the Fijian 

state’s own rationale in seeking deeper ties to Chinese capital. Further, I would argue movement 

to Fiji in the Go Out and Belt and Road period has been an indirect impact, rather than a direct 

one as suggested in the notion of project “overstays.” This has implications for the China Dream 

concept. While the migrants I spoke to had dreams, they were largely personal and delinked 

from the harmonizing attempts of the Chinese state.  

Ong’s graduated sovereignty concept is a response to end of state narratives in the 

context of a “border fluid” market globalism. Ong argues the state has merely reterritorialized to 

apply new ideologies of power. While states must interact with markets, Ong (1999) suggests it 

is their management of transnational networks that is critical. Graduated sovereignty reorganizes 

state spaces into “zones” that discipline people differently, especially in terms of political, social, 

and economic rights. Within domestic borders, special economic zones (SEZ), especially in the 

PRC, are an example of this differentiation. Parcels of state sovereignty are ceded to new 
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conditions, in many cases to private sector actors, to attract capital. In doing so, zones enter a 

state of exception, where populations are subjected to the combined forces of global capital and 

state power in a configuration that transforms human lives (Agamben 2005; Ong 1999).  

Scholars have proposed forms of graduated sovereignty extend beyond China’s borders. 

While China’s SEZ’s operated within its borders, the growth of China’s economic influence 

overseas has opened a discussion on whether Chinese state linked projects, and any linked 

enterprise, form a new state of exception. In other words, the Chinese state has carved overseas 

spaces through the Belt and Road to attract loaned and/or investment capital. In turn, the 

companies, labor, and host and migrant communities within these spaces are subject to state 

discipline to enhance China’s control of transnational networks of people and capital. To (2014) 

(2014) is decisive about the PRC’s aim to control Chinese migrant networks in an examination of 

Beijing’s qiaowu ( ), or overseas Chinese affairs, policies. To argues the Chinese government 

implements policies to organize migrant communities in such a way as to promote China’s 

political and economic interests overseas. The two objectives are to secure resources for China’s 

domestic growth and to improve China’s image with foreign governments and populations. The 

tactics deployed are also twofold: to host Chinese festivals and cultural events, and to conduct 

outreach with older generations of Chinese migrants. The use of laoqiao ( ), or older 

migrant, networks into the service of xinqiao ( ), or new migrant, capital not only 

strengthens links with China among established overseas Chinese communities overseas, but 

also opens new commercial opportunities. To adds discipline of Chinese migrants comes through 

enhancing the suzhi ( ), or quality, of migrants to represent China positively. Edney (2014) 

suggests a more indirect and discursive approach, noting the Chinese state seeks cohesion 

between its overseas and domestic messaging to present a unified voice. The aim is to 

encourage non-state actors to re-articulate government priorities and to suppress 

counternarratives. 

 

The Trouble with Discipline 

As a migrant response to Chinese state oversight, Ong (1999, 6) proposes the concept of 

flexible citizenship, which she describes as the “cultural logics of capital accumulation, travel and 
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displacement.” Flexible citizenship, or the acquisition of alternative citizenships, permits Chinese 

migrants to circumvent the containment of the Chinese state. Although still disciplined by family 

obligations, some of which are in China, migrants negotiate citizenship towards economic 

advantages in their new societies. Nevertheless, Ong, whose study drew from the Chinese 

migrant elite in Southeast Asia, and To overlook how Chinese migrants must contend with 

factors, such as Sinophobia, language, relations with established Chinese communities, and 

social visibility, as aspects controlling their behavior. These aspects are considerations among Fiji 

Chinese, and a brief survey of Chinese migrants across the globe reveals how common they are 

for individuals. Larin (2012) writes that while the rise of Sinophobia in the Russian Far East is 

connected to greater visibility of Chinese migrants, resentment is also tied to uncertainties over 

legal status in Russia, as opportunistic politicians, particularly pro-Western ones hoping to create 

a rift between Russia and China. Taking a continental perspective, Mohan et al (2014) describe 

tensions in working relationships with Chinese, often from contrasting values; however, among 

low status laborers there are high degrees of conviviality due to shared grievances with 

management. Ang See’s (2007) article on xinqiao and laoqiao relations in the Philippines is 

confrontational in tone and asks why xinqiao come to the developing country of the Philippines 

from a country experiencing high rates of economic growth. According to See, the lack of legal 

status among xinqiao has encouraged criminality, which has put a strain on xinqiao and laoqiao 

interactions. Further, since the Chinese state is not present when xinqiao get into legal trouble, 

organizations of an older generation are enlisted to help. Gao (2017) observes how the majority 

of the xinqiao community in Latin America is engaged in small retail, often buying out the 

business from a previous migrant moved on to other more lucrative commercial opportunities, 

sometime in a third country. Gao (2017) also notes how on the one hand xinqiao express pride in 

China’s new global power, while on the other hand do not plan to return. Although xinqiao are 

not enclaved in Latin America, their lack of language skills means they tend to congregate around 

provincial associations.  

The remainder of this chapter examines the experiences of new Fiji Chinese in the new 

Fiji and in the period of intensified Chinese state interventions. It critically engages with the ideas 

presented here on Chinese migrants to develop an everyday geoeconomics of the new Fiji 
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Chinese. Below, I highlight the following eight individuals to represent the range of new Fiji 

Chinese encounters with commercial enterprise. Other considerations were age and gender, as 

well as first arrival in Fiji and place of origin in China. I introduce each person and draw on their 

interactions with me for the chapter, referencing their common and contrasting perspectives. 

 

6.2 Meet the New Fiji Chinese 

Mao Lingyun is male, in his late 50s, and came to Fiji in 2003 from China’s northeast. He 

owns a tour business. Lingyun came to Fiji because a relative was already in Fiji, and he was 

looking for business opportunities overseas. He says that China is too competitive and there’s no 

room to grow a business. In Fiji, there are plenty of openings. Upon arrival, Fiji felt 

“undeveloped” compared to China; however, he hated how cold the weather can be in his 

hometown in winter.  

Sun Wenyan owns a shipping business and is in her early 40s. She is from China’s 

southwest. Wenyan arrived in Fiji in 2014 looking for opportunities in the tourism business and 

found it hard to adjust to life in Fiji. She worked for various Chinese-owned microenterprises at 

first. Then, she studied business and met a lot of Fijians, which helped get over her 

homesickness.  

Qiao Ru is the owner of a successful high-end restaurant. She came to Fiji after the 2006 

coup, when she was 20 years old, with the idea of working in tourism after studying English at 

the University of the South Pacific. When she arrived at the airport in Nadi, Ru was surprised 

because there was no air conditioning. She met a Fijian and got married. She is active in the Fiji 

Chinese community. Her restaurant is the latest in several successful enterprises, including the 

export of Fijian products. Ru grew up in China’s northwest.  

Yao Sujie, in his late 30s, owns convenience stores across Fiji that mostly sell cheap 

imported Chinese goods. He came from China’s south. He told me, “I was one of those hopeless 

kids at school, no one thought I would add up to much. My parents were overseas working, so I 

was raised by my grandparents.” After a period trying to make a living in the city, he joined his 

parents overseas, but it didn’t work out. “Many young people were heading abroad, my dad 
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wanted to open a business in Fiji, so I thought I’d go,” he added. He found it very hard in Fiji 

mostly because of the language.  

 

 

Figure 6.1. A new Fiji Chinese micro enterprise owner. Photo by author 2021.  

 

Zhou Mengxue is from Zhejiang and came to Fiji in 2015. She is a tour guide and in her 

early 30s. “I came here seeking adventure and looking for an opportunity to relocate to Australia. 

I was told I could get a visa here,” she told me. Mengxue has no plans to return to China because 

she doesn’t like the way of life there, “too competitive,” she said. Her first impression of Fiji was 

that it was 20 years behind China.  

Tian Xun is in his 60s and another migrant from the northeast. He arrived in Fiji via a 

government job in the early 2000s and stayed on. With his fluent English and contacts in the 

Fijian government, he has developed a small business advising Chinese investors. Also, pro bono, 

he works with the Fijian police when Fiji Chinese community members are arrested.  
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Yang Kai came to Fiji as a laborer in 2014 when he was 21 years old. He stayed to open a 

restaurant as cooking is his passion. Also from the northeast, he unequivocally came to make 

money. “Fiji opened up for us Chinese. I couldn’t buy a house in China, it’s too expensive. I came 

here and bought a house and business. I’m doing well,” he told me.  

Zhou Yuting is a self-described digital nomad working in the tech industry, who came to 

Fiji just before the pandemic via Singapore. She traveled with her boyfriend, who also works in 

tech, both are in their mid-20s and from Beijing. “We decided on Fiji because, frankly, we hated 

the rat race in China. I want to be free and don’t want my kids to have the same experience I had 

in the competitive Chinese education system. The demands of ‘growth’ make life untenable” she 

explained. “We probably won’t stick around in Fiji. We have friends in the United States.”   

 

Dislocations: I come from a town in England called Wellingborough. It is a blue-collar 

place and at one time the center of England’s boot and shoe industry. Dr. Martens boots 

were made in Wellingborough before the factory moved to China. Manufacturing 

brought a world of migrants to Wellingborough from countries as disparate as Barbados, 

Jamaica, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Poland, Ukraine, Italy, Ireland, and Uganda. People 

who came when the former Imperial power called for cheap labor, people who fled 

homes for economic and political reasons. My own parents arrived in their 20s and 30s, 

the refugees of war and repression. England was accepting Polish refugees, so it made as 

much sense as anywhere else. Ultimately, my dad wanted to move to the United States, 

but my parents never did. There was already a Polish community in Wellingborough, the 

result of a resettlement camp nearby. People left the camps and went to work in 

factories, my dad included, who studied how to fix machines at a vocational college. He 

worked in a tannery for most of his adult life. My mum did odd jobs, cleaning hospitals 

and working assembly lines, in addition to raising kids. The Polish community in 

Wellingborough built a social center for cultural performances and gatherings, it also had 

a bar. There was a shop in town selling Polish food and a Saturday school so children like 

me could learn our parents’ language. Peoples’ material ambitions were modest, a house 

and job. The overriding values were security and keeping a low profile. During the period 
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of Communist rule in Poland, the community in Wellingborough endured some lowkey 

verbal abuse, “fuck off home,” and “dirty Commie,” and so on. When Communism fell, 

capitalism was brought to the Polish, and then Poland joined the European Union. 

Hundreds of thousands of people came to the UK looking for low paid manual work. The 

attitude changed and Poles went from a mostly invisible community to a visible one. The 

media stoked fears about Poles taking jobs from English people, the Daily Mail and Daily 

Express the worst of them. Right wing politicians joined in sensing an opportunity to 

deflect the impacts of a stifled economy. Then the abuses increased as the Brexit debate 

intensified, including beatings of people speaking Polish in the pub or smashing the 

window of a Polski Sklep (Polish Shop). The negativity towards the new England Polish 

caught up with older Polish migrants. In Wellingborough, with its mix of old and young 

Poles, the community divided. The new Polish didn’t respect the UK way of life, they were 

loud and drunk, and a threat to the security built over the years.  

 



138 
 

 

Figure 6.2. A micro enterprise in the Toorak area of Suva. Photo by author, 2021.  

 

The Belt and Road Initiative and Migrants  

Twelve years after the 2006 coup and an increase of movement in people and capital 

between China and Fiji, the two states signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) on Belt 

and Road cooperation. The precise details of the agreement remain undisclosed although the 

Chinese state media revealed familiar BRI buzzwords of exchange, networks, and infrastructure 

as part of the content. As I wrote in Chapters 3 and 5, Belt and Road projects were present in Fiji 

before 2018. As such, the MOU appeared a formality, codifying over a decade’s worth of 

migration, aid, trade, and investment. Among the new Fiji Chinese I encountered, there was a 

range of responses to the Belt and Road. A tone of ambivalence was evident among some 

people. This not only reflected the Belt and Road as a continuation of the bilateral relations 

status quo, or a mindset of “what’s new about this,” but also an ambivalence towards how the 
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Chinese state’s lofty goals impact their daily lives, particularly owners of small and 

microenterprises. As Yang Kai, the restaurant owner, explained, “It’s for the big companies. I 

don’t really understand why the BRI is here because I thought it was about building roads and 

railways. We don’t really have a great need for that here. I also don’t really know much about all 

that person-to-person stuff.” Sun Wenyan echoed these sentiments, “There’s no real advantage 

for us small business owners. The benefits are all for the Fijians. The Chinese government gives 

some donations, and they hope to get something in return. Friendship perhaps. What I do is 

employ Fijians.” Wenyan also voiced concern over how the BRI has brought increased visibility to 

new Fiji Chinese, “When one of the companies mess up, we also get the blame. It took us a lot of 

time and effort to build our business, only for it to suffer because of the supposed association 

with these big companies.” 

Sun Wenyan’s comments reflect another aspect of new Fiji Chinese attitudes to the Belt 

and Road. Put in another way, the BRI is for Fijians, not for Chinese. Although Sun’s remarks 

reflect a hint of resentment at state neglect, other people I spoke to agree with her that the BRI 

is for Fijians yet reiterated Chinese state developmentalist narratives. Yao Sujie told me, “My 

understanding of the Belt and Road in Fiji is that involves people’s livelihood, infrastructure, 

education, healthcare and so on. It has created jobs and incomes for locals.” Such responses 

reinforce the Belt and Road as having little relevance, except to Fijians, as Lingyun added, 

“Hopefully the benefits of the BRI do trickle down to ordinary Fijians.”  

 Qiao Ru offered a contrasting perspective seeing only opportunity that has benefitted her 

commercial interests, “After the BRI, we did a decent business in bringing over government 

officials and investors. We helped them get connected and started. There are no natural 

resources the Chinese government is really interested in, so we must find other ways to take 

advantage of the BRI. We look at construction work, we look at getting people to come here to 

invest in tourism.” Tian Xun, also working as a facilitator for investors from China, similarly had 

an upbeat appraisal of the BRI that included a broader understanding of the policy, “I work with 

investors, and the BRI brings them here. When a politician calls an investment project BRI, it’s all 

about branding, that’s it. It gives everyone some confidence.” Tian Xun added a pragmatic take 

on BRI, particularly in the interests of capital over geopolitics,  
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BRI presence in Fiji isn’t China’s idea. It comes from the Fijian government. It was 

Australia that isolated Fiji and now they are upset? It’s really money that is at the root of 

BRI. We make money facilitating investors, the Fijian government makes money from 

taxable income, and China builds revenue from infrastructure projects. Doing personal 

business under the BRI is no different from what the construction companies are doing. 

Companies give the best price on construction materials; we give the best price on 

products. OK, they don’t last, but the best interaction we can have with Fijians is that 

they have something they couldn’t afford before. No one cares where it came from. 

Fijians don’t need to be told about the Belt and Road. What they know is their economic 

bottom line, and it is China that offers the best value whether it is lollipops for 50 cents 

sold in the market, or a multimillion-dollar investment. There’s no need to do all the 

people-to-people work because it is we who are doing the influencing through price.  

 

Mao Lingyun, the tour business operator, expressed attitudes that fell between 

skepticism and positivity; nevertheless, he had grown cynical about the Belt and Road as he 

witnessed a change in his fortunes brought on by the Covid-19 pandemic. He described a modest 

income in hosting trade delegations before Fiji closed its borders in March 2020; however,  

 

What the BRI did was promote Fiji to people in China. They said, what is Fiji, we don’t 

know about it, we’re doing work there, there are Chinese people there, it’s looks 

beautiful, we want to go there, how can we get there. Then they come here, they stay in 

five-star hotels, buy air tickets, tours, souvenirs, and eat a lot of seafood. Think about all 

the jobs that came here because of the BRI. The pandemic fucked things up for us. No 

one is traveling. There’s no BRI for me anymore because it all became PPE and vaccine 

donations.  
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6.3 Negotiating Entrepreneurship  

 

Encounters: Some new Fiji Chinese in Suva told me they tend to shop for Chinese goods 

from either Haifeng Supermarket or the Fukumi shop near the municipal market; the Fiji 

Chinese go to Yon Tong on Marks Street. I’m in Haifeng Supermarket. Three people are 

sitting by the register chatting in Mandarin. The freezers are full of seafood and 

dumplings. The shelves are full of plastic goods and cooking pots. I’m followed by a young 

iTaukei employee. We briefly chat. He just wants to know if I need help. I wander over to 

Yon Tong to get some noodles and dried mushrooms. They seem old Chinese. The stocky 

middle aged Chinese woman pacing around getting items, asking questions. An iTaukei 

tends the register while the owner restocks. Two women are arguing in Mandarin about 

who is going to pay for the items they have picked out. I later take walks through the 

lower income neighborhoods of Toorak and Raiwaqa. The convenience stores there are 

named “Xiande Minimart,” “Guo Brothers,” and “Chiep Ley Store.” The first of these is 

only window service, inside the other two, everything is behind a cage, products and 

people.  

 

 The encounters in the stores described above speak to some of the broader negotiations 

of entrepreneurial encounters among Fijians, including labor and community relations, as well as 

manifested perceptions of vulnerability. These grounded interactions, I argue, reveal more about 

people-to-people relations than the staged encounters at the China Cultural Center described in 

Chapter 3. Here, I present the microenterprise scale, adding everyday Fijian responses to 

construction projects in the next chapter. The aim is to present the Belt and Road Initiative as a 

process understood from the ground. While the sense people make of the Belt and Road 

Initiative is not explicitly stated, it is the relationships that have developed because of the 

movement of capital and people from China, of which BRI forms a part, which I discuss.  
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Figure 6.3. Restaurant owner in Savusavu, Vanua Levu. Photo by author, 2020.  

 

As with the examination of Chinese companies, labor formed a core issue for new Fiji 

Chinese engaged in microenterprise. Conflicts revolved around a “Fijian approach to work” that 

was exemplified in the phrase “Fiji time,” that has become a descriptor for the pace of life on the 

islands. New Fiji Chinese saw “Fiji time” as a positive, an antidote to China’s high degree of 

competitiveness; nevertheless, in employees, the term was used in relation to what was 

perceived as unreliability and lack of general hustle. The compression of time in new Fiji Chinese 

attitudes to work, Yang Kai explained, was down to an impatience to make money. Yao Sujie 

added his business would not have been a success without the effort of a consistent staff. His 

lack of employee turnover, he reasoned was that his branch managers were Indo-Fijians. These 

essentialized observations were not shared by all, as Mao Lingyun, the tour agency owner, and 
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Qiao Ru noted these differences come down to human relations and a normal part of doing 

business anywhere. New Fiji Chinese placed an emphasis on the contributions made to Fiji when 

hiring local. Sun Wenyan was clear that when she came across a “good” employee, she asked 

them to recruit because the employee would then be accountable for the performance of 

others. Some, whose work allowed them to, bypassed the Fijian labor market entirely and hired 

transnationally. One business owner contracted English to Chinese and Chinese to English 

translators from China, the stated reason was to save on labor costs. Universally, people told me 

that their greatest struggle in doing business inside Fiji was the language. It closed opportunities 

for some, and for others there was a sense of uncertainty about correct procedures and cultural 

protocols. Despite these sentiments, a fine point was put on contributions to Fijian society 

through donations, particularly after cyclones and during the Covid-19 pandemic when up to a 

third of the Fijian workforce lost jobs or experienced reduced hours. 

 

Dislocations: Before he died, my dad had spent over 50 years in the UK. Yet, he always 

feared being deported. His story was a major factor in this fear. He grew up in Belarus, 

then part of the USSR. He was the son of farmers, who were also Polish, a minority 

ethnicity in Belarus. Stalin considered the Polish in the Soviet Union as disloyal to the 

state. My father’s dad was found guilty of being a subversive in 1937 and sent to a 

Siberian gulag for ten years. What happened to him, no one knows. As a young man, 

during World War Two, my father was conscripted into the Soviet Red Army and 

captured by Nazis in 1941. He spent time in an internment camp, where threadbare 

clothes did little to protect him from the cold. Decades later, even on mildly cold days, he 

would put several pairs of socks on his feet to keep the chill at bay. The Nazis defeated, 

he feared to return to the Soviet Union, where captured Red Army soldiers were 

routinely murdered, especially if they were Polish. In the post war chaos, he made a few 

changes to fresh identity documents that made him appear as if he was born in the new 

Poland created by Stalin, Churchill, and Roosevelt. It saved his life. He never spoke to or 

saw anyone from his family in Belarus again. After resettlement in the UK, he built a new 

life, with family, job, and home. Even after so many years of stability, precarity gnawed at 
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him. Everything could be taken away easily. I didn’t think he had to worry. When Britain 

withdrew from the European Union in 2020, 19 years after my father died, Polish citizens, 

my mother included, were required to reapply for “settled status.” By that time, she had 

been in the UK for 62 years.  

 

A sense of vulnerability over stalled and inconsistent immigration processes are a 

common experience among new Fiji Chinese. For mostly emotional reasons, Zhou Mengxue, the 

tour guide, has remained a Chinese citizen. She talked about how Fiji could change its mind over 

China, and she could find herself in a difficult position. It was hard for her to read all the negative 

press from Australia about BRI debt traps and Chinese state influence. When Fijian colleagues 

repeat these narratives, she gets anxious. Many new Fiji Chinese became Fijian citizens, in an 

example of Aihwa Ong’s flexible citizenship, allowing them to secure assets and buy commercial 

and residential freehold land more easily. However, Yang Kai reiterated his fears of precarity, 

that is, starting again in China would be difficult. The most vulnerable new Fiji Chinese were sex 

workers. Undocumented and trafficked, sex workers were open to multiple forms of abuse. Not 

only from traffickers and clients, but also from social stigma among Fijians, Fiji Chinese included. 

The presence of sex workers in Fiji was correlated with the arrival of investors and laborers from 

mainland China according to new Fiji Chinese and iTaukei individuals I interviewed who worked 

with civil society organizations and the Fiji police.  
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Figure 6.4. Store in Toorak, Suva. Photo by author, 2021.  

 

In the “Encounter” told at the beginning of this chapter, Lu Xiaotang told me about the 

difficulty in securing work permits for Chinese workers. The complaint was common across 

interviews. Processes had become more complicated and protracted. Tian Xun, the investment 

consultant, said the risk of rejection for work permits was higher for Chinese enterprises. The 

reasons cited for the change was pure discrimination and the influence of negative reporting on 

Chinese enterprises in Fiji. Tian Xun added applications that were once routine were now turned 

down. He suspected that some refusals came from a desire to collect the fees required for 

lodging appeals on decisions. This sense of shake down, all anecdotal, prevailed in conversations 

with new Fiji Chinese. Corruption didn’t end at immigration officials. Accounts of fake busts 

conducted by customs officers, tax officials, and the police were frequent. As one individual told 

me, “We can’t complain as we are outsiders. We are vulnerable. The Embassy doesn’t help. 
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We’ve asked, but they don’t, then they ask us for photo opportunities to make themselves look 

good.” Given the precarity expressed about permanent residence, changing immigration rules, 

and the lack of protection for their business, small and microenterprise owners talked about the 

opportunities possible in other Pacific states, particularly Solomon Islands since the diplomatic 

switch from Taiwan to China in 2019. The prospect of moving their capital within a BRI-created 

“zone” was increasingly attractive. “I focus on myself and want to make money. China is too 

expensive, so I’m going to look at other places to make that money. Fiji, Solomon Islands, 

Australia. It doesn’t matter. I don’t care about governments,” said Yang Kai.  

 

6.4 Negotiating Each Other  

  

Encounters: It’s evening in Suva. I’m on my way to meet some friends and walking along 

Grantham Road, a busy throughway that links the University of the South Pacific with the 

neighborhood of Nabua. As cars and pedestrians are making their way home, I pass the 

Garden City Business Park, a new strip mall built with private funds by a Fiji Chinese. Then 

I hear an unusual sound; it’s martial music and a voice barking in Mandarin, “yi, er, san, si, 

wu, liu, qi, ba...er, er, san, si...” In English, “one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, 

eight…two, two, three, four…” The last time I heard this was in China when bleary eyed 

university students were doing compulsory morning exercises. I go over to check it out. In 

one corner of the strip mall, there are about 15 people, a mix of Chinese, iTaukei, Indo-

Fijians: Fijians. They are facing a wall, on which a projector is showing an exercise video, 

and they are all working out with varying levels of enthusiasm. One of the Chinese 

participants peels off and sits down on a chair. He tells me he is from Liaoning and has 

been in Suva for 22 years. When I ask what’s going on, he tells me this happens every 

evening from 6:30 to 8. When I ask who can join in, he says anyone, these are mostly 

employees of the shops located in Garden City. He then looks me up and down and adds, 

these exercises are good for your health, maybe you should think about it.  
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The workout described above most likely won’t replace rugby as Fiji’s favorite method to 

get exercise, but it does illustrate the ways in which Fiji Chinese have become integrated into 

Suva’s daily life. This situation has come about by familiarity through longevity and in no less 

measure than through the efforts of Fiji Chinese. Prominent community leader, Dixon Seeto, 

explained to me before he passed in 2019 that Fiji Chinese punch above their weight. Seeto, a 

onetime Senator under the Laisenia Qarase administration, was also the President of the Fiji 

Hotel and Tourism Association and the Chinese Association of Fiji and a confidant of Prime 

Minister Bainimarama. As I noted in Chapter 3, he is among several influential Fiji Chinese who 

have gained prominence in the law, politics, and business fields. Dixon Seeto added that the 

position of Fiji Chinese was part community preservation and part community advancement, 

“we’re not aggressive,” he clarified, “as a group we need to be seen to be doing something, 

making a contribution.” Many multi-generational Fiji Chinese expressed concern over the impact 

new Fiji Chinese have had on this hard-won status in Fijian society highlighting how their conduct 

has to be impeccable given their visibility; “We don’t want any credibility issues,” one person 

told me, “The new Chinese break the rules and that doesn’t endear them to us.”  

 A key site of divergence between multigenerational Fiji Chinese and new Fiji Chinese is in 

the associations, most notably the Chinese Association of Fiji, which acts as the default 

community interlocutor for both the Fijian and Chinese states. The Prime Minister and Chinese 

Ambassador regularly attend community organized events, such as Lunar New Year () and 

Mid-Autumn Festival ( ). As the leadership of the Chinese Association of Fiji is mostly 

formed from multigenerational Fiji Chinese, one of the core issues among new Fiji Chinese is a 

perceived barrier on access to Fijian government officials. Although not explicitly stated, new Fiji 

Chinese founded the New Chinese (Fiji) Association. Language issues also complicate matters 

with multigenerational Fiji Chinese either Cantonese and English speakers and new Fiji Chinese 

predominately speakers of Mandarin. Given the ambassador’s presence at community events, 

translation is now provided between English and Mandarin. Due to these arrangements and a 

changing demographic, new Fiji Chinese seek greater representation in the key community 

associations. Nevertheless, Fiji Chinese of any background are active in offering financial, 

immigration, or other kinds of social support, such as when a person is a victim of crime. Further, 
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it would be inaccurate to convey a sense of a divided community, many people described 

outreach measures and the necessity to push back against discriminatory incidents, especially as 

“China virus” discourses circulated offline and online during the Covid-19 pandemic.  

 The efforts of Fiji Chinese to encourage healthy community encounters beyond the 

purview of the state extends to Fijian society writ large. The most successful example cited of 

this integration is the Yat Sen School in Suva detailed in Chapter 3, which one board member of 

the Chinese Education Society of Fiji described as a “good for all of Fiji.” A former employee 

explains how the school has become a resource for all Fijians built by all Fijians,  

 

A fact often overlooked is that the success of the two schools in terms of delivering 

quality education to the children of Fiji, both Chinese and non-Chinese, has been due to 

the efforts of non-Chinese staff, both Fijian and Indian. Very few Chinese, except Chinese 

language experts have taught in both schools throughout the decades because Chinese 

have generally opted for professions such as accountancy, engineering, medicine and to 

a lesser extent law, but not teaching as a profession. The two schools would not have 

been able to perform to the standard they have, without the sterling efforts of their Fijian 

and Indian staff. 

 

The Chinese government, through the embassy in Suva, has sought to link its name to 

these successes according to community leaders, as I was told, “Our success doesn’t come from 

any government, they just want a part of it.” While the Chinese Embassy in Suva formally works 

through the Chinese Association of Fiji in building relations with Fijian society, it has also built 

new institutions more aligned to the Chinese state. The results have been mixed with 

multigenerational Fiji Chinese describing such actions as strengthening perceptions that people 

are Chinese first before Fijian. Two entities, the Fiji China Friendship Association and the Fiji 

Council for the Promotion of Peaceful Reunification of China, are both linked to the United Front 

Work Department, an organ of the CCP. The United Front Work Department broadly seeks to 

promote the interests of the CCP and suppress counternarratives. I spoke to members of both 

associations who described entities with limited influence. The Fiji Council for the Promotion of 
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Peaceful Reunification of China is barely functioning due to sparse funds and the political 

association with the CCP. The Fiji China Friendship Association, as described in Chapter 3, has 

been more impactful with senior Fijian politicians serving in the leadership. However, interest 

from this constituency has waned according to current members. Its most prominent and recent 

success was the donation of PPE to Fiji in June 2020. There was a consensus among new Fiji 

Chinese that Fiji was not a priority for the Chinese state in its global engagements. 

Multigenerational Fiji Chinese were phlegmatic about links to the Chinese Embassy, they were 

necessary to include, but influence is better exercised through the Fijian authorities.  

 

 

Figure 6.5. Entrance to the Yat Sen School in the Flagstaff neighborhood of Suva. Photo by author, 2018.  
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Integration 

 

Dislocations: I had several conversations with Fiji Chinese about identity. Peoples’ 

uncertainty about whether they were Chinese or Fijian resonated. I talked about my own 

ambivalence about being “Polish,” “British,” or “American,” adjectives that are written on 

my passports. Nowhere seemed to fit and people were ready to tell me as such. In 

Warsaw, in 2014, someone asked me my last name, I told them, and I was told I couldn’t 

even pronounce my own name. In England, few people bothered to learn how to spell my 

last name. One new Fiji Chinese felt similarly, telling me “I don’t know where I belong. I 

feel more ‘global’ than Chinese.” Nevertheless, the experiences of Fiji Chinese born and 

raised in Fiji were more comparable to my own. Most couldn’t speak fluent Cantonese, 

much like my own faltering Polish. We spoke to our parents in English and our parents 

spoke to us in our heritage language. It made for awkward visits back to our parents’ 

country of origin. Still, we talked about significant differences in our lives growing up as 

second-generation immigrants. Fiji Chinese were visible, as a white person in England, I 

had privileges. Further, my parents did not feel the need to convert from Catholicism to 

fit in to society, whereas many Fiji Chinese converted to Catholicism, as they sent their 

children to Catholic run schools. “There was no hiding for us,” once person said.  

 

Migrants face repeated skepticism over their loyalty to their host societies. Assimilation 

of migrant children, often through deemphasis of parent cultures, is one strategy deployed by 

families to “fit in.” This leads to the shared experiences described above, including poor skills in 

the parents’ language and a feeling of uncertainty over identity. Nevertheless, Fiji-born Fiji 

Chinese and multiracial Fiji Chinese saw possibilities in acting as a bridge between Fiji and China. 

The degree of effective socialization into Fiji was also tied to the differences between 

mutigenerational Fiji Chinese and new Fiji Chinese, more precisely, the opportunity for mobility 

among recent members of their community. A senior Fiji Chinese explained how earlier 

generations of Chinese came to Fiji with the intention to stay; however, “Today's Chinese settlers 

come for economic opportunity and seek expansion of Chinese influence abroad. Many appear 
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to settle for a period but would eventually return to China or move onto other countries, seeking 

out more economic opportunities. Whilst some settlers do attempt to assimilate, many do not, 

often seen as aggressively exerting their influence, Chinese lifestyles, and ideology. This would 

lead to some resentment by the local community.” The interesting point here is that movement, 

and movement of private capital, is correlated to a lack of “loyalty,” or at the very least as desire 

to fit in. Digital nomads, such as Zhou Yuting, would disagree, placing her mobility as an 

expression of liberation from the constraints of careerism in China and no different than other 

individuals who seek new experiences overseas.  

 The issue of criminality and discrimination was a frequent topic in conversations and 

manifested in insecurity. Some external observers have complicated the position of new Fiji 

Chinese in this regard. Susan Windybank’s, comments that, “Pacific islanders have (correctly) 

associated many newly-arrived Chinese migrants with a rise in crime,” and that “Prostitution, 

contract killings, and illegal gambling are the most visible signs of a new criminal presence,” are 

illustrative (Windybank 2008, 35). While acknowledging Pacific Islander crime on Chinese people 

in the region, Windybank neglects mitigation efforts undertaken by Chinese and Pacific Islander 

communities. New Fiji Chinese, in conjunction with Fijian civil society organizations and the Fijian 

police work closely on offering sanctuary to trafficked sex workers. Tian Xun, who led such 

efforts and whose business was located near a notorious massage parlor, explained, “I hate 

those guys [Chinese sex worker traffickers]. People come into my office because I employ Fiji 

Chinese women and ask for girls. These are regular employees sitting at desks and these people 

come in wanting to pay for sex.”  

Multigenerational Fiji Chinese expressed concern about the implications of crime; 

however, most people saw this as an extension of discrimination that many of them had 

experienced since childhood, “These allegations of ‘Chinese crime’ really make me angry. Show 

me the evidence! I'll be fair. If it’s there, I’ll accept it. Yeah, it's true. I mean we're not saints, but 

I’ve been hearing these stories all my life.” However, the deportation of 77 Chinese individuals 

from Fiji for alleged cyber scams reinforced “a longstanding (popular) perception in Fiji of China 

‘as a country that produces criminals’ and of links between recent Chinese arrivals and organised 

crime,” (Tarte 2021, 383). Tian Xun highlighted social media as effective in spreading 
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discriminatory narratives, “cyber violence has become another means to promote racial 

discrimination and prejudice. People say a ‘good Chinese is a dead Chinese,’ and ‘their brains are 

as small as their eyes.’ This racism is terrible to see.” Popular perceptions as a criminal 

community had implications on new Fiji Chinese feelings of security. The criminal stereotype 

complicated integration into Fijian society, further fueling Fijian’s perception of Chinese 

separateness. Yao Sujie, an established businessperson told me, “I don’t feel as safe in Fiji as I do 

China. People here want to bring me down.” Yang Kai, the restaurateur, added, “We get robbed. 

People steal from our stores. There’s not much we can do about it.”  

 

 

Figure 6.6. Cover of the book “My Date with Fiji” by Yang Gongru. The book is the memoir of Yang’s trip to Fiji. The 
blurb says, “The purpose of every trip is to come back becoming a better person.”  

 

6.5 Spaces of Capital and Spaces of Values  

 Fiji Chinese are far from disciplined migrants. There is evidence of Chinese state attempts 

to influence discourse through CCP-tied organizations; however, the efficacy of these entities is 

highly questionable. Indeed, institutions built by Fiji Chinese have been the most impactful in 



153 
 

influencing Fijian government officials, particularly in an administration that claims it represents 

a new Fiji free from ethnic bias. If Fiji Chinese are living out an iteration of Xi Jinping’s “China 

Dream,” it is only through the opportunities afforded through a freer movement of capital and 

people. To answer the question posed at the start of this chapter, what are the parameters of 

Chinese migrant agency in the context of China’s overseas ventures, I conclude that the latitude 

is entirely at the discretion of individuals, not an overreaching state. As the accounts of new Fiji 

Chinese relate, affiliation with the goals of the Belt and Road range from indifference to 

enthusiasm. However, in sum, their calculations do not come from a position of promoting state 

interests, consciously or unconsciously. New Fiji Chinese exercise Ong’s flexible citizenship in 

protecting assets and eluding the Chinese state. However, the community has put into place 

other measures that cope with precarity, some of it brought about by Fijian society, such as 

discrimination. The role of associations in protecting economic and social interests is critical. It is 

of little surprise that associations with influence inside the Fijian government are a site of 

contestation, as multigenerational Fiji Chinese seek to protect a hard-won status and new Fiji 

Chinese look to secure new businesses. However, as is made clear by multigenerational Fiji 

Chinese, if new Fiji Chinese cannot ultimately secure those assets, their capital will move. The 

amenability of the Fijian government toward new Fiji Chinese microenterprise owners is another 

factor, as explained in the difficulty of obtaining work permits.  

 In sum, in this chapter, I propose the everyday geoeconomics of the new Fiji Chinese in 

the context of the Belt and Road is extremely fluid and contingent on every individual. It is 

unconforming to any state objective. The encounters described in this chapter form a wholly 

different interpretation of people-to-people interactions between Chinese and Fijians that the 

state narratives of the Belt and Road like to promote. The attitudes of new Fiji Chinese toward 

Fijian labor, from essentialized perceptions of Pacific Islander approaches to work to a 

developmentalist enthusiasm for a “Chinese model” of “hard work,” these are the frontlines of 

entrepreneurial encounters than any formal event stamped with the Belt and Road brand. On 

the other hand, those encounters are infused not just with conviviality, but also the cooperative 

efforts of all Fijians in a Fiji Chinese initiated enterprise, exemplified in the success of the Yat Sen 

School. In addition to building new institutions that compete with existing community-led 
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initiatives, the Chinese state has attempted to enlist these successful enterprises as part of its 

overseas engagements, such as the Belt and Road. Inherent suspicion of the Chinese state from 

Fijians, including Fiji Chinese, complicates even this task.  

Further, the nature of Chinese migration is changing. The Belt and Road Initiative and the 

China Dream, as it relates to overseas Chinese and Chinese migrants, views spaces in economic 

terms. New migrants and established communities do not always see it the same way. While 

multigenerational Fiji Chinese have interests beyond the commercial, some new Fiji Chinese see 

space in value terms. The value of having more than one child, or the simple value of adventure. 

Transnationality changes people as the discussion on identity in this chapter explains and with it 

a reexamination of connectedness and disconnectedness to others. If anything, this 

transnationality is creating globalized individuals, rather than agents of Chinese state influence. 

The following chapter moves toward a discussion of Fijian responses toward new Chinese 

presence and how host societies make sense of the geoeconomics of anticipatory geographies.  
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Figure 6.7. Construction site near Laucala Bay in Suva. Some Fiji Chinese have invested in micro construction 
projects, usually small apartment blocks. Photo by author, 2021.  
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CHAPTER 7. REVERSE IMAGE ENGINEERING: PERSPECTIVES ON CHINESE ENTREPRENEURSHIP  

 

Flying into Suva’s Nausori Airport can be a memorable experience. Depending on the 

approach, weather, and choice of seat, passengers can see a combination of the blue Pacific 

Ocean, the dense canopy of the Colo I Suva rainforest, or the low-lying houses spread across the 

city. However, since 2017, a new landmark stands out above others in Suva. The multistory 

Wangguo (WG) Friendship Plaza, set to become the South Pacific’s tallest building, looms over all 

else in the Flagstaff area near the city center. About 90 kilometers to the west, on the Coral 

Coast, is the undeveloped lot of the Silkroad Ark Hotel, a once-mooted $240 million construction 

promising over a 1,000 Fijian jobs, that I introduced in Chapter 4. While the WG Friendship Plaza 

has claimed its space on the ground and in the consciousness of Suva residents, the clearance in 

forest set aside for the Silkroad Ark Hotel is now receded. Both projects, one unfinished and the 

other failed, have been contentious additions to the physical and political landscape in Fiji.  

The discussions about the WG Friendship Plaza and SilkRoad Ark Hotel projects not only 

center on their incompleteness, but also that the constructions were financed with Chinese 

sourced capital. The extensive discourse about Chinese political and economic presence, 

introduced in Chapter 2, has intermittently included the responses of the Pacific Islands’ political 

leadership; however, with some notable exceptions, the grounded perspectives of Oceania’s 

peoples has been less of a focus in writing. This chapter, through the lens of these two projects 

links Fijian civil society to this presence. Further, despite the private financing of the WG 

Friendship Plaza and Silkroad Ark Hotel, Chinese and Fijian officials have labelled the projects 

part of the Belt and Road Initiative. The entanglement of the Chinese state, the BRI, private 

investment, as well as the Fijian state and civil society brings together several diverse 

constituencies in everyday geoeconomics with several consequences. In this chapter, I develop 

the concept of reverse image engineering in relation to unfinished and failed Chinese 

infrastructure as an element of everyday geoeconomics. Reverse image engineering describes a 

complementary process to the positive communication intended in the completion of visually 

impactful Chinese-led constructions, which I introduced in Chapter 4. In contrast to the projects 

finished in Fiji, unfinished and failed initiatives can leave a negative impression of China. In the 
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two cases presented, merely the meshing of Chinese state interests with Chinese private capital 

in overseas spaces can have outsized effects.  

The two projects highlighted are clearly a slice from a broad subject matter, yet I argue 

Fijian everyday engagements with larger political and economic processes should not be 

excluded from the discussion on a global China. In some respects, and to the surprise of some 

hawkish commentators, the Chinese state is listening to Fijian civil society negativity toward 

large infrastructure projects by funding small scale social programs, such as scholarships, 

training, and community scale facilities. Given the economic uncertainties brought on by the 

Covid-19 pandemic, the move toward social projects on a micro scale is prudent, as borrowing 

and flows of labor and material come under reconsideration and delays. Nevertheless, grounded 

responses will be different wherever Chinese economic interventions occur worldwide, those in 

Suva and the Coral Coast included. Rather than try to tease general truths about these 

perspectives across vast and contrasting geographical locations, it might serve policymakers, 

diplomats, and political leaders engaged in the management of Chinese-financed projects to 

stop and put their ears to the ground.      

Through a blend of methods, including a discourse analysis of Fijian media reporting and 

social media, as well as interviews and conversations with Fijians from Suva and the Coral Coast 

from 2017 to 2021, this chapter presents grounded responses to incomplete Chinese 

investments. In brief, a wide range of views are expressed from the hopeful (Chinese 

investments will bring jobs, investment, and good bilateral relations with China) to the skeptical 

(lack of Fijian ownership, investor opportunism, and poor quality of construction). Overall, 

negative comments were more predominant although an analysis of opinion of complete 

structures may bring different responses. In Chapter 7, I propose the concept of “reverse image 

engineering” to capture the prevailing unreceptive response to Chinese linked infrastructure. 

Reverse image engineering denotes the opposite dynamic to the positive “image engineering” 

often intended in the statement construction of roads, bridges, and buildings. The concept 

demonstrates how Fijians exercise an every geoeconomics that contests state constructed 

narratives on the Belt and Road Initiative. 
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7.1 Reverse Image Engineering 

 

 

Figure 7.1. The Suva construction site of the WG Friendship Plaza in February 2020. Photo by author, 2020.  

 

Most emblematic of BRI’s visibility in Suva is the construction of the WG Friendship Plaza, 

which will, when finished, house retail, hotel, and office units. The project, described as an 

“inspiration from China’s ‘One Belt and One Road,’” has visible symbolic value and a defining 

position in the identity of Suva’s urban landscape (Bolanavanua 2017b). As one person told me 

about the building, “China is making its mark.” The private investment of approximately $75 

million is the first by WG International as a locally registered company. In addition, near Komave, 

on the Coral Coast of Viti Levu, private Chinese investors proposed a resort complex with a value 
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of $240 million. Conditions for securing the land lease included financial aid to Komave residents 

and guarantees of employment once the facility opened. The Silkroad Ark Hotel was announced 

as one of the first BRI projects in Fiji and construction was scheduled for 2018 using Chinese 

labor. However, the project failed to materialize.  

 

 

Figure 7.2. The site of the Silkroad Ark Hotel on the Coral Coast of Viti Levu. Photo by author, 2018. 

 

These two construction projects are highlighted not only to illustrate how the BRI has 

come to incorporate all sorts of actors, even those unrelated to the state, but also how the fates 

of these private enterprises have become entangled with the image of Chinese presence in Fiji 

among Fijians. Further, I examine the extent to which individuals parse the fiscal assemblage of 

BRI projects between private, state-owned, and state-directed. In other words, is there a 

tendency to conflate any Chinese intervention with Chinese state presence in Fiji writ large? As is 
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revealed, enthusiastic Chinese and Fijian officials often have a facilitating role in blending all 

Chinese activity with the Chinese state.  

In Taming Tibet, Emily Yeh proposes the concept of “image engineering” in which the 

state strategically locates infrastructure projects, for example in higher populated areas, so as to 

have the most visual impact in communicating the “gift” of development (Yeh 2013). These 

construction imprints do not always go to the most “in need” spaces and tend to serve a state 

agenda focused on image management. Yeh writes, “This spectacle of development created by 

image engineering marks both a ‘laudatory monologue’ and a claim that the Chinese state is the 

legitimate and benevolent caregiver of this contentious space of the Chinese nation” (Yeh 2013, 

251). In Tibet, visually impactful development attempts to win loyalty. In a 2017 interview, Yeh 

discusses the extension of domestic Chinese state “image engineering” into overseas spaces 

commenting on how the need for infrastructure upgrades is leading many countries to take 

advantage of financing through the BRI given the lack of available options through traditional 

donor states. Yeh adds “…these ambitious initiatives, led by a ‘project-by-project focus,’ tend to 

leave large conspicuous projects that serve as ‘visual reminders’ of Chinese largesse.” Yeh 

further describes how the “migrant labor component of the infrastructure projects affects how 

the Chinese state is viewed both at home and abroad” (Sprague 2017).  

I further Yeh’s “image engineering” concept to propose a complementary process of 

“reverse image engineering” to describe the impact on perceptions of China and Chinese people 

when projects, despite their financial origin, are unfinished or fail. Given the high visibility of 

some BRI branded projects, as in the case of the WG Friendship Plaza in the Fijian capital of Suva 

and the Silkroad Ark Hotel on the touristed Coral Coast, unfinished and failed constructions may 

have a disproportionate effect on the popular image of Chinese presence. Furthermore, “reverse 

image engineering” also explores how flows of Chinese labor abroad, whether state managed or 

induced, influence on-the-ground views. Such outcomes could be unintended and unplanned; 

nevertheless, they do reflect lived experiences.  

Carse and Kneas present a tentative classification of infrastructure projects that have 

been “blocked, delayed, or abandoned.” These initiatives “hiding in plain sight” demonstrate 

how “the history of international development is littered with the wreckage of failed projects” 
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(Carse and Kneas 2019, 9-10; Scott 2008). Specifically, the scale, speed, and financing of BRI 

projects means “we should not accept the project timelines presented by funders, builders, and 

boosters at face value. In the case of the Belt and Road Initiative, such timelines may not square 

with the realities on the ground” (Carse and Kneas 2019, 10). Carse and Kneas (2019, 15-22) 

offer five categories of unbuilt and failed infrastructure: (a) shadow histories are the “paths not 

taken… [, and] what might have been,” (b) present absences denote “what unbuilt and 

unfinished projects leave behind, including: institutional forms, knowledges, altered landscapes, 

social movements, and new subjectivities, (c) suspended presents are “concerned with the varied 

social experiences and affective states associated with infrastructural delay, from hope and 

anxiety to waiting and disillusionment,” (d) nostalgic futures “attends to the promise and 

aspiration that once accompanied an infrastructure project,” and (e) zombies which can be 

“reactivated in different economic and political circumstances.” 

The categories represented in this typology are not intended to be exhaustive or 

exclusive of each other. For example, the Silkroad Ark Hotel demonstrates characteristics of the 

“shadow histories” and “nostalgic futures” labels due to its failed status while the WG Friendship 

Plaza fits into the “suspended presents” description given the multiple completion deadlines set 

into the future. It is also important to note that projects move through various categories. At one 

stage of its planning, the Silkroad Ark Hotel too would have exhibited “suspended presents.” 

From the following examination of Chinese infrastructure projects in Fiji, I would suggest the 

typology include an entanglement of the material and corporeal throughout its categories as 

labor, perceptions, judgements, broken promises, agreements, relations, and aesthetics become 

factors in determining types of unfinished and failed constructions. The process of reverse image 

engineering in the unbuilt illustrates how the spaces of construction are not only physically 

impactful, but also emotionally contested.      

Evidence of discussion about Chinese investments is seen across Fijian civil society and 

expressed in a variety of forms. The data for this article reflects this and draws from three 

sources: (a) Fijian media articles from 2016 to 2021, (b) social media posts from 2018 to 2020, 

and (c) interviews conducted with Fijians from 2017 to 2021. Fijian media articles, published in 

English, were selected through a search of the “China-Fiji Texts” dataset. The year 2016 
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represents the earliest mention of either the Silkroad Ark Hotel or WG Friendship Plaza. The 

search yielded 71 texts in total. I evaluated the texts by first recording in Excel the article’s URL, 

publisher, and date, as well as determining whether the piece was positive, negative, or neutral 

in tone. Keywords (often more than one) were applied to each report. Fiji’s major print, 

broadcast, and digital media outlets are reflected in the discourse analysis, including The Fiji 

Times, Fiji Sun, Fijian Broadcasting Corporation (FBC), and Fijivillage. FBC is state funded while 

the editorial stance of the Fiji Sun is pro-government, consequently, these outlets are largely 

uncritical of the FijiFirst administration. The establishment of the Media Industry Development 

Authority (MIDA) in 2010 became a restraining factor on press freedom with some outlets, such 

as The Fiji Times, occasionally finding their content deemed not in the public interest. However, 

by 2023, outside the of the scope of this text analysis, MIDA was scrapped by the new Rabuka 

administration.  

I employed a comparable approach to collect and analyze posts on social media sites, 

Twitter and Facebook. The terms “Silkroad Ark Hotel” and “WG Friendship Plaza” were searched 

on these websites with 29 posts and comments gathered. I then recorded the URL, username, 

date, tone, and keywords associated with each post and comment. Approximately 55 percent of 

Fijians are active social media users, and out of a population of nearly 900,000, Fijians have 

registered over half a million Facebook accounts (Kant et al. 2018; Drugunalevu and Tarai 2018). 

Nevertheless, Fijians I spoke to offered many caveats on drawing conclusions from social media, 

as one Fiji Sun reporter told me in relation to commentary on Chinese constructions in Fiji, 

“Don’t believe it all. It’s so negative.” An iTaukei employee from one of the projects highlighted 

in this chapter added, “Many Chinese use WeChat, which we don’t use, so you won’t find too 

many responses from them on Facebook.” Nevertheless, I present social media discourse here to 

illustrate the kinds of online commentary circulating around Chinese presence in Fiji that was 

raised by Tian Xun in the previous chapter. Lastly, I conducted interviews with 25 iTaukei and 

Indo-Fijians between 2017 and 2021, either in person (in Suva or on the Coral Coast) or digitally, 

in relation to their interactions with the WG Friendship Plaza and/or the Silkroad Ark Hotel.  
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7.2 Fijian Discourses on Incomplete Infrastructure Projects 

WG Friendship Plaza: Media 

Table 7.1. Tone of Fijian Media Articles on the WG Friendship Plaza, 2016-2021 

Media Articles Frequency 

Positive 17 

Negative 22 
Neutral 13 

Total 52 

 

Table 7.2. Keywords of Fijian Media Articles on the WG Friendship Plaza, 2016-2021 

Keywords Frequency 

Positive 14 

Bilateral relations 6 
Job creation 5 

Investment opportunity 3 

Positive - Neutral 13 
Progress on construction 10 

An insider’s look 3 

Negative - Neutral 6 

Safety 6 
Negative 29 

Construction issues 16 

Labor issues 2 

Procurement issues 1 

Community issues 10 

Total 62 

 

Fijian media reporting on the construction of the WG Friendship Plaza in Suva was 

balanced between positive and negative articles (see Table 7.1). Most positive articles came 

from state funded or aligned media outlets FBC or the Fiji Sun (12 out of a total of 17). Likewise, 

in negative reporting, 14 out of 22 articles came from these platforms indicating state-friendly 

media was paying closest attention to the project. An additional pattern in the data 

demonstrated a turn from predominately positive to negative stories around September 2018. 

All 22 negative articles about the WG Friendship Plaza appeared after this month. There were 

eight positive articles before September 2018 and a further nine positive reports after this 

month. The date is important as it marked the publication of a piece in the Fiji Sun about the 
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issue of a stop work order from former Fijian Attorney-General, Aiyaz Sayed-Khaiyum. The order 

indicated a problem in the quality of construction materials.  

Table 7.2 offers a keyword analysis of positive, negative, and neutral reporting on the WG 

Friendship Plaza. Of the total 62 keywords recorded, there is a slight tendency toward the 

negative with 35 negative/neutral keywords and 27 positive/neutral keywords. Positive keywords 

show how the WG Friendship Plaza was framed as an initiative that would help to improve 

bilateral relations and provide an investment and employment boost for Fiji.  

Regarding the boost the WG Friendship Plaza would provide to Sino-Fijian relations, then 

Chinese Ambassador Zhang Ping told guests assembled at the August 2017 groundbreaking 

ceremony that “the Plaza…reflects the confidence that Chinese companies have in the future of 

their bilateral relations as well as the good prospect of Fiji’s long term development” (Prakash 

2017b). At the same event, Minister for Infrastructure, Transport and Local Government, 

Parveen Bala noted the development “will not only drive the return on investments through 

sales but also drive the local economy including the creation of local jobs” (Bolanavanua 2017a).  

As is evident in Table 7.2, the project has run into an array of issues explaining its 

unfinished status as of the time of writing. However, construction quality, safety, and community 

disputes predominate. The latter of these disputes principally refers to the project’s 

encroachment onto the land of the neighboring Holy Trinity Primary School. A further stop work 

order (the second of four to date) was issued in May 2019 related to the property issue, which 

was eventually resolved through mediation in early 2020. In a foreshadowing of the issues to 

come, WG Friendship Plaza spokesperson, William Wu told the Fiji Sun in July 2018 about a 

range of challenges impacting construction, including a lack of skilled workers in Fiji to operate 

project machinery and the need to procure materials from China because of problems with 

adequate supply in country. Wu added how a further “challenge has been adapting to the 

culture here. We have been here for just one year and communication remains a significant 

barrier for us” (Chanel 2018).  

The dispute with Holy Trinity Primary School not only centered on land issues, but also 

complaints about “unethical dress” amongst workers and excessive noise during school hours. 

The mounting grievances drew the attention of senior Fijian officials, such as Education Minister, 
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Rosy Akbar (Vacala 2019). In a sign the WG Friendship Plaza was becoming an embarrassment 

for Chinese diplomats, the embassy in Suva began to distance itself from the construction 

despite earlier enthusiasm. In September 2018, Chinese ambassador, Qian Bo commented the 

construction had no links to the Chinese government and that the embassy would investigate if 

the management were indeed Chinese passport holders. The Fiji Sun reported, “Mr Qian said the 

public needs to be aware that there are two groups of Chinese people in Fiji. One group was 

those who carried Chinese passports and some others were Chinese, but carried passports for 

other countries” (Bolanavanua 2018). In a reverse of Ong’s “flexible citizenship,” the state was 

now using the transnationality of Chinese investment capital to distance itself from undesirable 

publicity.  

Safety at the construction site became a concern for residents and people transiting 

through the Flagstaff neighborhood of Suva, where the WG Friendship Plaza is located. By early 

2020, construction had ground to a near halt because of labor and material supply issues due to 

Covid-19 transport restrictions placed on movement from China. As the April 2020 Cyclone 

Harold made landfall in Fiji, FBC reported, “Residents and motorists passing the area say they 

have seen metal and aluminium pipes flying off the building and landing on the road or 

neighbouring properties” (E. Nand 2020). The following month, the project was handed its third 

stop work order over concern that the steel used in the construction complied with Fijian 

standards. The WG Friendship Plaza project was originally scheduled for completion in May 

2019. In February 2020, The Fiji Times reported that for five months the newspaper had been 

seeking an update on the construction timeline from various authorities without success 

(Naqelevuki 2020). In September 2020, a project contractor confirmed to Fijivillage that the 

project required another 18 months to reach conclusion (Danford 2020). In 2021, the project 

received a series of mixed updates. While WG had signed a deal with Wyndham to host one of 

the chain’s hotels in the building, the site was closed in May 2021, the reason cited was 

permitting issues. However, in June 2021, the investors received a permit to operate as a special 

approved business, only for a local resident to report a close miss with a falling cement block 

from the construction site three months later. WG International’s repeated challenges, 

according to some people I spoke to, had impacted investor confidence in Fiji with some 
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questioning whether it was worth the hassle. In this case reverse image engineering took on a 

new meaning. Rather than an expression of how unfinished and failed projects have an impact 

on host perception of a particular set of overseas investors, reverse image engineering is also 

defined by the disconnection between a host economy’s portrayal of itself as open for business 

against the grounded realities of doing business there.   

 

WG Friendship Plaza: Social Media and Interviews  

Table 7.3. Tone of Fijian Social Media Posts on the WG Friendship Plaza, 2019-2020   

Social media posts Frequency 

Positive 1 

Negative 16 

Total 17 

 

Table 7.4. Keywords of Fijian Social Media Posts on the WG Friendship Plaza, 2019-2020   

Keywords Frequency 
Positive 1 

Job creation 1 

Negative 18 

Not hiring locals 9 
Eyesore 3 

Construction issues 3 

Corruption 1 

Safety 2 
Total 19 

 

Social media posts and comments were overwhelmingly negative about the WG 

Friendship Plaza with only one positive contribution describing how the project would create 

jobs in Fiji (see Table 7.3). The negative posts largely reflected the concerns raised in media 

reporting, such as safety, construction and hiring issues; however, social media users also 

remarked on how the unfinished building was a continuing eyesore dominating the Suva 

landscape given its size (see Table 7.4). Regarding the danger the site posed to residents, one 

Twitter user colorfully wrote: “They should've taken it down b4 Harold showed his face. I don’t 

know how but they should’ve for the sake of schools, residences, offices and more importantly 

humans around this place. Friendly plaza my butanas! Take care” (Vee 2020). The hiring of 
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Chinese workers proved to be the most frequent of problems discussed. Social media users’ 

claims on this topic ranged from how Chinese companies only hire Chinese labor to the 

pointlessness of training Fijians in technical and vocational schools to the need to place 

restrictions on the import of Chinese labor.  

In the interviews about the WG Friendship Plaza conducted for this paper, responses 

weighed towards the negative. Regarding why issues had arisen, the most popular reasons 

stated were land disputes and construction quality. In reply to a question about how the 

investors could have built trust among local people, lack of transparency and the hiring of Fijians 

were often cited. Some felt information on the condition and overall progress of the 

construction were lacking. One individual noted disinterest in local sensibilities and possible 

conflicts as another reason commenting “…they should refrain from plastering promotional 

posters written in Chinese Mandarin all over the construction sites as it breeds suspicion 

amongst the public due to the high percentage of Chinese animosity with ordinary Fijians.” 

Furthermore, the sense of Fijian ownership over the project space was threatened. While 

acknowledging a general sense of suspicion over any Chinese-initiated project in Fiji, the WG 

Friendship Plaza was perceived as Chinese and not Fijian. One iTaukei Fijian told me, “I don’t 

know what’s going on. I don't really understand who they are, what are they doing, you know, 

there’s this big building in the middle of Suva, but I don’t know anything about it.” When asked 

about the social and economic impacts of the WG Friendship Plaza construction, people 

expressed some localized concerns, such as traffic congestion and the ugliness of the unfinished 

building. Others claimed a larger impact on the Fijian economy with the hiring practices at the 

site “resulting in high employment with those in the labor industry, especially for casual 

laborers,” and the repatriation of profits to China over their reinvestment into the Fijian 

economy.  

While I drew the above perspectives on the WG Friendship Plaza from Suva residents in 

interviews and conversations, I also spoke at length with two iTaukei Fijians closely associated to 

the project. Ema, in her early thirties, worked in a consultative capacity, and offered a 

contrasting perspective to almost anything I had heard about the construction. Ema was quick to 

dismiss concerns over materials and labor sourced from China adding that it was predominately 
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specialists who had traveled from China as employees; “These specialists are teaching us how to 

build skyscrapers. This is something we’ve never done in Fiji before. It won’t be the last,” she told 

me. Ema was critical of how large construction projects operated to date in Fiji and how Chinese 

companies were different, “Before, we had to get some Australian guys to come here and tell us 

how to do everything from designing the building to mixing the cement. I feel that the Chinese 

are more focused on training us in the technology and skills we need. Australians are all about 

building their own CV.” In response to a question about communicating across languages, Ema 

explained that a lot of exchanges happened through Google Translate. When I asked about the 

efficacy of translation software in transferring skills, she told me that the dedication of 

employees helped to overcome these challenges.  

I raised to Ema the social media commentary I had read about the WG Friendship Plaza 

allegedly made by fellow Fijians. She said, “Do you mind telling me who these psychos are? 

There’s a lot of professional jealousy out there about this project. Because this building is 

Chinese, we get a lot of attention. Government people come, check on everything, and then 

check again. What a waste of everyone’s time. Anyway, we are getting it done, despite all the 

problems put in our way. I told them to hire a PR company, but they’re not interested in the 

perception of the quality of the work, only the quality of the work.” Ema’s view was that the shift 

in public and Fijian government sentiment toward the WG Friendship Plaza was born from a 

hostility among local construction companies. Ema’s insider experiences didn’t always fit with 

another WG employee I talked to about the construction. Malakai, a young, Chinese speaking 

iTaukei Fijian, described how, “Everything was running OK, just like a normal company, and then 

we started having legal issues. Those legal issues could have been avoided if the investors had 

made smart decisions five years ago. They didn’t build relationships with the community. So, 

when they came in with all these big plans, but they’re not giving back anything to the locals 

because all the employees are Chinese. We have an unemployment problem in Fiji, and they 

didn’t hire local. It created a lot of headaches.” In another reversal of Ema’s claims, Malakai 

added, “For a building like the WG, you really cannot employ locals because they don't have the 

skill set for that building. However, they don’t train any locals. Other companies from overseas 
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don’t do that. To avoid bad PR, they have programs for locals to learn the skills, and then they 

get hired.” 

Malakai earned a degree in China and, along with his qualification, fluency in Chinese. 

Even though Fijian employees consider degrees from Australian and Aotearoa/New Zealand 

universities as prestige, people with an ability to speak Mandarin found jobs in a new job market 

opened by Chinese investment and presence. Often, Fijians with Chinese language fluency also 

acted as cultural interpreters between Fijian and Chinese employees, particularly in work 

culture. “Bro, the way Chinese speak, the expression on their faces, the volume, the speed, and 

the pitch of their voices, it's not well received, even if they’re speaking out about something 

good. I have to tell the local workers, hey, everything’s OK!” he explained. Malakai added, “There 

are just some things that the Chinese management don't understand about Fiji. In China, you’re 

expected to start work at 6am and finish work at 10pm. So, the local staff wants to have tea 

breaks, but my bosses tell me to tell them that he doesn’t pay for people to sit around. When I 

say, they are allowed tea breaks, it doesn’t get a good reception. They really have a problem 

integrating with local laws. It's mostly an attitude of this is how I did it in China, that’s how I want 

to do it in Fiji. That’s a real problem because that’s when projects get stopped, and when there’s 

a stop, that’s when locals withdraw their support.” 

 

Silkroad Ark Hotel: Media 

Table 7.5. Tone of Fijian Media Articles on the Silkroad Ark Hotel, 2016-2018   

Media Articles Frequency 

Positive 18 

Negative 1 

Neutral 1 

Total 20 
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Table 7.6. Keywords of Fijian Media Articles on the Silkroad Ark Hotel, 2016-2018 

Keywords Frequency 

Positive 18 

Bilateral relations 2 

Job creation 3 

Investment opportunity 13 

Negative – Neutral 6 

Progress on construction 6 

Negative 1 
Community issues 1 

Total 25 

 

Fijian media reporting on the construction of the Silkroad Ark Hotel resulted in a 

surprising number of articles positive in tone (see Table 7.5). State friendly media, such as FBC 

and the Fiji Sun, dominated reporting; however, digital outlet Fijivillage and Fiji’s oldest 

newspaper still in operation The Fiji Times also contributed positive writing on the project. The 

most intriguing aspect of reporting on the proposed hotel is that it drops off completely at the 

end of 2018 after a Fiji Sun article titled “Hotel Development On Hold, Despite Promises From 

Chinese Developer That It Would Begin This Year” (Vula 2018). From this time forward there is 

no further reporting and the investment appears to have failed around early 2019. The lack of 

commentary on the failure is curious. Nevertheless, in my visits to the construction site in July 

2017 and 2018, the investment appeared stalled with no discernable construction machinery, 

materials, or personnel at the location, only signage in English and Chinese illustrating the 

prospect of an extensive tourism facility. Given these indications that the investment was 

struggling, the lack of negative reporting in 2017 and 2018 is a further curiosity.  

Table 7.6 offers a keyword analysis of positive, negative, and neutral reporting. Of the 

total 25 keywords recorded, there is a clear tendency toward the positive with 18 positive 

keywords and seven negative/neutral keywords. Positive keywords show how the Silkroad Ark 

Hotel was framed similarly as the WG Friendship Plaza; that is, as an investment that would 

improve bilateral relations, encourage more Chinese interest in Fiji, and provide Fijians with jobs.  

Unsurprisingly, at the groundbreaking ceremony in August 2016, Fijian and Chinese 

officials expressed their enthusiasm for the project. In a speech delivered at the event, Minister 



171 
 

for Industry, Trade and Tourism, Faiyaz Siddiq Koya noted, “this project reflects a huge vote of 

confidence in our national economy,” adding, “I understand that Guangdong SilkRoad Ark 

Investment Company Limited has a number of plans in the pipeline to contribute to the 

development of Komave Village through the creation of employment and new sources of 

income” (Nisha 2016). Recognizing a pattern of failed Chinese ventures, the Fiji Sun article on the 

groundbreaking wrote there was “much optimism about this one” (Ibid.). Also in attendance at 

the ceremony were then Chinese Ambassador Zhang Ping and Silkroad Ark representatives, 

including company president Li Junjin, who commented on the cordial and beneficial links 

between Chinese private investment and the Chinese and Fijian states.  

Except for a video produced by Chinese state media, Fijian media does not report on the 

Silkroad Ark Hotel development for another ten months after the groundbreaking ceremony. 

From thereon, reporting on the project focuses on progress updates with quotes from Li Junjin 

on the reason for construction delays, which include a dispute over the foreshore lease, as well 

as an announcement of scholarship money to send a Fijian student to China. The final mention of 

Li and the project in a December 6, 2018 report notes, “After numerous attempts to get 

comments from Mr Li, SunBiz was advised that he was in Australia on a business trip” (Vula 

2018).  

 

Silkroad Ark Hotel: Social Media and Interviews 

Table 7.7. Tone of Fijian Social Media Posts on the Silkroad Ark Hotel, 2018   

Social media posts Frequency 

Positive 0 

Negative 12 

Total 12 
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Table 7.8. Keywords of Fijian Social Media Posts on the Silkroad Ark Hotel, 2018   

Keywords Frequency 

Positive 0 

Job creation 0 

Negative 12 

Not hiring locals 2 

“Chinese takeover of Fiji” 4 

Critical of the Fijian government 5 

Environmental issues 1 
Safety 2 

Total 12 

 

Social media posts and comments collected for this paper were all negative about 

Silkroad Ark Hotel development (see Table 7.7). The negative commentary focused on familiar 

themes of hiring practices and fear over Chinese influence in Fiji. The posts also introduced new 

topic areas, such as damage to the environment and the responsibilities of the Fijian government 

in managing private Chinese investment (see Table 7.8). A Twitter post combined environmental 

concerns about construction on the reef with the Bainimarama government’s commitment to 

the climate crisis writing, “Bullshit!! Yet they continue to allow coastal development? ᷄᷈᷇᷆᷅  165 

acres of pristine coastline & foreshore in Komave, Coral Coast to be leased by a Chinese investor. 

The Wyndham Silkroad Ark Hotel will construct bure’s on the reef & foreshore? Cop23 

commitment?  Ridiculous!! ” (Haivahewā 2018).  

I visited the construction site in 2017, 2018, 2020, 2021 and spoke to local business 

owners and residents about the project. Local business owners expressed large doses of 

skepticism about the investors. At stages, the initiative was known as the “Wyndham Silkroad Ark 

Fiji Hotel” connecting it to the Wyndham chain of resorts and hotels. One businessperson told 

me, “You might need to check the spelling of ‘Wyndham’ to see if it’s the same one.” Others 

expressed frustration and resignation at the delays, especially the loss of potential income and 

employment. Overall, the consensus among people I spoke to in the Komave area is that the 

investment failed because of a disagreement between landowners and investors on construction 

of bures on the reef. In Suva, when I asked a Fiji Chinese about the BRI label and diplomatic 

endorsement for the project, he complained about the way in which investors convinced the 
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Chinese Embassy to support projects because of a perceived benefit to Fiji and bilateral 

relations, “I’m from the mainland. I know them and the tricks they play on diplomats to get 

support for projects. I warn the old Chinese. They can’t speak Mandarin. They don’t know. The 

Embassy needs the old Chinese because they can help with relations in Fiji when it goes wrong. 

Sometimes when the community doesn’t give support to an investor, they go to the Embassy 

directly.” 

The problems besetting the project led to many expressions of general unhappiness over 

Chinese investment in Fiji. Chinese investors and in some cases Chinese people were viewed as 

opportunistic, engaged in illegal activities, and not interested in protecting Fiji’s environment. 

One person told me Chinese presence in Fiji is “suspect, condescending and exploitative.” 

Furthermore, while Chinese economic activity was perceived as increasing Fijian external debt, 

another person commented, “Most of the hatred aimed towards Chinese investors is caused by 

Western propaganda, especially from Australia and New Zealand. There’s is a debt trap theory 

that is floated by many western nations that is fueling racial tensions.” The same individual 

proposed the Chinese population in Fiji should be less “insular” to prevent misunderstandings.  

 

7.3 Constructing Buildings, Building Constructions  

There is a pattern of negativity toward the WG Friendship Plaza and the Silkroad Ark 

Hotel in Fijian civil society. While the Fijian media demonstrates a mix of optimism and criticism 

about these projects, other civil society views, represented in social media commentary and 

interviews, are predominately critical. These views tend to link negative impressions of the two 

construction projects with a generally unfavorable view of Chinese presence. The link between 

project specific and broader opinions appear to relate to the failed and unfinished status of the 

constructions. In one interview, a new Fiji Chinese, familiar with the investment environment, 

expressed to me how, “Fiji has split into two distinct groups in dealing with Chinese investors. 

One is the government headed by Investment Fiji, which is eager to attract investors from China, 

the other is Fijian people, which believes Chinese investors cannot handle the conflicts and 

contradictions with Fijians in the development process. This even includes Fiji Chinese 

enterprises, even though they are two different communities.” If that is the case, the reverse is 
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also possible, that completed and successful projects could generate a positive view. Some of 

this positivity I related in Chapter 5, in reference to the completion of the Nabouwalu-Dreketi 

road on Vanua Levu. One engineer, employed in Fiji by a Chinese state-owned enterprise said to 

me, “Once the WG is finished, people will get used to it, and maybe even like it.” The comment 

highlights how perceptions change between unfinished and completed buildings. That is, during 

construction, conspicuous projects, like the WG Friendship Plaza, are more likely to face 

contestation and negativity. Finished constructions demonstrate accomplishment and a finality 

that cannot be undone. In acceptance, time is a factor.  

This broader unhappiness with Chinese presence was directed toward new Fiji Chinese, 

even though investors in projects such as the WG Friendship Plaza have no intention of staying in 

Fiji. Typical views included the following from one Indo-Fijian academic, “’old’ Chinese have 

contributed in numerous ways to Fiji. These include in business, the professions, in education, 

medicine, and through various clubs and societies as well as in politics. However, the perception 

towards the new Chinese is vastly different, and there is particular concern at the apparent 

influence that China and new business interests have on the government. So, there are tensions 

within civil society.” Another white-collar Indo-Fijian remarked, “The old Chinese are quite well 

integrated into Fijian society and culture, and the new Chinese oftentimes don’t seem to make 

much of an effort to integrate, maybe it’s because they come with a bit of money. There’s some 

ostentatious display of wealth, flashing money about. There’s some resentment because of 

people like this.” Such opinions demonstrate that Fijians are differentiating between 

communities of Fiji Chinese, yet not between short term investors and longer-term settlers, and 

then making judgments on perceived loyalty, intent, and integration that mesh the two. In 

addition, the space of civil society is further complicated by some broader positivity expressed by 

iTaukei Fijians and Indo-Fijians toward all Chinese entrepreneurs, as well as suggestions on how 

new Chinese presence could be better directed. Fijians elevated values such as productivity and 

lack of interest in domestic politics among new Fiji Chinese. Several people expressed an 

admiration for Chinese investor ambitions and commitment to Fiji through large constructions; 

however, others mentioned that Chinese presence was too urban. If expertise could be 
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channeled toward the transfer of agricultural skills, this would remove the stigmas of enclaving 

and signal a more meaningful assistance to Fiji than the construction of tall buildings.  

The positive media reporting on the two cases presented in this chapter tends to reflect 

the anticipatory aspects of overseas investment, such as cordial state-to-state relations, possible 

income generation, and new jobs; in sum, what Carse and Kneas call “suspended presents.” 

These narratives are not only promoted by investors, but also by politicians and diplomats from 

Fiji and China. Grounded civil society responses to these messages of hope often contradict 

these discourses. Iterative themes in civil society criticism are the hiring and procurement 

procedures of Chinese companies, resulting in the perception that the promised employment 

opportunities were not realized, in other words “nostalgic futures.” Overall, a portion of Fijian 

civil society is skeptical that Chinese investment will result in local scale economic and social 

benefits. The failed and unfinished status of these two projects is likely to draw these sentiments 

more to the surface.  

Fijian government control over the Fijian media was important in public conversation on 

BRI linked construction projects, as responsibility for management of overseas investment rests 

with Fijian state officials. Some of the negative views expressed in the preceding paragraphs may 

originate in wider dissatisfaction with the FijiFirst administration of Prime Minister Bainimarama, 

seen as having cozy relations with China. Fijian officials’ repeated expressions of gratitude to 

China in the media, whether for donations or support during the sanctions period, as well as the 

publication of Belt and Road hagiographies (Talei 2019; Veramu 2021), may aggravate such 

positions. Nevertheless, as noted, the FijiFirst administration moved to increase state control 

over the media and by extension how the two projects under review were depicted through 

print, broadcast, and digital outlets. In the case of the WG Friendship Plaza there is a clear shift 

from positive to negative reporting in 2018, particularly in the state friendly platforms the Fiji 

Sun and FBC, which has previously talked up the prospects of the construction. The shift could 

indicate a possible entanglement of two Fijian government strategies. The first is to appear 

responsive to concerns raised in civil society discourse, and the second is to shift culpability to 

the investors to deflect unhappiness with the administration. That the construction is privately 

funded is expedient as the Chinese state is not brought into the embarrassment of an unsightly, 
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towering, and unfinished building site located in the heart of Suva. Despite the early 

endorsements from the Chinese and Fijian states, both entities have built in distancing 

strategies. The approach in the case of the Silkroad Ark Hotel has been to drop the matter 

entirely as reporting completely stopped with no announcement from investor or the state 

about its failure leaving it as a “shadow history.” While it is true to say that investments do not 

always meet with success, it is equally true to say that lack of transparency over failed 

investments only generates suspicion, especially when private and state interests become 

intertwined.  

The entanglement of private and state interests represented in these two incomplete 

projects should concern Chinese diplomats in Suva. The primary reason, in these failed or failing 

contexts, is that for reasons mostly outside of China’s control, Fijian civil society is raising 

questions about the Chinese state’s growing presence in Fiji. It is no surprise that Chinese 

diplomats have joined an interest in promoting bilateral relations with Chinese projects that are 

privately funded; however, when problems arise, negative views tend to stick to a general 

impression of the Chinese state. The suspicion is only exacerbated when Suva-based diplomats 

deny a previous endorsement of a privately funded construction, as noted in the case of the WG 

Friendship Plaza. The same process of distance from Chinese investors when issues come to the 

surface was also in evidence when the Freesoul resort development on Malolo Island 

contravened environmental regulations. In reply to critical reporting on Freesoul, the Chinese 

embassy “cautioned local Fijian media to be careful in labelling Freesoul ‘Chinese’” (Newsroom 

Staff 2019). Given the opinions expressed in the civil society commentary presented in this 

paper, diplomats and investors from China should increase transparency to remove suspicions 

about opportunism, exclusionary hiring practices, and delayed progress. The situation on the 

hiring of Fijian workers may not be as dire as some of Fijian civil society perceives; however, 

communication of this is in its infancy. China Railway First Group Limited, part of the China 

Railway Group, a private entity whose major shareholder is the state-owned, and stock exchange 

listed China Railway Engineering Corporation, has recently discussed in the Fijian media how the 

majority of its employees are Fijians (Nanuqa 2020). 
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There are also indications that the Chinese state is shifting its approach to image 

engineering from solely infrastructure to one of small-scale project funding by providing media 

and law enforcement professional training to offering scholarships to study at Chinese 

universities to funding sports facilities, such as volleyball courts. The strategy and message 

appear to be incorporating more grounded and human investments. The Covid-19 pandemic also 

played a role in these practices with an effort to supply Pacific Island states, including Fiji as a 

logistics hub, with personal protective equipment (PPE). Xi Jinping’s promotion of a “Health Silk 

Road” is a new expression in China’s Belt and Road Initiative push, which, in Chinese state media 

narrative production, appeared to be downplaying infrastructure projects during the pandemic. 

Nevertheless, the impact of Covid-19 on Fiji investments was on the one hand material and on 

the other discursive. The tangible impact was that Chinese construction material and labor could 

not easily access worksites, which complicated the completion of the WG Friendship Plaza. 

Indeed, the pandemic forced investors to think about local procurement of labor and material. 

The discursive impact centers on how the pandemic provided cover for delayed projects. The 

import of Chinese laborers to Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands to work in mining and 

construction during lockdown was met with resistance in those states.  

 

7.4 A Suspended Present and a Nostalgic Future  

China’s economic engagement in Fiji clearly has some rough and smooth edges. 

However, the notion proposed in some geopolitical and geoeconomic discourse that Chinese 

presence is a one-way process stemming from Beijing of unopposed influence appears alarmist 

and robs people in Fiji of their agency. It is not revelatory to say these processes are complex. 

Yet, the evidence indicates that Fijians are asserting an everyday geoeconomics of civil society 

discourse that has a direct impact on the designs of the Fijian and Chinese states. In other words, 

voice has created a degree of change, whether it is in a modification of how the Fijian state 

depicts an investment project through proxy media outlets, or how the Chinese state is moving 

BRI labelled projects toward the grounded scale from visually impactful constructions.  

This chapter presents reverse image engineering as a complementary process to the 

concept of image engineering. Reverse image engineering occurs when infrastructures spend 
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prolonged periods in an unfinished state or simply fail. The aspirations once invested in them are 

now the unfilled promise of a “nostalgic future” (the Silkroad Ark Hotel) and the disillusionment 

of a “suspended present” (the WG Friendship Plaza). The material state of these constructions 

has affective impacts. As the findings illustrate these have taken on negative forms. While not 

surprising, these grounded views should be taken into consideration next to the positive 

emotions invoked from successful projects. Investment, undertaken wherever and by 

whomever, does not always succeed for reasons ranging from bad luck to bad management. I 

argue that in the political and economic context of Chinese interventions overseas, especially in 

states where former colonial powers have held influence, there is a greater scrutiny. The Chinese 

state may not be overly concerned about image in Fiji given the breadth of its global 

engagement, but Fijians, and states such as Australia and the United States, for varied reasons, 

certainly pay attention for instrumental purposes.  

An additional layer of complexity is the role of the state. Chinese private investments and 

Fijian civil society have become entangled with Chinese and Fijian state interests. From the 

Chinese perspective, the labeling of these two constructions as Belt and Road has complicated, 

or reversed, Beijing’s communication of the initiative as the “World’s Dream.” Although the Belt 

and Road works on a project-to-project basis, rather than as some cohesive whole, haphazard 

branding of projects as BRI can have damaging effects. There is a synergy between Fijian state 

and civil society regarding assessments of Chinese investment projects, as in the case of the WG 

Friendship Plaza, at times civil society leads state discontent, and in other cases, the reverse is 

true. In either case, a form of everyday geoeconomics is in process. Furthermore, the tensions 

between multigenerational Fiji Chinese, new Fiji Chinese, and short-term investors about the 

impact unfinished and failed projects have on a hard-won respect within the Fijian Islands is 

another important area of consideration. In brief, there are numerous identifications among 

Fijian Chinese and avoiding homogenization of interests is critical.  

In this chapter I demonstrate how buildings and people become emmeshed through 

construction processes. It is not only through physical labor and project tasks, but also through 

affective means. Anticipation, excitement, hope, anxiety, anger, and disillusionment can run 

through people who interact with developments whether as a site manager or a casual passerby. 
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Furthermore, constructions are not just about image projection. Image denotes a surface 

identity communicated from the messenger to the receiver. Buildings have the capacity to be 

defining structures in terms of spatial and personal identity. Cities, towns, and villages become 

connected with specific buildings, which in turn have ontological associations linking people’s 

identifications with place. These displays of everyday geoeconomics are processes Chinese state 

officials and private investors should place at the forefront when initiating distinguishing 

infrastructures across the globe through the Belt and Road. The WG Friendship Plaza dominates 

the built Suva landscape. Its presence will inevitably lead to strong views about its unfinished 

status and China because the building is in a site of Fijian identification. 
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CHAPTER 8. CONCLUSION: ENCOUNTERS IN CHANGE 

 

Encounters: Qingming, also known as Tomb-Sweeping Day is an occasion for Fiji Chinese 

in Suva to gather. People assemble in their cars at the Tamavua Bridge and then visit 

three cemeteries where family and friends are buried. At each location, food, such as 

roast pork, chicken, bowls of rice, and apples, as well as tea and alcohol are made as 

offerings. Míngchāo () or fake paper money, clothes, and incense are burned. People 

say prayers and visit graves. The atmosphere is solemn, formulaic, and social all at once. I 

was invited by the organizers, the Chinese Association of Fiji, to join in and meet Fiji 

Chinese. There are a range of people; women, men, children, multigenerational Fiji 

Chinese families, some with iTaukei and Indo-Fijian parents and grandparents, newer 

community members, Cantonese speakers, Mandarin speakers, people who speak 

neither of these languages and only English, former diplomats, academics, Fijian 

government officials, private business owners of all sizes, corporate employees, and 

Fijian government officials. Some tell me they are rediscovering their Chinese heritage, 

others let me know they have worked hard to assimilate into Fiji. Another tells me that so 

many Fiji Chinese have moved to Australia, Aotearoa/New Zealand, and Canada. It’s 

obviously a snapshot of a diverse group of people. Later that same day, in the evening, 

I’m over at a friend’s house near the Damodar City shopping mall. My friend is a 

businessowner and came to Fiji from China’s wintery northeast. Family members and 

friends are hanging out on couches and drinking beers in the living room, the language is 

Mandarin, and we are watching a recorded talent show from China on TV. The house is 

three-story and expensively furnished. My friend’s daughter is studying at a university in 

China, but her classes are now entirely virtual because of the Covid-19 pandemic. In a 

day, I encountered Fiji Chinese experiences lived in transnationalism and change.    

 

8.1 The Formation of Everyday Geoeconomics  

The contrast in lives illustrated above is to show how the Fiji Chinese community is 

changing. It is not so much about change from multigenerational families to new settlers and 
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more about how the nature of transnationalism is changing among Fiji Chinese and Fijians 

through everyday expression such as getting together to observe a cultural practice, to watch TV, 

and, as this work outlines, to encounter others through entrepreneurship. Among many Fiji 

Chinese, I encountered a roaming transnationalism, some it grounded in the Pacific, as 

generations of Fiji Chinese have found their lives rooted to the “Sea of Islands,” and some of it 

grounded in China, as people maintain connections through commerce and culture. The 

everyday geoeconomics of encounters is rooted in this transnationalism, and influenced by state 

initiatives, such as the Belt and Road. While the Belt and Road forms an important part of the 

contemporary history of Chinese peoples’ shifting engagement with Oceania, to solely focus on it 

and the state is to tell only part of the story of a longer arc of change. If anything, as many Fiji 

Chinese will tell you, for centuries, the lives of Chinese people in Fiji have been intimately 

interwoven with those in the Pacific. As the editors of a 2021 edition of the Made in China 

journal write, we should be looking for the archaeologies of the Belt and Road Initiative, of a 

“deep time” related to China and Chinese people’s interactions with the world (Z. Hong, 

Franceschini, and Loubere 2021). Another component to the “Encounter” related at the 

beginning of this chapter is to highlight that this work captures pieces of people’s lives, and these 

pieces are the essence of the everyday, characterized as evolving, spontaneous, moving, and 

elements of something larger. In other words, this mobility is antithetical to the idea of a 

deliberate stasis, whether a state grand strategy for hegemony, or a personal plan. The everyday 

in the context of this dissertation emphasizes change, particularly adaptation to change over 

time. As I personally found out with the research required for this work, things don’t map out 

and new strategic choices are necessary. This is obvious, but it requires restating, the same 

applies to the anticipatory geographies of powerful states, the Belt and Road included. People 

from all kinds of perspectives will adapt and change plans whether on an Excel spreadsheet or in 

a government policy document.  

 I define “everyday geoeconomics” as the strategic actions deployed by non-state actors 

to achieve non-state goals within state-led and transnational economic initiatives. Further, I 

developed the concept of “everyday geoeconomics,” in contrast to the grand strategies 

suggested in the writings of geoeconomics practitioners, to explain that vast undertakings, such 
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as the Belt and Road, are not magical blueprints with predetermined outcomes. They are also 

grounded, and as a result, they are messy. Geoeconomics includes the everyday because these 

vast undertakings involve people. The forces that propel global change are not only state-driven, 

but also rooted in peoples’ own strategic decisions. This elevation of the grounded in my work is 

to also (re)consider the coalescence of work around the topic of “China in Oceania,” a discursive 

space that for some statespersons, academics, and analysts has become a signifier for “Chinese 

influence,” or “Chinese threat,” that reveals more about ideological stances than conditions as 

experienced in Pacific Island states. A grounded, everyday geoeconomics approach purposefully 

complicates what I see as hawkish rhetoric packaged as grounded reality. The intentions of the 

Chinese state have become conflated with the presence of Chinese peoples in the Pacific. This 

work is a statement against such claims.  By taking these stances, I place myself within the 

agency narratives about the increasing presence of the Chinese state, companies, and peoples in 

Oceania; however, I stress that we must also highlight the agency of Chinese non-state actors to 

shape their lives outside of state schemes. The implication of this position is that a globalizing 

China does not mean a world harmonized by Chinese interests. Actors from the local to the 

regional are assessing the opportunities and threats of a rising China and making decisions based 

on those interests.  

 In the coming Postface, on methods, I write about the relationship between my 

positionality and training and the choices of which perceptions to foreground in this work. The 

four core chapters, 4, 5, 6, and 7, examine the state, the private sector, and civil society when 

discussing the China and Fiji conversation about the Belt and Road. This sectoral approach has 

limitations in that it presents clean divisions between them; in keeping with the fluidity of 

everyday geoeconomics, I have described the engagements between sectors, especially in the 

blurred lines between private and state capital. In Chapter 4, I focused on the entanglements of 

the Chinese and Fijian states. Most importantly, the chapter finds states, through anticipatory 

geographies, have enlisted peopled interactions to justify broader political and economic 

processes. Whether that is China’s hegemonic ambitions or goal to siphon overcapacity, or Fiji’s 

bid to mute Australian influence, or to diversify economic partners, a state version of everyday 

geoeconomics is deployed to manage change. As I argue, the convergence between Chinese and 
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Fijian state narratives on the Belt and Road naturalize the intervention and present continuity to 

the people of Fiji from policies, such as Look North. The internal and external perceptions of this 

process are important. A domestic audience may see it as an exercise of power, while externally, 

particularly among traditional powers, these new partnerships cause strategic anxiety. 

Nevertheless, it is a definable tactic on how create to opportunity within great power 

competition.  

In Chapter 5, I argued that Chinese state linked companies in Fiji operate under their own 

logics of geoeconomics and exist in the shifting interstices of state and private capital, as well as 

the spaces between the Chinese state, the Fijian state, and Fijian society. Driven, ultimately, by 

market forces, Chinese state linked companies express their interests for profit through a 

diplomacy that manages all these actors. These manifest in the everyday activities of business in 

procuring contracts from the Chinese and Fijian states, managing the party and state hierarchy in 

China, dealing with the corporate and regulatory environment in Fiji, and understanding how to 

manage labor relations. Regarding the latter, Chinese state-linked companies, on occasion, 

demonstrate a developmentalist outlook towards Fijians that illustrate one of the frontlines of 

the entrepreneurial encounter in Fiji.  

  In my discussion of new Fiji Chinese (Chapter 6), I examine suspicion of the Chinese state 

among Fijians, including Fiji Chinese, which complicates the Belt and Road enterprise. On the 

ground, the Belt and Road is not universally rejected or accepted but considered on its merits for 

personal and community advantage. Further, the composition of Fiji Chinese is transforming. 

While the Belt and Road Initiative and the related China Dream predominately views spaces in 

terms of economic opportunity, new migrants and established communities do not always see it 

the same way. While multigenerational Fiji Chinese have a strong stake in Fiji beyond the 

commercial built over years of presence, some new Fiji Chinese also see space in ways that meet 

their personal values beyond economic opportunity. For example, new Fiji Chinese discussed 

eluding China’s one-child policy to have a larger family, or adventure in unfamiliar places, or 

escaping the rat race in Beijing and Shanghai, or finding clean air in the Pacific as drivers for 

movement. These rationales were quality of life values that were not expressed monetarily. 

Transnationality changes people and reexamines connectedness and disconnectedness to other 
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people and affinities to place. If anything, this transnationality is creating globalized individuals, 

rather than agents of Chinese state influence. In other terms, these are not state disciplined 

people.  

 In an examination of the perceptions of unfinished and failed Belt and Road 

infrastructure (Chapter 7), I revealed how China’s economic engagement in Fiji has experienced 

local pushback. I argue against the notion that Chinese presence is an unquestioned one-way 

process. Fijians are asserting an everyday geoeconomics of civil society discourse that has a 

direct impact on the designs of the Fijian and Chinese states. In other words, voice has created a 

degree of change, whether it is in a modification of how the Fijian state depicts an investment 

project through proxy media outlets, or how the Chinese state is moving BRI labelled projects 

toward the grounded scale from visually impactful constructions. In sum, the examination of 

localized contestations complicates grand strategy narratives, particularly when it comes to 

analyses that harmonize schemes such as the Belt and Road Initiative.  

       

8.2 The Applications of Everyday Geoeconomics  

9ǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƎŜƻŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎǎΧ  

Χŀǎ ŘŜŎŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΦ  

In joining a body of work that examines Chinese state, company, and peopled 

interventions from a grounded perspective, everyday geoeconomics offers a conceptual and 

methodological tool to think about Chinese globalism differently. By differently, I do not mean to 

adopt a new position, but to have analytical perspectives we can we look toward that takes us 

away from the dominant views of others. The insertion of competitive power politics into 

Oceania, reflects more broadly how we are supposed to feel about China, the United States, and 

change. Those perspectives reflect interests that are not always our own. In the context of this 

work, I have looked at one aspect of China’s globalism; that is, the Belt and Road Initiative. 

However, there are multiple global engagements from technological innovation to the nature of 

governance to understand. Grounded and peopled accounts decenter the privileged accounts of 

China, China in Oceania, geoeconomics, and the Belt and Road, in effect, breaking down binary 

images and narratives of Chinese people. Furthermore, in Fiji, the ways in which companies 
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leverage the BRI to bring in increased Chinese state engagement to the ways in which Fiji 

Chinese look toward the BRI as a means to bolstering the community’s vulnerable position to the 

ways in which Fijian civil society has raised critical questions about the presence of the Chinese 

state demonstrate non-state agency over the Belt and Road. As method and concept, everyday 

geoeconomics presents the diverse ways of approaching Chinese globalism. The implications of 

this approach are to think beyond states and how people make sense and shape changes in the 

global political economy.  

 

Χŀǎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΦ  

In Chapter 4, I explain that power politics has reemerged in Oceania, which has opened 

opportunities for Pacific peoples, as well as reopened traumas. If Oceania has a greater choice of 

partners, it also faces the prospect of militarization including nuclear militarization, as a 

dangerous expression of power politics. This work discusses Fiji’s “strategic independence” 

amongst this activity. While state officials express gratitude to China for funding and 

constructing key infrastructure sites, a high degree of the discourse centers on tangible benefits 

to Fiji, particularly employment opportunities and connectivity, as well as so-called national 

“victories” delivered by the FijiFirst administration through engagement with China. While, on 

the one hand, this is arguably political party grandstanding, on the other hand, it also 

communicates how government balancing between external powers has delivered the highly 

visible infrastructures of economic development and, to a degree, self-reliance. In other words, 

besides its core role in the processes of decolonization, Pacific agency also works as an economic 

pull factor in the current geopolitical climate. Further, this work reveals a parallel process of self-

reliance in Fijian civil society narratives, particularly in the role Chinese companies play in Fiji. 

Many of these grounded views cluster around ownership. In effect, the “highly visible 

infrastructures of economic development” mentioned above become a site of contest among 

civil society commentators seeking to shape the forces of agency and external powers. Papua 

New Guinean philosopher Bernard Narokobi conveyed the individual and communal 

sovereignties afforded in embracing “Melanesianisms.” Narokobi proposed a “Melanesian Way” 

that would cast off the bondage of colonialism and free Melanesians from the conditioning of 
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dominant externalities. As such, Narokobi (1983, 4-5) writes the Melanesian Way is a reassertion 

of identity, “We can choose to ape the West and the East or we can choose to be ourselves in 

our philosophy, our life-styles and our whole beings.” Further, he states the self-reliance 

movement is intrinsic to Melanesia: “We often talk of self-reliance as if it was some great 

political ideology we have to learn from China or Tanzania. But in fact, the spirit of self-reliance 

has always been in Melanesia” (Narokobi 1983, 14). This expression of agency centers 

Indigenous peoples, and as I discovered, talk emanating from Washington, Canberra and 

elsewhere about a China threat have accrued only passing interest in the region given the 

existential threat of rising sea levels and the preference to keep power politics out of the region. 

 

Χŀǎ ǊŜŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦ  

Everyday geoeconomics looks to longer processes. In this work, I stress the need to 

reevaluate the Belt and Road Initiative from within the historical movement of Chinese peoples 

to Fiji and Oceania. These extended snapshots on the one hand demonstrate that peopled and 

commercial exchanges existed before the Belt and Road, and on the other hand that interactions 

evolve with political and economic conditions. As this work has illustrated, there is an urgency to 

complicate a narrative of “the Chinese” in Oceania due to global polarization and an alarming 

rise in anti-Chinese rhetoric. Besides the wide range of entities and interests that operate under 

the “Chinese” label, people with Chinese heritage from the northeast to the south have made Fiji 

their home for nearly 200 years. The Belt and Road’s arrival in 2015 is a fraction of this period. 

The post-1999 Go Out policy encouraging Chinese companies and individuals to invest overseas 

initiated a new phase in relations given increased opportunities for aid, trade, and mobility. 

However, this current engagement between China and Pacific Island governments and peoples 

fits in to a longer arc that has seen staged migrations traceable to the 19th century of Chinese 

traders, indentured workers and political refugees settling in the Pacific Islands. The value of 

incorporating these longer processes is to find more ways to look at the strategic anxieties 

present in threat and agency discourses. If some observers are concerned about the 

normalization of Chinese presence in Pacific Island states, it would it is important to consider 

that Chinese presence in Pacific Island states is already normal and has been for many years. 
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Grand strategy analyses of the Belt and Road homogenize, which gives the Chinese state a 

coherence it does not have.  

 

Χŀǎ ŦƛƴŜ-tuning method.  

One of the original intentions in developing everyday geoeconomics was to demonstrate 

how qualitative methods, including interviews, across a range of actors could be incorporated 

into geoeconomics analysis. The dominance of empowered scripts has been thoroughly critiqued 

in critical geopolitics, a concept that has evolved to the point where we can talk of critical critical 

geopolitics. As research conditions changed under the Covid-19 pandemic, so did the rationale 

for methods of everyday geoeconomics. The point about challenging the (re)turn to dominant 

narratives remains; however, with the fluidity of the everyday, methods too must become 

adaptable. The decision to cross and recross the boundary of social texts, such as interviews, and 

printed texts, as well as the lines between physical and cyber spaces, was a strategic decision. 

This decision was not only based on utility during a research slowdown, but also on how best to 

capture the wide range of everyday decision making in relation to an enterprise as vast as the 

Belt and Road Initiative. Further, internal spaces became sites to engage with position and my 

own decision making as to what to research and how to present it.  

 

8.3 The Significance of Everyday Geoeconomics  

This work is a conceptual and a methodological intervention into geoeconomics, the Belt 

and Road, and “China in Oceania.” Further, one of my key objectives was to change the way we 

think about China and Fiji by going beyond the grand strategies of external states and how states 

in Oceania exert agency within that competition. I wanted to return to human agency in Fiji and 

the strategic choices people make within global change. However, in a long work so heavily 

focused on the everyday, what is its everyday importance? In other words, in all the media, 

scholarly, activist, commercial, and official noise about a rising China, a changing world, how to 

express a general truth about this research? The question is often posed in a way that is 

intended to challenge PhD Candidates to plant a flag in a discipline; for me, that is a personal 

motivation in a collective endeavor. In other words, research is rarely done in complete isolation, 
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so its benefits should not be limited to professional advancement. However, one colleague asked 

me to think about the question differently, how can this work empower? As I have made clear, 

the process of political, economic, and social change that is China is a process in which we have a 

say. At a time when agency is under threat from authoritarians, either in training or those who 

are perfecting the art, the role of people needs to be reemphasized.  

 I chose to develop geoeconomics as a concept because it is ripe for critique. The 

dominant scholarship in geoeconomics reflects my sense of a social drift toward 

power/knowledge, where our lives have become commodified and directed by forces that 

appear beyond our control. Those forces could be states offering transnational schemes of 

economic prosperity, or a submission to data harvesting for commercial purposes. At a 

conference in Vanuatu, after presenting work expressing my skepticism about the utility of grand 

strategies to think about the renewed presence of Chinese people, companies and the state in 

Oceania, a fellow panelist told me, “There’s nothing wrong with strategy!” True. To a point. 

States will strategize and we must critique and challenge it. The issue about strategy is who is 

doing the strategizing and in whose interests. As I have pointed out here, states have become 

wise, ensuring these strategies contain a component of the everyday through “people to people” 

discourses, capturing our ordinary interactions; however, other agents, from companies to civil 

society are also improvising everyday strategies to assert their interests, whether as migrants or 

as a person watching a 26-story office building going up in their neighborhood.  

Through this challenge to the practitioners of conventional geoeconomics, I also claim 

that geoeconomics can be enlisted as cover for state policies, including the hegemonic ambitions 

of “benevolent authoritarians” from Washington DC to Beijing. However, through proposing 

everyday geoeconomics, I do not intend to create a “people’s account,” or a “populist account” 

that might be located on an ideological spectrum, but to create a peopled account that 

acknowledges the different ways in which the Belt and Road has evolved through its 

entrepreneurial encounters and has taken on a life of its own. To press the point, as scholars, we 

must include people in the process of discussing “big change.” The Belt and Road, if it is a bid for 

hegemony, or for China to declare it is a global power by 2050, that makes it a big change, and 

we need to know more than just how Xi Jinping and the Politburo, or the US President and the 
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Pentagon feel about it, otherwise we limit the range of our own understanding. So, if people 

should be heard and have a role in global change, who gets listened to and by whom? Within the 

framework of everyday geoeconomics, some voices are listened to more than others. Systemic 

inequities of power have embedded these structures into societies. Therefore, listening and 

change is not just the responsibility of the state or the private sector, but all power holders. The 

debates in Fiji about the presence of Chinese people, companies, and the state under the Belt 

and Road Initiative have a regional resonance at best; however, the processes in operation are 

much broader. The sites of interpretation, negotiation, and conflict I have described in this work 

are being enacted wherever a globalizing China has an influence. 

 

Encounters: There’s Isikeli, Lu Yingli, and me. We’re at Isikeli’s house in Suva’s expanding 

suburbs. His home has an orderly garden and shelves overflowing with papers and books. 

Isikeli sets a plastic tablecloth over his dining table. We eat pizza and rotisserie chicken as 

we chat. He tells me, “When I see a Chinese, I see Yingli. That's how I feel about Chinese 

people. I was born in a family that interacted with everyone. We just did. Yingli’s my 

brother. He attended my wedding. I go to his family functions. He’s a Fijian.  
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Figure 9.1: Author with members of the Fiji Chinese community at Qingming. Photo by author, 2021. 
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Figure 9.2. The author with new Fiji Chinese in Nadi. Photo by author. 2021.  
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POSTFACE: THE EVERYDAY IN LOCKDOWN: METHODS IN PHYSICAL AND CYBER SPACES 

 

(Dis)Encounters: In a pandemic, there’s an obvious problem with doing a research project 

that relies on observing grounded interactions and talking to people face-to-face. In 

January 2020, I set out for Suva with a detailed plan for ten months of meeting with this 

person and of going to that place. My timeline, neatly arranged on an Excel spreadsheet, 

was ambitious, but doable. By March 2020, at the request of my funders, I was back in 

Kaʻū, Hawai’i, home, “sheltering in place.” The spread of Covid-19 across the globe in 

2020 brought into sharp focus priorities that went far beyond completing the necessary 

research for writing a PhD thesis. Like most of us, I had no idea of what would happen 

next, and for how long that uncertainty would last. As those people who were fortunate 

enough transitioned to work and personal life online, so the possibility of research in 

cyberspace arose. In April 2020, a crowdsourced document on conducting qualitative 

research with a laptop and internet connection dropped into my inbox. I read through it 

with mixed feelings, still attached to the Excel spreadsheet. Finally, I decided that in 

person interactions were critical to this research project and the whole endeavor would 

have to remain on pause until I could get back to Fiji. 

 

Physical and Cyber Spaces  

This short chapter sets out to explain a couple of aspects about conducting qualitative 

research during the Covid-19 pandemic: what I learned as a researcher during an unprecedented 

time of lockdown, and how those insights become useful to fieldwork in the future. Distanced 

fieldwork has arrived, and this requires a process of critical assessment. If everyday 

geoeconomics is to make a case to reverse the slide toward empowered knowledge, the 

encounter with digital and other novel methods must be made clear. 

My original research proposal, presented in September 2018, set out a range of in person 

methods, such as semi-structured interviews, unstructured interviews, which I learned are also 

called “conversations,” participatory observation, aka “joining in with activities,” and non-

participatory observations (Clifford, French, and Valentine 2010; DeLyser et al. 2010; Gomez and 
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Jones 2010). I deliberately add some alternative descriptions to these methods to highlight how 

terminology distances researchers from ordinary interactions with other people. I found that as a 

researcher instead of talking to someone, I was conducting an unstructured interview.  

I visited Fiji four times, spending a total of eight months mostly in Suva, but also traveling 

to all administrative divisions in the country. In 2017 and 2018, I went on “pilot” trips, meeting 

people, seeing places, and securing project support from the University of the South Pacific. In 

2020, after a prolonged permitting process, I began a Fulbright U.S. Student Program grant, and 

as described above, returned to Hawai’i not long into the visit. On March 11, 2021, I was able to 

return to Fiji. At the time, Fiji was Covid-19 contained. After a short outbreak of the disease in 

Lautoka in April 2020, the country did not record a single community case until April 2021. I 

spent two weeks in hotel quarantine and emerged into a society completely different from the 

one I had left in Hawai’i. Even though the government recommended otherwise, people were 

not socially distancing, not wearing masks, and not sanitizing their hands. It was a pre-pandemic 

world.  

I went back to my research proposal, glad to be able to resume my work. Just like my 

trips in 2017, 2018, and 2020, I conducted in person interviews and observations. I arranged a 

packed schedule, mostly based on the notion that I would be back home in July 2021. At the end 

of April 2021, the outbreak of the highly contagious Delta variant in the west of Viti Levu soon 

spread across the island. The Fijian authorities took severe measures to prevent widespread 

community transmission and to protect the healthcare system from becoming overwhelmed. 

Residents of Suva were placed under a series of 24-hour curfews and subject to restrictions on 

movement out of the city. People not wearing masks faced arrest. Without the luxury of space, 

test positivity rates reached approximately one in three, and there were fatalities of people who 

contracted the novel coronavirus. Research took a backseat. However, with no way of leaving 

Suva, flights grounded, and the border closed, it became clear that my apartment in Flagstaff 

would have to be my research home and that digital methods my research approach. I pulled up 

the crowdsourced document with a little more interest this time and downloaded books on 

digital ethnography (Lupton 2020; Salmons 2014). Here was my first hard learned lesson about 

research, don’t expect anything to go to plan.  
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Unaware, I had already been conducting a form of digital research. My September 2018 

research proposal included gathering texts on the Fiji China exchange. Texts from the media and 

government sources offered insights on patterns of state, private sector, and civil society 

discourses. As a means of capturing grounded perspectives, I began to add to my collection of 

texts social media posts on sites of interest, such as the WG Friendship Plaza and Silkroad Ark 

Hotel. I discuss my decision to use these social media posts in Chapter 7. However, it is worth 

noting the limitations of this data, especially since social media can attract the loudest or most 

motivated voices. Constraints on representation are also a factor; that is to say, socio-economic, 

gendered, and other exclusions are realities when considering access to the internet. Despite the 

limitations, and given lockdown conditions in Suva, through analyzing social media, I had moved 

from physical spaces as a site of research to one located in cyberspace.  

In May 2021, I migrated toward digital versions of my in-person research methods. I 

conducted semi-structured interviews over video conferencing and the phone. I joined Fiji-based 

Facebook groups and followed Fijians active on Twitter, participating in and reading 

conversations about the presence of companies from China and of the Chinese state, as well as 

contacting people from these groups and feeds for off-the-cuff “conversations.” Further, I 

developed a structured interview questionnaire as an instrument for further conversations (see 

Appendix B and Appendix C). With the help of a Fiji Chinese, I translated it into Chinese and 

shared it through WeChat and Facebook groups, attempting to capture perspectives from Fiji 

Chinese and all Fijians. As I noted at the beginning of Chapter 3, I took long solo walks through 

Suva, photographing construction sites and commercial enterprises in lockdown. I toyed with the 

idea of autoethnography, which I examine later in the chapter, as a method to include in the 

toolkit of the socially distanced qualitative researcher.  

The research proposal I presented in September 2018 mixed in-person and archival 

methods. These methods now migrated between physical and cyber spaces. Relationships that 

began in the material world had become online connections. There were key aspects in 

maintaining these communications, not only did people, me included, have to know how to use 

digital platforms, such as Zoom, Google Meet, WeChat, and Messenger, but also, we had to have 

reliable access to wireless and internet networks, as well as phones and laptops. Access to the 
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internet in Fiji is relatively high, of approximately a population of 903,000, 616,00 people were 

internet users in December 2020, or about 62 percent of Fijians (Internet World Stats 2021). 

Nevertheless, I found that the strength of relations in physical spaces had a direct bearing on the 

strength of those links in cyberspaces. It was not so much about literacy with technology, but 

about transferring rapport online. A further discovery in moving to digital spaces was that I had 

more contact with people across Fiji, not just in Suva, and I was able to contrast views from the 

capital with other urban, as well as rural locations. These interactions predominately arose from 

participation in Facebook groups and through the distribution of structured interview 

questionnaires.  

However, this compression of distance had its limitations. When I returned to Hawai’i, it 

proved harder to establish these kinds of new connections, as if my physical presence in Fiji, 

even though I was connecting via online platforms, had significance. In Hawai’i, while I continued 

interviews and conversations, these were almost exclusively with people I knew well. 

Furthermore, the successes I had with conducting research in digital spaces would not have been 

possible without relationships built in physical spaces. Two individuals opened the Fiji Chinese 

and new Fiji Chinese communities up to me. Their leadership in these groups and endorsement 

of the research project was critical in entering a space that is widely perceived in Fiji as enclaved. 

The rapport with these two individuals was built over the space of four years and face-to-face. 

Putting it another way, digital methods cannot be standalone in a project such as this one. From 

my experience in conducting this work, if researchers wish to conduct effective ethnographic 

work, they cannot avoid the intimacy of physical spaces, especially in vast spaces, such as 

Oceania. Inadvertently, and through a series of setbacks and learning processes, I discovered 

that qualitative research in cyberspace works more effectively in combination with physical 

presence. Nevertheless, when circumstances dictate, especially regarding the limiting resources 

of time and funding, this may be an approach for future work.  

 

Decolonizing Cyberspaces 

In his essay, “Pasts to Remember,” Epeli Hau‘ofa (2008, 73) wrote: “We cannot read our 

histories without knowing how to read our landscapes (and seascapes).” Hau‘ofa’s words, I 
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understand, are a call to (re)focus Pacific epistemologies and practices at the center of 

interpreting and communicating Oceanic stories. I also deduce a second message; that is, non-

Pacific peoples write the dominant narratives of the Pacific. Hau‘ofa’s speaks, as I see it, not only 

to the decolonization of the academy, but also to the decolonization of knowledge writ large. As 

such, to his landscapes and seascapes, we must add all sites of knowledge production, including 

cyberscapes. The processes of power/knowledge creating Pacific peoples’ erasure exist online as 

much as anywhere else. For example, scholars have critiqued the widely accepted notion of the 

internet’s decentralized “openness,” and how common mapping applications, such as Google 

Earth, are embedded with colonial assumptions (Ogden et al. 2015; Sen 2017). Therefore, online 

silences of resilience and resistance to the colonial project extends the power of the external 

researcher. If digital research methods become the preserve of the external researcher, it has 

become another space where Pacific peoples do not belong. Maggio (2021, 72), another external 

researcher focused on the exchange between China and Oceania, writes of the complexity and 

necessity of a decolonized approach during the distanced research of the pandemic, “A 

decolonial methodology seems necessary to prevent the superimposition of preconceived ideas 

upon indigenous views that, at the moment, can only be accessed in journalistic and social media 

outlets. It interrogates the position from which scholars speak or write, the benefit derived from 

theorizing indigenous ideas, and the extent to which, in the absence of a decolonial 

methodology, such ideas might become invisible.” Maggio’s point here speaks beyond 

pandemics to future research in the Pacific as convenience and literacy with technology among 

researchers continues to expand.  

Tuhiwai Smith (2012) writes about the close relationship between research and 

expansion of European imperialism, especially how the empowered knowledge produced led to 

“regimes of truth” through “discoveries” and “claim making.” The classification of others through 

externally empowered knowledge and the subsequent naturalization of this knowledge is a key 

expression of a truth regime, a process in which indigenous ways of knowing become at best 

delegitimized. Tuhiwai Smith points out the problematic history of Pacific-located research to 

center indigenous research methods and researchers. This has clear practical applications. In her 

book “Knowing and Learning: An Indigenous Fijian Approach,” Unaisi Nabobo-Baba explained the 
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epistemologies her people, the Vugalei, from Viti Levu. Developing a “vanua” method, she 

demonstrates the values and purposes underpinning Vugalei knowledge production and 

transmission. Her findings laid bare the ways in which post-colonial education systems have 

failed indigenous peoples (Nabobo-Baba 2006). Further, the exclusion of non-European 

languages in physical and cyber spaces privileges knowledge produced in English. Silva (2004, 10) 

adds the affective impacts of these discriminations means “we (human beings) need to know our 

own peoples’ histories, as well as our native languages and literatures. Being absent in history 

and having our languages and literatures taken away from us is a crime of colonialism that 

unnecessarily promotes feelings of inferiority.”  

In response, to ensure research in Oceania not only followed the principle of “do no 

harm,” but also the standard of “empowerment,” universities in the region drafted proposals for 

ethical research. Two well-known examples are the University of Otago’s “Pacific Research 

Protocols” and The University of the South Pacific’s “Human Research Ethics: A Handbook for 

USP Researchers.” The former sets out 12 principles: (1) Maximizing benefits to humans, (2) 

Relationships, (3) Respect, (4) Cultural competency, (5) Meaningful engagement, (6) Reciprocity, 

(7) Utility, (8) Rights, (9) Balance, (10) Protection, (11) Capacity building, and (12) Participation 

(University of Otago 2011, 11-13). The latter contains many of the same protocols and makes a 

finer point on empowerment through engaged research, including principles such as equality, 

justice and equity, social responsibility, and sharing of benefits, as well as “protection of the 

environment, biosphere and biodiversity” (The University of the South Pacific 2009, 3-5). The 

principles, especially those of the University of Otago, have drawn some critical commentary, 

notably in the assumption that the researcher is the driver of the project. However, the writers 

of the protocols state, “Often in an academic setting, the researcher, whether of Pacific 

extraction or not, is the driver of the project, but the ‘researched’ then want to be a real part of 

it and rightly will be, so the journey becomes a mutual one” (Bennett et al. 2013, 98). If this is 

the case, then in cyberspaces, while the ethical principles remain in place, questions remain as to 

how to incorporate them online.  

Writing in 2003, Wesley-Smith made the following observation on the decolonization of 

cyberspace, “Indigenous voices and ways of knowing are not yet well represented, either in 
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Pacific Islands studies or in cyberspace. The development of regional learning communities might 

hasten the decolonization of both,” (Wesley-Smith 2003, 133). While commenting on the 

pedagogy of decolonizing the classroom through online learning across multiple regional sites, 

the point extends to the research domain. The distinct advantage of digital spaces is that 

projects, collaborations, and mere interactions do not end once the researcher “returns from the 

field.” Research itself is not an end but a process that reinvents over time and space. Through 

platforms, such as WeChat and WhatsApp, new research collaborations with Fiji Chinese have 

become possible. Nevertheless, construction of research and discursive communities across 

Oceania’s cyberspace has been led by researchers from the region and include conceptual 

reexaminations, such as the development of a digital Vā, and methodological innovations, as 

seen in work on social media activism (Koya Vaka’uta 2017; Titifanue et al. 2016; 2017). 

 

Autoethnography  

Focusing on the everyday for this project during the Covid-19 pandemic created 

opportunities to move between cyber and physical spaces as research sites. The need to 

reexamine my approach because of the unfolding uncertainty and change during 2020 and 2021 

also raised questions about the lines of the researcher gaze in the context of decolonization. 

After I started this work in 2018, my original and conventional ethnographic methods became 

increasingly challenged by my position in relation to Fijians and periods of physical isolation in 

Suva and Hawai’i from Fiji Chinese. My solution, spread throughout this monograph, are small 

anecdotal interludes labeled as either “Encounters” or “Dislocations.” Also, I bought a digital 

single-lens reflex camera and include selected images taken with it throughout the text. In 

“Encounters,” my goal was to reveal everyday interactions between Fiji Chinese, other Fijians, 

and myself. To make grounded the kinds of connections made between people through 

transactional and for the most part amicable relationships. In “Dislocations,” the intent is to turn 

the researcher gaze internally and to examine my prior experiences as key factors in how I would 

interpret the everyday interactions occurring before me. The photographs I took were an 

opportunity to visually express the narrated cartography outlined in Chapter 3. Furthermore, 

these interludes not only drew out the character of people who participated in this research, but 
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also added an affective dimension to my writing, sometimes for the purposes of humor and on 

other occasions to relate uncomfortable memories. The anecdotes are linked to broader 

processes described in the work and offer insights on how the choice to highlight aspects of the 

everyday may come from the researcher’s own encounters. Most of all, I was engaged with 

everyday life, and I wanted to portray people and not just data.  

These interludes are a form of autoethnography, a method that considers topics from the 

perspective of the researcher. Formally, “autoethnography is an approach to research and 

writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze personal experience in order to 

understand cultural experience” (Ellis, Adams, and Bochner 2010, 273). Moreover, this 

personalization of experience includes memory and reflections that at times puts the researcher 

in the place of the one being investigated (Moss and Besio 2019). In many respects, 

autoethnography blurs the emic and etic lines of ethnographic inquiry. However, my intention is 

not to go as far as to place myself as the subject of analysis and more to examine how I came to 

interpret interactions from my own position, particularly in the “dislocations” interludes 

throughout the chapter on the lives of new Fiji Chinese (Chapter 6). I felt this the most 

appropriate place to make this intervention as I shared some of the experiences of Fiji Chinese 

from their position as migrants. Of course, there are many points of departure between my own 

position as the child of Polish immigrants to the United Kingdom, as opposed to that of Fiji 

Chinese, who are a visible community in Fiji. Nonetheless, insights shared with me on cultural 

transmission and economic choices resonated.  

Further, Wesley-Smith (2017, 84) writes in his essay, “The Ocean in Me,” of his 

“experience of uprootedness, of restless travel from place to place.” This “’life led outside the 

habitual order,’” he adds, has offered a skeptical perspective, particularly on the dominant 

epistemologies of social science. My objective in raising this is to identify myself with this 

“uprootedness,” founded in a non-identification with the Polish origin of my parents, my English 

place of birth, and the American citizenship I took in 2007, and of years spent in China, as well as 

in South and Central America. As one new Fiji Chinese said to me, “I don’t know where I’m from. 

I lived in China until I was 15, I’ve lived in Fiji for nearly 20 years. Chinese people tell me I’m not 

Chinese. Fijians tell me I’m not Fijian, so I guess I’m not anything.” If I was to talk about my 
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“Polishness,” “Englishness,” or “Americanness,” I could not have expressed it any better. 

Nevertheless, I have found these ambiguities freeing. My uprootedness expresses itself in a 

skepticism of ideological projects of almost all kinds, and in the subsequent interest of the 

everyday, where meaning is more grounded than conceptual. As I thought about 

autoethnography as method, it developed from a means of dealing with the difficulties of in 

person research during a pandemic to one in which the external researcher is presented with the 

opportunity in dealing with their positionality. I am not diminishing the reality that my role in Fiji 

was primarily as researcher, a label that carries difficult associations and a tarnished history, 

particularly in Oceania. I would add, rather than offering insights that only separate the 

researcher from other people, autoethnography also opens the possibility to find commonalities 

in human experiences.  

 In this chapter I have written about the lessons I learned as I dealt with research during a 

pandemic. In brief, my solution was to cross and recross the boundary of social texts, such as 

interviews, and printed texts, such as government statements and media articles, as well as the 

lines between physical and cyber spaces. To this, I also engaged with internal spaces to employ 

autoethnography as method. If the combinations of texts and spaces were my answer to the 

problem of distanced qualitative research, autoethnography was my attempt to question my 

position in the field of power that is research. As I have noted, the “Encounters” and 

“Dislocations” interludes occur throughout the work; however, in Chapter 4, I employ a text 

analysis, Chapters 5 and 6, I draw my conclusions from interviews and observations, and in 

Chapter 7, I mix text analysis with interviews and observations. In these four core chapters, I 

blend data from physical and cyber spaces. Nevertheless, as researchers, as we learn about the 

opportunities available through online work, our attention to the decolonization of research sites 

must remain fixed. Maggio (2021, 82) writes that the difficulty of conducting in-person work 

during the pandemic means “the ethnographic exploration of Pacific perspectives on the Chinese 

presence has to be postponed.” However, in this chapter, I argue this is not always the case. 

While I agree that without any in-person interactions, fieldwork is next to impossible for external 

researchers; yet it is possible to employ qualitative methods online with established 
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relationships. The blends of text and space I propose reach beyond the pandemic to the 

grounded research approaches, upon which everyday geoeconomics relies, of the future. 
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POSTSCRIPT: FIJI IN 2023 

 

On December 14, 2022, almost nine months after I defended this dissertation, Fiji went 

to the polls. The election was contested by familiar political parties and political leaders that 

included FijiFirst, led by incumbent Prime Minister, Frank Bainimarama, the National Federation 

Party (NFP), led by Biman Prasad, and the Social Democratic Liberal Party (SODELPA), led by Bill 

Govoka. In November 2022, then-leader of SOLDELPA, Sitiveni Rabuka was removed as the head 

of the party in a leadership contest. He subsequently resigned as leader of the opposition and 

formed the new People’s Alliance Party (PAP). Rabuka is a long-standing political figure in Fiji 

having led the two 1987 coups, serving as Prime Minister between 1992 and 1999, and as 

Commander of the Republic of Fiji Military Forces between 1987 and 1992. Rabuka’s move 

proved successful and after forming a coalition with the NFP and SODELPA became the new 

Prime Minister of Fiji on December 24, 2022. The change of administration ended 16 years of 

rule under Bainimarama much to the delight of many ordinary Fijians. The politics of Fiji were 

about to take new strategic direction.  

Debates prior to the election centered on critical domestic issues, such as health, 

education, the economy, as well as more divisive topics, such as funding for Indigenous affairs, 

addressing corruption, and accountability for past military coups. The election also brought up 

differences over the strategic direction of foreign policy with Bainimarama’s administration 

perceived as too close to China. Both Rabuka, of the People’s Alliance, and Govoka, of SODELPA, 

adopted positions that would slow the pace of relations with the People’s Republic of China and 

move back toward more favorable engagement with Australia. Govoka told the Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation, “For SODELPA, our relationship in foreign affairs will be aligned closely 

to Australia, New Zealand and the members of the Pacific Island forum” (Faa, et al. 2022). 

Further, a security deal signed between Solomon Islands and China had set off a regional debate 

about the role of external powers in traditional security matters in Oceania. FijiFirst, SODELPA, 

and PAP all came out against the idea of such an agreement with China for Fiji in the run up to 

the election (1News 2022; Mann and Maykin 2022; Yosufzai and Dinham 2022). 
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In the immediate post-election period, Prime Minister Rabuka set about an aggressive 

agenda to set right the perceived wrongs of the Bainimarama administration, as well as seeking 

to realign Fiji’s position in regional politics. For example, the coalition overturned the restrictive 

2010 Media Industry Development Act and sought to atone on the state’s behalf for the 

treatment of dissenters to the Bainimarama administration. In the latter case, Padma Lal, the 

wife of prominent Fijian scholar, Brij Lal, had the order revoking her entry to Fiji rescinded. Brij 

Lal, forced into exile in 2015, died in Brisbane in December 2021. Padma Lal returned to Fiji with 

her late husband’s ashes. To signal Fiji’s cooperative and leadership role in regional affairs, 

Rabuka secured the return of Kiribati to the Pacific Islands Forum. Kiribati had resigned from the 

organization in protest at the appointment of former Cook Islands Prime Minister Henry Puna to 

the position of Secretary-General. Micronesian member states of the Forum claimed an 

unwritten agreement that the position would go to a Micronesian had not been honored.  

Prime Minister Rabuka also approved the return of University of South Pacific (USP) Vice 

Chancellor, Pal Ahluwalia to Fiji and resumed state funding, suspended under FijiFirst, of the 

region’s leading higher education institution. Rabuka made relations with the university an 

election issue. He accused the former Attorney-General, and powerful government figure, Aiyaz 

Sayed-Khaiyum of repressive actions targeting the university. The USP issue also precipitated a 

sequence of events leading to legal trouble for former Prime Minister Bainimarama. After he 

received a three-year suspension from parliament in February 2023 for slanderous references 

aimed at the new Prime Minster and President, Bainimarama resigned from Fiji’s legislative body 

on March 8. The following day, Bainimarama was charged with abuse of his office. The former 

Prime Minister and police commissioner, Sitiveni Qiliho, were accused by Fijian authorities of 

tampering with an inquiry into financial misconduct at the University of the South Pacific. 

These rapid developments in regional and domestic affairs in the months since Rabuka 

assumed office are mirrored in foreign policy. Nevertheless, Rabuka and Govoka’s remarks on 

China in the runup to the election have been clarified since both entered government. Govoka, 

along with NFP leader, Biman Prasad is one of three Deputy Prime Ministers in the new 

administration. Rabuka has spoken of a pivot to relations with regional powers, Australia and 

New Zealand, noting, in reference to China, that “Our system of democracy and justice systems 
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are different so we will go back to those that have similar systems with us” (Needham 2023). 

Also, Rabuka offered his support for Australia’s acquisition of nuclear submarines under the 

AUKUS security pact between Canberra, the United States, and the United Kingdom. The defense 

agreement between the three states is a response to the growing military capabilities of the 

People’s Liberation Army; however, Oceania’s leaders are skeptical about the emerging arms 

race in the Pacific Ocean and the deployment of nuclear technology in a region still experiencing 

the health and environmental impacts of nuclear testing.  

Most notably, in January 2023, Rabuka chose not to renew a memorandum of 

understanding between the Fiji Police Force and China’s Ministry of Public Security. The 

agreement oversaw training of Fijian police officers and the secondment of Chinese officers for 

periods of three to six months in Fiji (Radinibaravi 2023). On March 24, an official 

communication from Fiji’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs to Taiwan’s overseas mission in Fiji 

reinstated the name of the mission as the Trade Mission of the Republic of China (Taiwan) to the 

Republic of Fiji. In April 2023, in a clear snub, Rabuka skipped a meeting with visiting Chinese 

Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Ma Zhaoxu. In the same month, the Prime Minister announced 

Fiji would investigate claims made by the president of the Federated States of Micronesia David 

Panuelo that the Chinese government had spied on him during a visit to Suva. Despite the shift in 

approach, the new Chinese ambassador, Zhou Jian, commented that China would still be open to 

a security agreement with Fiji (Kotoisuva 2023). Former ambassador to Fiji, Qian Bo was 

appointed China’s special envoy for Pacific island countries in February 2023.  

This realignment under Rabuka’s first few months in charge has focused on security 

matters. Nonetheless, the new Prime Minister has also used his platform to criticize so called 

traditional partners and made clear that China remains an important economic partner. Within a 

week of assuming office, Rabuka told the Australian Broadcasting Corporation that “Australia 

and New Zealand and the United Kingdom and America have sort of seen us as output of their 

colonial regimes of the past and have not reorientated their thinking to the international 

landscape where we are all equal.” Rabuka added, “China has come in with a blank sheet of 

paper. They have seen us as just development partners” (Movono 2022). A January 23, 2023 

Fijian government press release outlined Fiji’s support for the “One China Principle,” stating that 
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there is only “one” China of which Taiwan is a part, as well as the long-standing relations 

between the two countries (Fiji Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2023). Consistent with the emphasis 

on commercial relations, media in both China and Fiji have reported on the importance of trade 

to bilateral ties with the importance of tourism stressed as a critical industry in Fiji’s post-Covid-

19 economic recovery (Fiji Sun 2023; Global Times 2023; Waqairadovu 2023).  

Rabuka has continued the tradition of Fijian Prime Minister attendance at the annual 

Chinese New Year celebrations held in Suva and organized by the Fiji Chinese community. The 

January 23 press release cited above acknowledged Fiji Chinese and at the New Year event he 

added, “The Chinese diaspora in Fiji may be small but they are influential and play an integral 

part of Fiji’s development” (Kumar 2023). In an interview with Voice of South Pacific, a Chinese 

language news app aimed at the Chinese language community in Oceania, Rabuka discussed his 

long association with Fiji Chinese growing up in rural Fiji; however, he also said that overseas 

investment should be about providing employment opportunities for Fijians and not for 

imported laborers (Voice of South Pacific 2022). Rabuka’s messaging of greater management of 

Chinese influence has not, as of writing, dampened the enthusiasm of my Fiji Chinese friends and 

associates. In anecdotal conversations, Fiji Chinese expressed relief with the change of 

government. Whether this will remain long-term is a topic for further research. While Fiji 

Chinese supported Bainimarama’s vision of a multiethnic Fiji and may have been cautious over 

Rabuka’s now reformed past of Indigenous Fijian ethnonationalism, fatigue with the former 

Prime Minister stemmed from stagnation of the domestic economy post-Covid and endemic 

corruption. This is Fiji Chinese expressing themselves as Fijians with interests broader than 

relations with China. Certainly, Bainimarama’s rapprochement with the United States in the final 

months of his administration had figured into the thinking of Fiji Chinese that regardless of 

government the alignment of foreign relations was about to change.  

The stakes are now becoming higher in Oceania. The region’s leaders appeal to keep 

power politics and geostrategic competition out of the region appear to have fallen on deaf ears. 

The security pact between Solomon Islands and China, the AUKUS agreement between Australia, 

the United States, and the United Kingdom are signs of a militarizing ocean. The United States 

has set out a vision for engagement with Oceania through its September 2022 Pacific Partnership 
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Strategy that follows closely the 2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent agreed by Pacific 

Islands Forum members in 2021. The U.S. strategy promises more funding on Pacific priorities of 

climate, infrastructure, and safeguards against illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing. 

These promises are set against the Biden administration’s February 2022 Indo-Pacific Strategy, 

which outlines a much clearer rationale for presence in the Pacific. In other words, the threat of 

China. In 2023, China launched a China-Pacific Island Countries Center for Disaster Risk 

Reduction Cooperation in Guangdong while its regional diplomats talk about ties based on the 

Forum 2050 strategy. Nevertheless, in March 2023, China announced a seven percent increase 

in military spending citing escalating threats as the explanation.  

The everyday geoeconomics discussed in this dissertation are as relevant as ever; even 

more so as political changes, noted in this postscript on post-election Fiji, realign state relations. 

The high stakes of political, economic, and social influence in Oceania are a reality. Since I began 

my research on China’s interventions in the Pacific in 2014, the momentum has only intensified 

toward greater economic and military competition. The task is the management of these forces 

into tangible benefits for the people of Fiji and more broadly the people of the Pacific Islands. 

Their blue continent is once again becoming a stage for external powers. Pacific-centered 

outcomes do not stem from the announcements of new initiatives made in Washington or 

Beijing. They are made from the ways in which people harness and resist change that is at the 

core of everyday geoeconomics.    
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AFTERWORD: GENEALOGIES 

 

Having modest knowledge of my family history and living childfree, genealogies held little 

interest to me. My parents, immigrants, devasted by war, largely kept the names of their 

relatives to themselves. For a school project, I was asked to produce a family tree. My mother 

helped me put one together. Most of the names were probably made up.  

Marriage opened new roots/routes to a past of people, places, and stories. In time, I 

learned that the idea of a genealogy is fluid. Directionless lines on a family tree were filled by 

new spaces, Alaska, Hawai‘i, and Montana. Also, I started to define genealogy as an answer to 

the question, how did I get here, to this space, right now? Whether it is a physical or mental 

movement or change, there are tracible lines to the present, in effect, a genealogy.  

In 2016, I started a PhD and signed up for courses in Pacific Islands Studies. I learned 

about a vast region of Ocean states. People and land connected through stars and water. 

Genealogies mattered here. It wasn’t just about locating an individual’s place in a collective, it 

was also a way of reclaiming Pacific pasts from the erasures of colonialism.  

So here is one of my genealogies. A speculation on patterns in my own life and an effort 

to rebuild the erasures of my personal history: a short account of the events that led me to 

develop a research interest in China and Oceania.  

I remember sitting in class in Wrenn Comprehensive, Wellingborough. I had just turned 

18 and I was thinking about an exit from the town and school. I had spent the last year making 

up for a mistake. When I was 14, I played truant, was caught, and was subsequently placed on an 

academic track not headed to university. When I was 16, I did well enough on my O-Level 

national exams to continue my studies for another two years; however, some teachers thought I 

couldn’t be trusted and blocked my path. My brother intervened and I was allowed to carry on 

with my education.  

I took my chance cleaning up any residual exam failures and excelling in my studies. My 

plan was to think globally for my next step. I considered area studies, China, the Pacific Islands, 

and Latin America. I filled out university applications for degree programs and was accepted into 

Modern Chinese at Leeds University, thereby determining a course in my life. There were no 
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Pacific Islands Studies degrees in the UK. If there had been, I would have applied. It was 1989, 

not the best year to enter Chinese Studies given the massacre on Tiananmen Square.  

From 1990-91, I was based in Beijing and spent an absorbing year of travel. It was a 

strange freedom in the aftermath of a massacre. Fully funded and not obligated to anyone or 

anything much, I wandered the country and found the deserts of Xinjiang, a place I knew from 

books. Though I distinctly remember being at the Beijing Hotel on Chang’an Avenue, a key refuge 

for journalists covering the Beijing Spring of 1989, looking at big world map behind the reception 

with all sorts of placenames. Pago Pago caught my eye. On Beijing’s cold and grey days, some of 

us would joke about how different it must be in American Samoa.  

By 1993, I had graduated and ironically ended back up in Wellingborough with no 

direction and little confidence I could use my Chinese to any effect. I was offered a full-time 

laboring job in a warehouse where I was told that speaking foreign languages wouldn’t be a 

prerequisite. My brother Ted was in Papua New Guinea and invited me there for a visit. So, I 

worked at two laboring jobs to earn the money to go. My parents put me up, which helped me 

save. On my last day at the warehouse, I worked nights, I finished my shift and walked home 

looking up at the stars on a clear and cold December.  

Stars navigate and they led me to Kandrian, where my brother was teaching at the high 

school. Kandrian is remote and there were only two stores in town; one run by the school to help 

with the cost of running the institution, and one run by a Malaysian Chinese, Wong. Wong was 

resented for his high prices and for selling scarce crates of beer to friends only. Past the school 

was dense rainforest and I heard whispers of Malaysian Chinese loggers out there, somewhere. I 

began to think about the worlds I was beginning to observe, China and the Pacific. It seemed to 

me Chinese didn’t have a good reputation here.    

The Pacific drifted out of my lived experience, but not my thoughts. I went to Kashgar, 

and Ted came back from PNG. He longed to go back, a dream he never fulfilled. We made plans 

to return, but his sickness was advancing, as was his desperation. My tribute to him is to have 

made it back to the Pacific Islands with the authority of knowledge. I lived in the deserts of 

China, returned to unemployment in Wellingborough, and spent a devastating year on the harsh, 

frozen flatlands of Heilongjiang. I went on to live in Mexico, Peru, Chile, and Venezuela. I met 
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Kate. Kate told me about Hawai‘i and a house her parents had built there with the help of the 

rest of the family. It was a place impossibly exotic to me because as a child we absorbed the 

images of paradise in our ordinary homes.  

Before we were married, Kate and I found ourselves back in the UK waiting for the 

political situation to calm in Venezuela. Kate went to Hawai‘i early in 2003. I soon followed with 

great excitement. We visited Hawai‘i Island to places so familiar now. One day we headed 

toward Waiohinu and Na'alehu and passed the Wong Yuen Store. Closed, a gas pump at the 

ready outside which no one uses. A modest wooden structure and unimposing it nevertheless 

had a great impact. As we passed the building, something I have done several times now, I was 

reawakened to the study of the Pacific and to the possibility of combining China and Oceania. 

Why did Chinese come to the islands? What did they do? How long had they been here? The 

questions started. Every time I drive past the Wong Yuen Store, I pause and think of the 

milestone it is in my life.  

Once more, I put aside the Pacific. I developed a career focused on Uyghurs in 

Washington, DC between 2008-2015. As time went on in DC however, the Uyghur issue began to 

create internal dissonances. DC with its concrete competitiveness became an anathema. Once 

more, like in my time in Heilongjiang, I longed for change. I began to read and attend events on 

China in the Pacific. DC does offer that opportunity. I read Terence Wesley-Smith and went to 

talks and presentations by regional politicians and academics. I distinctly remember the interest 

with which I read Terence’s 2007 paper. I read it on the DC metro commute, a journey that had 

come to symbolize movement as routine and uninspiring. I had never had that sensation of 

mobility. I went to Australia during this time to interview Uyghurs and while I was there, I took in 

the air of Oceania and toured the Chinatowns in Melbourne and Sydney. I remember the 

Uyghurs had their restaurants in Chinatown. All my worlds were colliding.  

In 2015, it was time to move on from DC. Kate and I took a tour of the northwestern U.S. 

to find small places to live. Francis joined us and it was a liberating time of change, movement, 

and discussion. By now, I was already thinking of a doctorate focused on China in Oceania. In 

Port Angeles, a tough little town sat next to the Pacific Ocean, where we could see tankers and 
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refineries from our hotel window, I told Kate and Francis, for the first time, about my academic 

interest.  

Later that year we were in Oregon. Again, sited on the Pacific coast in the hill town of 

Astoria. I made applications to PhD programs stating an interest in the “under-researched 

Chinese Pacific.” I took a tortuous GRE. I received one acceptance. That was from the University 

of Hawai‘i in the Department of Geography. Hawai‘i, geography, one of my favorite subjects, and 

the study of the Chinese in the Pacific, these were more than I could ever have hoped for.  

I started in 2016, it had been 27 years since I sat in a classroom in Wellingborough 

thinking of elsewhere. Since receiving the offer to come to Hawai‘i, Kate has been my support 

offering advice at difficult times, keeping my confidence up, and making personal sacrifices to 

give the space required when taking on such a project. Sometimes realization of a dream is not 

just about hard work and persistence, it is about the people you have closest to you.   

When I began this afterword, I wanted to redefine genealogy for myself. Lacking the lines 

linking me to the family that came before me, I’m at the age when I can look back at what seems 

like a series of ideas, people, and places that got me to a definitive time and place. Like any 

genealogy it’s both random and intentional. I may not have completely answered the question of 

“how did I get here?” However, I may have answered a question about how I got to be someone 

who became a scholar of China in the Pacific. It’s a smaller piece of my wider living genealogy, 

but sometimes that is all we have in the here and now.   
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APPENDIX A. SELECTED CHINESE-STATE LINKED COMPANIES AND PROJECTS IN FIJI  

 

Company Project Select Sources 

China Railway First 
Group  

Ba River Dredging 
Project 

Fiji: Ba River Dredging Underway, 
DredgingToday, December 13, 2012.  
Ba River Dredging Brings Relief, Fiji Sun, 
January 16, 2013. 
Ba river dredging project nears completion, 
FBC, March 25, 2014.  
Chinese Government provides grant — via 
Trust Fund — for dredging works on Ba River 
and Nadi River, AidData, Undated.  

Fijian Holdings 
Limited Tower 

Groundbreaking ceremony for FHL's $65 
million, 17 storey building, fijivillage, 
September 19, 2019.  
China Railway First Group Ink Big Suva Tower 
Contract, Fiji Sun, September 20, 2018.  
Prime Minister Breaks Ground On New FHL 
Towers, Fiji Sun, September 21, 2018. 

Buca Bay/Moto 
Roads Improvement 
Project 

China helps Fiji build roads in rural areas, 
Xinhua, May 7, 2011.  
China Eximbank provides RMB 365.9 million 
government concessional loan for Buca Bay 
and Moto Road Upgrade Project, AidData, 
Undated.  

Nabouwalu/Dreketi 
Road Upgrading 
Project 

China helps Fiji build roads in rural areas, 
Xinhua, May 7, 2011.  
Successful Completion Of Nabouwalu-Dreketi 
Highway, Fiji Sun, December 31, 2015.  
Feature: China helps build roads in Fiji to 
common development, Xinhua, May 10, 2011. 
China Eximbank provides RMB 642.4 million 
government concessional loan for 
Nabouwalu-Dreketi Road Upgrading Project, 
AidData, Undated.  
New Development for Northern Roads, Fiji 
Government, Undated.  

Naqali Bridge Chinese Government provides USD 3.8 million 
grant for Naqali Bridge Project, AidData, 
Undated. 

Public Rental Board 
Housing 

Board Signs Contract, Fiji Sun, June 17, 2010. 
Raiwai Housing Project Stopped, Fiji Sun, 
January 4, 2013.  

https://www.dredgingtoday.com/2012/12/13/fiji-ba-river-dredging-underway/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2013/01/16/ba-river-dredging-brings-relief/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/ba-river-dredging-project-nears-completion/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/66699/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/66699/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/66699/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BRtsdKqBn5Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BRtsdKqBn5Y
https://fijisun.com.fj/2018/09/20/crfg-ink-big-suva-tower-contract/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2018/09/20/crfg-ink-big-suva-tower-contract/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2018/09/21/prime-minister-breaks-ground-on-new-fhl-towers/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2018/09/21/prime-minister-breaks-ground-on-new-fhl-towers/
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2011-05/07/content_12465350.htm
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/49134/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/49134/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/49134/
http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2011-05/07/content_12465350.htm
https://fijisun.com.fj/2015/12/31/successful-completion-of-nabouwalu-dreketi-highway/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2015/12/31/successful-completion-of-nabouwalu-dreketi-highway/
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-05/10/c_137169096.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-05/10/c_137169096.htm
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/64738/
http://www.fiji.org.nz/files/6213/4006/6905/NEW_DEVELOPMENT_FOR_NORTHERN_ROADS.pdf
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/41932/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/41932/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2010/06/17/board-signs-contract/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2013/01/04/raiwai-housing-project-stopped/
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Dispute puts Raiwai project construction on 
hold, FBC, January 17, 2013.  
Chinese contractor reveal on construction of 
Raiwai PRB Flats, FBC, May 10, 2013. 
Work on Raiwai PRB Flats to Resume Soon, Fiji 
Government, September 30, 2013.  
First Phase of PRB Raiwai Project Completed, 
Fiji Government, May 13, 2014.  
China Eximbank provides RMB 36 million 
government concessional loan for Raiwai 
Public Rental Housing Project, AidData, 
Undated.  
Chinese Government provides FJD 9.3 million 
grant for Raiwai Public Rental Housing Project, 
AidData, Undated. 

Rewa Bridge Chinese road builder fired in Fiji over delays, 
Global Construction Review, October 15, 
2018.  

Rewa River Dredging 
Project 

Rewa river dredging on target, Fiji 
Government, November 14, 2010.  
Dredge Saves Shop From Collapse, Fiji Sun, 
August 31, 2013.  

Sigatoka River 
Dredging Project 

China Railway First Group Gets Sigatoka River 
Dredging Project, Fiji Sun, January 21, 2017.  
Differing views on Sigatoka dredging, The Fiji 
Times, January 22, 2017.  
China Railway Rejects Compensation, Islands 
Business, July 30, 2018.  
Fiji village calls for compo from Chinese 
company, Radio New Zealand, August 1, 
2018. 

(a) Natewa coastal 
road from Nagigi to 
Bagasau junction 
(b) Sawani-Serea 
Road from Naqali to 
Vunidawa 
(c) Sigatoka Valley 
Road to Keyasi 
government station 
(d) Moto road in Ba 

Fiji signs with Chinese Govt to assist with rural 
development works, fijivillage, December 23, 
2010.  
Sealing works on Sawani Serea Road, Fiji 
Government, June 1, 2011.  

https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/dispute-puts-raiwai-project-construction-on-hold/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/dispute-puts-raiwai-project-construction-on-hold/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/chinese-contractor-reveal-on-construction-of-raiwai-prb-flats/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/chinese-contractor-reveal-on-construction-of-raiwai-prb-flats/
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/WORK-ON-RAIWAI-PRB-FLATS-TO-RESUME-SOON?feed=news
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/FIRST-PHASE-OF-PRB-RAIWAI-PROJECT-COMPLETED
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/62719/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/62719/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/62719/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/85704/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/85704/
https://www.globalconstructionreview.com/chinese-road-builder-fired-fiji-over-delays/
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/Rewa-river-dredging-on-target
https://fijisun.com.fj/2013/08/31/dredge-saves-shop-from-collapse/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2017/01/21/china-railway-first-group-gets-sigatoka-river-dredging-project/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2017/01/21/china-railway-first-group-gets-sigatoka-river-dredging-project/
https://www.fijitimes.com.fj/differing-views-on-sigatoka-dredging/
https://www.rnz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/363089/fiji-village-calls-for-compo-from-chinese-company
https://www.rnz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/363089/fiji-village-calls-for-compo-from-chinese-company
https://fijivillage.com/news/Fiji-signs-with-Chinese-Govt-to-assist-with-rural-development-works-5r9k2s/
https://fijivillage.com/news/Fiji-signs-with-Chinese-Govt-to-assist-with-rural-development-works-5r9k2s/
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/Sealing-works-on-Sawani-Serea-Road


213 
 

China Railway No.5 
Engineering Group 
 

Asphalt Mixing Plant 
 

Lami residents voice objections toward 
building new Asphalt Mixing Plant by China 
Railway No.5, fijivillage, November 24, 2019. 
Various types of waste to be expected by 
Lami residents from the proposed Asphalt 
Mixing Plant, fijivillage, November 24, 2019.  
Most workers ‘Fijian,’ The Fiji Times, 
December 12, 2019. 

Government House 
and Thurston Garden 
Fencing Project 

Handling over of the Chinese funded 
Government House and Thurston Garden 
Fencing Project, Fijian Government, April 3, 
2011. 
Chinese Government provides RMB 8 million 
grant — via ETCA — for Government House 
and Thurston Garden Fencing Project, 
AidData, Undated. 

Kiuva Seawall Project Kiuva village seawall handed over to 
government, FBC, May 17, 2013. 
New Seawall For Coastal Tailevu Village, Fiji 
Sun, July 17, 2013.  
China donates sea wall to Fiji, Xinhua, July 17, 
2013. 
Chinese Government provides RMB 8.35 
million grant for Kiuva Sea Wall Construction 
Project, AidData, Undated.  

Nadi to Denarau 
Road and Suva to 
Nausori Road 

China Railway Group 5 awarded road 
contracts, fijivillage, February 11, 2014.  
Work on four lane road to begin, FBC, 
February 16, 2014.  

Namosau Bridge China Railway 5 to pay more outstanding 
FNPF contribution of its workers, FBC, 
December 2, 2012. 
China Railway wins more Fiji contracts, FBC, 
May 19, 2013.  

Naqia and Wainiboa 
Bridges 

More road upgrading works to be 
implemented, Fijian Government, July 27, 
2010.  

Nausori International 
Airport runway 
upgrade and 
extension 

Building quality infrastructure will benefit the 
country: Faiz Khan, FBC, September 19, 2018.  

Navuso Bridge Chinese Ambassador to Fiji Cai Jinbiao and Fiji 
Minister for Works and Transport Inspected 

https://fijivillage.com/news/Lami-residents-voice-objections-toward-building-new-Asphalt-Mixing-Plant-by-China-Railway-No5-9r25sk/
https://fijivillage.com/news/Lami-residents-voice-objections-toward-building-new-Asphalt-Mixing-Plant-by-China-Railway-No5-9r25sk/
https://fijivillage.com/news/Lami-residents-voice-objections-toward-building-new-Asphalt-Mixing-Plant-by-China-Railway-No5-9r25sk/
https://fijivillage.com/news/Various-types-of-waste-to-be-expected-by-Lami-residents-from-the-proposed-Asphalt-Mixing-Plant-5rk92s/
https://fijivillage.com/news/Various-types-of-waste-to-be-expected-by-Lami-residents-from-the-proposed-Asphalt-Mixing-Plant-5rk92s/
https://fijivillage.com/news/Various-types-of-waste-to-be-expected-by-Lami-residents-from-the-proposed-Asphalt-Mixing-Plant-5rk92s/
https://www.pressreader.com/fiji/the-fiji-times/20191212/282011854242253
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/Handling-over-of-the-Chinese-funded-Government-House-and-Thurston-Gar
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/Handling-over-of-the-Chinese-funded-Government-House-and-Thurston-Gar
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/Handling-over-of-the-Chinese-funded-Government-House-and-Thurston-Gar
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/64742/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/64742/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/64742/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/kiuva-village-seawall-handed-over-to-government/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/kiuva-village-seawall-handed-over-to-government/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2013/07/17/new-seawall-for-coastal-tailevu-village/
http://en.people.cn/90883/8330171.html
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/39405/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/39405/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/39405/
https://fijivillage.com/news/China-Railway-Group-5-awarded-road-contracts--9r2s5k/
https://fijivillage.com/news/China-Railway-Group-5-awarded-road-contracts--9r2s5k/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/work-on-four-lane-road-to-begin/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/china-railway-5-to-pay-more-outstanding-fnpf-contribution-of-its-workers/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/china-railway-5-to-pay-more-outstanding-fnpf-contribution-of-its-workers/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/china-railway-wins-more-fiji-contracts/
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/More-road-upgrading-works-to-be-implemented
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/More-road-upgrading-works-to-be-implemented
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/building-quality-infrastructure-will-benefit-the-country-faiz-khan/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/building-quality-infrastructure-will-benefit-the-country-faiz-khan/
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/ce/cefj/eng/xw/t468693.htm
https://www.mfa.gov.cn/ce/cefj/eng/xw/t468693.htm
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the China-aided Navuso Bridge Project, 
Embassy of The People's Republic of China in 
The Republic of Fiji, June 25, 2008. 
Chinese Government provides RMB 16 million 
grant for Navuso Bridge Construction Project, 
AidData, Undated. 

Queen Elizabeth 
Drive Road 
Improvement 

Queen Elizabeth Drive Road Upgrading Work, 
Fiji Roads Authority, August 2, 2017. 
Road widening works scheduled for Queen 
Elizabeth Drive, The Fiji Times, September 13, 
2019. 
My Suva Park Visitors Can Expect 
Inconvenience From Road Works, Fiji Sun, 
October 2, 2019.  
Work on Q.E Drive in Suva commences, FBC, 
October 7, 2019.  
Tree Cutting Part Of $15m Queen Elizabeth 
Drive Road Expansion Project, Fiji Sun, 
February 4, 2020.  
New roads, infrastructure plan for capital, The 
Fiji Times, March 6, 2020.  

Rakiraki Bridge New Bridge for the People of Rakiraki, Fijian 
Government, October 10, 2015. 
$13.9 million Rakiraki bridge opens, FBC, 
October 13, 2015.  

Rotuma Runway 
Extension Project 

Rotuma Runway Extension Project 
Commences, Fiji Sun, June 2, 2017. 

Suva Arterial Road 
Upgrading Project 
(SARUP 1) 

Contractor’s Social and Environmental 
Management Plan for SARUP 1, China Railway 
No.5 Engineering Group, December 2016.  
Suva Arterial Road Upgrading Project 1 
completed, fijivillage, September 25, 2018. 
7 Roads Completed Under SARUP 1, Fiji Roads 
Authority, Undated.  

Suva–Nausori Water 
Supply and Sewerage 
Project 

Fiji: Suva–Nausori Water Supply and 
Sewerage Project, ADB, September 2016.  

USP Entrance from 
Queen Elizabeth 
Drive 

$4.4m Road Project For USP, Fiji Sun, June 23, 
2018.  

CCECC South Pacific  Carpenters Tower Further delay in construction of the MHCC 
Tower is due to the final remediation works, 
fijivillage, May 13, 2020. 

https://www.mfa.gov.cn/ce/cefj/eng/xw/t468693.htm
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/62724/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/62724/
https://www.fijiroads.org/queen-elizabeth-drive-road-upgrading-work/
https://www.fijitimes.com/road-widening-works-scheduled-for-queen-elizabeth-drive/
https://www.fijitimes.com/road-widening-works-scheduled-for-queen-elizabeth-drive/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2019/10/02/my-suva-park-visitors-can-expect-inconvenience-from-road-works/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2019/10/02/my-suva-park-visitors-can-expect-inconvenience-from-road-works/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/roads/work-on-q-e-drive-in-suva-commences/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2020/02/04/tree-cutting-part-of-15m-queen-elizabeth-drive-road-expansion-project/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2020/02/04/tree-cutting-part-of-15m-queen-elizabeth-drive-road-expansion-project/
https://www.fijitimes.com/new-roads-infrastructure-plan-for-capital/
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/News/NEW-BRIDGE-FOR-THE-PEOPLE-OF-RAKIRAKI
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/13-9-million-rakiraki-bridge-opens/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2017/06/02/rotuma-runway-extension-project-commences-2/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2017/06/02/rotuma-runway-extension-project-commences-2/
https://www.fijiroads.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/CESMP_SARUP-1.pdf
https://www.fijiroads.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/CESMP_SARUP-1.pdf
https://fijivillage.com/news/Suva-Arterial-Road-Upgrading-Project-1-completed--25r9ks
https://fijivillage.com/news/Suva-Arterial-Road-Upgrading-Project-1-completed--25r9ks
https://www.fijiroads.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/FRA-SARUP-1.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/193451/32200-013-pcr.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-document/193451/32200-013-pcr.pdf
https://fijisun.com.fj/2018/06/23/4-4m-road-project-for-usp/
https://www.fijivillage.com/news/Further-delay-in-construction-of-the-MHCC-Tower-is-due-to-the-final-remediation-works-r4f5x8/
https://www.fijivillage.com/news/Further-delay-in-construction-of-the-MHCC-Tower-is-due-to-the-final-remediation-works-r4f5x8/
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China Railway 14th 
Bureau Group  

Stinson Parade and 
Vatuwaqa Bridges 

Vatuwaqa Bridge, fijivillage, January 10, 2018. 
Feature: China-aided bridges open in Fijian 
capital, cementing bilateral friendship, 
Xinhua, January 11, 2018.  
Chinese Government provides RMB 91 million 
grant for Stinson Parade Bridge and Vatuwaqa 
Bridge Reconstruction Project, AidData, 
Undated.  

Waidra Bridge China Railway 14th Bureau won the bid for 
the Waidra Bridge project in Fiji, Seetao, 
December 21, 2021. 

Yanjian Group Ba Hospital Yanjian Group (Fiji) awarded tender to 
construct Ba Hospital, fijivillage, June 9, 2015.  
Yanjian Group (Fiji) Company to build Ba 
hospital, The Fiji Times, June 9, 2015.  
FRA Engineers and representatives of the 
Yanjian Group at the new Ba Hospital Road, 
Fiji Roads Authority, Undated.  

Fiji-China Friendship 
Pavilion 

Monument To Mark 160 Years Of Residence, 
Fiji Sun, January 24, 2017.  
Fiji-China Friendship Pavilion opens, FBC, 
January 28, 2017.  
Fijian Prime Minister officiate the opening of 
the Fiji China Friend Pavillion, Fijian 
Government, January 28, 2017.  
Pavilion marks first Chinese arrival, The Fiji 
Times, January 29, 2017.  
Overseas Chinese Affairs Office provides grant 
for Fiji-China Friendship Pavilion Construction 
Project, AidData, Undated.  

Flagstaff Plaza Flagstaff Plaza Open Soon, Fiji Sun, June 11, 
2018. 

Navosa Hospital Fiji New Navosa Hospital Constructed by 
Yanjian Group Hands over Successfully, 
Yanjian Group, Undated.  

Navua Hospital Chinese Government provides RMB 12.5 
million grant — via ETCA — for New Navua 
Hospital Relocation and Construction Project, 
AidData, Undated.  

Vodafone Arena Fijian Prime Minister Attends Opening 
Ceremony of Vodafone Stadium, Yanjian 
Group, November 19, 2019.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o1hk7IqTe2o
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-01/11/c_136888833.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-01/11/c_136888833.htm
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/49132/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/49132/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/49132/
https://www.seetao.com/details/52928.html
https://www.seetao.com/details/52928.html
https://fijivillage.com/news-feature/Yanjian-Group-Fiji-awarded-tender-to-construct-Ba-Hospital-s52rk9/?fbclid=IwAR3ENs9HH3HDUjUNuWDCDs31G6bRObuzz3vwIEpkJmYRSZ-jRp3tkdnUiaw
https://fijivillage.com/news-feature/Yanjian-Group-Fiji-awarded-tender-to-construct-Ba-Hospital-s52rk9/?fbclid=IwAR3ENs9HH3HDUjUNuWDCDs31G6bRObuzz3vwIEpkJmYRSZ-jRp3tkdnUiaw
https://www.fijitimes.com/yanjian-group-fiji-company-to-build-ba-hospital/
https://www.fijitimes.com/yanjian-group-fiji-company-to-build-ba-hospital/
https://www.fijiroads.org/new-ba-hospital-road-ensures-better-access-health-services/fra-engineers-and-representatives-of-the-yanjian-group-at-the-new-ba-hospital-road/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2017/01/24/monument-to-mark-160-years-of-residence/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/fiji-china-friendship-pavilion-opens/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cVQMp8fLDcI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cVQMp8fLDcI
https://www.fijitimes.com/pavilion-marks-first-chinese-arrival/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/64238/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/64238/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/64238/
https://fijisun.com.fj/2018/06/11/flagstaff-plaza-open-soon/
http://english.yanjian.com.cn/Article/ShowArticle.asp?ArticleID=297
http://english.yanjian.com.cn/Article/ShowArticle.asp?ArticleID=297
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/39339/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/39339/
https://china.aiddata.org/projects/39339/
http://english.yanjian.com.cn/Article/ShowArticle.asp?ArticleID=281
http://english.yanjian.com.cn/Article/ShowArticle.asp?ArticleID=281
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NamYue Group  Suva Civic Centre  SCC Signs Pact With Guangdong, Fiji Sun, 
March 11, 2017. 
Suva Civic Centre reopens after 
redevelopment, FBC, September 13, 2018.  
Hon. Kumar's Speech at the Handing Over of 
the Newly Re-Developed Suva Civic Centre, 
Fijian Government, September 13, 2018.  
Upgraded Suva Civic Centre handed over to 
SCC, The Fiji Times, September 13, 2018.  
Newly redeveloped Suva Civic Center wins 
praise from Fiji, Xinhua, September 13, 2018. 

 

Databases on Chinese state assistance include:  

AidData, College of William & Mary. 

Chinese Aid in the Pacific,  Lowy Institute. 

Mapping the Belt and Road Initiative, Mercator Institute for China Studies. 

Pacific Aid Map, Lowy Institute. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://fijisun.com.fj/2017/03/11/scc-signs-pact-with-guangdong/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/suva-civic-centre-reopens-after-redevelopment/
https://www.fbcnews.com.fj/news/suva-civic-centre-reopens-after-redevelopment/
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/Speeches/English/HON-KUMAR-S-SPEECH-AT-THE-HANDING-OVER-OF-THE-NEWL
https://www.fiji.gov.fj/Media-Centre/Speeches/English/HON-KUMAR-S-SPEECH-AT-THE-HANDING-OVER-OF-THE-NEWL
https://www.fijitimes.com.fj/upgraded-suva-civic-centre-handed-over-to-scc/
https://www.fijitimes.com.fj/upgraded-suva-civic-centre-handed-over-to-scc/
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-09/13/c_137465871.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-09/13/c_137465871.htm
https://china.aiddata.org/
https://chineseaidmap.lowyinstitute.org/
https://merics.org/en/tracker/mapping-belt-and-road-initiative-where-we-stand
https://pacificaidmap.lowyinstitute.org/
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APPENDIX B. STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE: ENGLISH VERSION 

Anonymous Survey 

The information on this side of the survey is anonymous. It will be used only for statistical 
purposes.  

Please mark the boxes that best apply to you.  

1. Your ethnicity (check only one): 

 Chinese  iTaukei  Indo-Fijian    Other 

       

2. You consider yourself (check all that apply): 

 Chinese  Fijian 
Chinese 

 iTaukei  Indo-Fijian      Other 

 
3. Where were you born (country)? 

 China        Fiji   Australia         Aotearoa/ 
New 
Zealand       

 Other 

 
4. How old are you?  

 Under 20        21-35   36-50         51-70        Over 70 

 

5. How long have you lived in Fiji? 

 Less than 1 
year 
    

 1-3 years     4-10 years     11-20 years   
 

 More than 20 years     My entire life (no matter how many years) 

 

6. What is your professional area? 

 Tourism  Agriculture     Fisheries    Manufacturing   
 

 Construction     Education   Other 
 

If you are an overseas Chinese, please answer Questions 7-10  

7. How many Fijians do you work with daily? ______ 

8. How many Fijians do you talk to daily? ______ 

 

c 

v 

c 

v 
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9. How many Fijians do you socialize with regularly (at least once a month)? 

 Every day     Every few 
days    

 Every week     Every month   
 

 Rarely     Very often 

 
10. How many Fijians would you consider good friends? ______ 

SEE BACK FOR ADDITIONAL, OPTIONAL QUESTIONS 

If you are iTaukei or Indo-Fijian, please answer Questions 11-14  

11. How many Chinese people do you work with daily? ______ 

12. How many Chinese people do you talk to daily? ______ 

13. How many Chinese people do you socialize with regularly (at least once a month)? ______ 

14. How many Chinese people would you consider good friends? ______ 

Optional questions:  

Comment on the relationship between Chinese and Fijians in Fiji. Feel free to mention business 
or personal observations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OPTIONAL  

If you would like to receive further information about this study, or participate further, please 
provide your information below. THIS IS NOT required. Add only the information you are 
comfortable sharing.  

 

Full Name 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

c 

v 
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Email 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

Phone number 
________________________________________________________________________ 

City of residence: 
______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 I am interested in being interviewed about China’s role in Fiji. 
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APPENDIX C. STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE: CHINESE VERSION 

 

ɺ 

 

ɺ 

1.  

        

2.  

       

3.  

               

4.  

20  21- 35 36- 50 51- 70 70  

5.  

1  1- 3  4- 10  11- 20  20   

 

6.  

                 

 

o 

7.          

8.          

9.  

      

10.           

 

 

11.          

12.          

13.           

14.           

 

ɺ 
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