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The last year has been full of grief and
uncertainty globally; the covip-19
pandemic has tested the very limits of
the world’s infrastructure, economy,
and capacity for resilience. In the cur-
rent climate, we are grateful to report
that Tonga has remained steadfast—
and coviD-19 free—in these trying
times. Furthermore, Prime Minister
Pohiva Tu‘i‘onetoa has proved to be a
suitable leader for Tonga during this
time, responding thoughtfully and
thoroughly to the threat of covip-19
and to the virus’s economic aftermath.
While the past year has highlighted
many of Tonga’s strengths and the
kingdom’s resourcefulness, sadly it has
also brought the long-standing issues
of queer rights and women’s rights

to the fore. The senseless murder of
celebrated queer rights and humani-
tarian activist Polikalepo Kefu shook
the Tongan community worldwide
and called renewed attention to how
global issues surrounding LGBTQIA+
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
and queer, plus questioning, intersex,
asexual, and others who identify as
members of the community) rights
fare in Tonga.

In last year’s political review
(Tupou and Sullivan-Lee 2021), we
signed off with many unanswered
questions: Would covip-19 come to
Tonga? How would the new prime
minister, Tu‘i‘onetoa, be received?
How would his inaugural year unfold,
and what would his new political
party mean for the future of Tonga? In
this year’s review, we highlight the role
of Tongan sovereignty by answering
some of these lingering questions. We
also comment on the ongoing struggle
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for LGBTQIA+ rights and women’s
rights in Tonga by discussing some
of the sociopolitical tensions that
have arguably been present since the
establishment of independence in the
nineteenth century.

Shortly after Prime Minister
Tu‘i‘onetoa took office in late 2019,
he announced the establishment of
the Tonga People’s Party as part of
his promise to mitigate the growing
political tension in Tonga. ‘Akilisi
Pohiva, Tu‘i‘onetoa’s predecessor,
led the Democratic Party of the
Friendly Islands and was a popular,
albeit controversial, figure in Tonga
and throughout the Pacific. Pohiva’s
calls for democracy and challenges
to Tonga’s long-standing monarchy
not only inspired many conversa-
tions and movements in Tonga but
also bred division. This appears to
be in stark contrast with the Tonga
People’s Party, whose nature was
unclear until recently (Graue 2019).
In July 2021, Tongan government
officials and royalty gathered at the
Chinese embassy in Nuku‘alofa, where
they celebrated the centennial of the
Communist Party of China. During
the festivities, Tui‘i‘onetoa affirmed
his commitment to strengthening
Tonga’s relationship with China and
announced that his newly created
Tonga People’s Party was inspired by
the Communist Party of China (Fonua
2021). This more overtly illuminated
the direction of Tu‘i‘onetoa’s party,
and unlike Pohiva’s party, we could
now see that the Tonga People’s Party
would align more with the monar-
chy’s economic and regional interests.
In our last review, we commented
on Tonga’s ongoing dance between
upholding traditional beliefs and
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values and incorporating ideologies
from an ever-globalizing world (Tupou
and Sullivan-Lee 2021). Again, we

see the flexibility of Tonga’s political
structure, a lasting legacy of Tonga’s
sovereignty. Since adopting its consti-
tution in 1875, Tonga has relied on
this ability to adapt to foreign flows of
power and emerging political strate-
gies. The Tonga People’s Party can

be seen as the newest addition to this
legacy.

There has been a growing,
xenophobically fueled anxiety among
Australia, New Zealand, and the
United States around China’s role
in the region. With this in mind, the
strengthening alliance forged between
Tu‘i‘onetoa’s government and China
can be interpreted in a number of
ways. China has been increasing its
influence in the Pacific over the last
decade, primarily through aid and soft
loans to the region (Dziedzic 2018).
Although Australia remains Tonga’s
biggest donor, Tonga has accumulated
a large sum of debt from Chinese
loans. The Tongan government owes
approximately us$124 million (two-
thirds of Tonga’s overall external debt)
to the Export-Import Bank of China,
of which repayments have started
and are expected to increase in 2023.
The Tongan government has repeat-
edly asked for leniency in their debt
payments, especially with the onset
of covip-19 and the accompanying
global economic crisis (Barrett 2020).
Because of this financial instability, it
is in Tonga’s best financial interests to
ingratiate itself to China. China has
repeatedly denied Tonga’s requests
for its debts to be waived, but Beijing
has shown an openness to restructur-
ing debt repayments (Barrett 2020).
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While loans require repayment, unlike
aid, they do not come with the same
stringent and limiting conditions set
by donor countries (Weiler, Klock, and
Dornan 2018). In this way, Tonga is
arguably able to flex greater amounts
of autonomy in its own economic
decisions—which speaks to a longer
genealogy of independence. This alli-
ance with China can also be seen as a
strategic challenge to traditional colo-
nial powers in the Pacific who, in the
twenty-first century, are now framed
as “traditional” donors: Australia,
New Zealand, and the United States
(Dayant and Pryke 2021). As dis-
course surrounding the geopolitics of
aid and money flows within the region
proceeds, it will be important to criti-
cally observe Tonga’s strategic rela-
tionship with China, with a particular
focus on future implications to the
United States’ and Australia’s ongo-
ing military presence in the Pacific
(Wesley-Smith 2021).

While questions surrounding the
relationship between Tonga and China
will undoubtedly linger, we can at
least say with assurance that Tonga
has remained covip-19 free. Tonga
was one of six Pacific countries to do
so during the period in review, roll-
ing out vaccines quickly and without
waste (Moala 2021). Tonga’s cOviD-
19-free status has been maintained
by the country’s strict travel ban and
general public consensus that the virus
would have devastating consequences
for Tonga. A profound sense of com-
munity care and shared responsibility
are core to Tongan cultural values;
Tongans’ willingness to work together
to prevent the spread of coviD-19 is
testament to this. Unfortunately, the
same travel bans that have kept Tonga
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safe have also prevented around seven
thousand Tongan migrant workers
from returning home (Moala 2021).
Additionally, there has been grow-
ing misinformation about the vaccine
and coviD-19 that have made some
Tongans hesitant toward receiving a
vaccination. But for the most part,
people have been doing their best to
get vaccinated and protect Tonga’s
future, as evidenced by vaccination
rates: as of this writing, 28,667 people
in Tonga have received at least their
first dose, and 10,758 have received
their second dose (Moala 2021).
While this sounds promising for
Tonga, we will also need to be aware
of our neighbor and close political and
historical ally, Fiji, which is currently
suffering from a huge surge of cases
due to the Delta variant.

Many media outlets have focused
on the economic damage the global
pandemic has caused Pacific Island
nations. The economic ramifications
of closed borders and travel restric-
tions is undeniable, but the arrival of
the virus in island nations with limited
health-care resources would be much
more devastating than the loss of capi-
tal (Amos 2020). Focusing on fatalis-
tic projections of economic setbacks
trivializes the importance of keeping
covip-19 out of Tonga. Central to
Tonga’s ability to close its borders
and enact strict COVID-19 policies is
its sovereignty. This contrasts with
other Pacific nations still fighting for
independence who have experienced
the consequences of COVID-19 among
their communities. Here, we see how
colonial hangovers in the Pacific per-
sist through the spread of the virus vis-
a-vis a lack of autonomy in exercising
control over their own island borders.

219

As the global elite continue to see the
Pacific as an “escape” from their lives
and the stresses of the world (Trask
1999; Okamura 1998), we will also
continue to see the rise of this harmful
virus in Pacific Island nations with-
out the power to say no to tourists.
Travelers looking to escape the stresses
of the virus have in fact brought the
disease with them to the islands, caus-
ing devastating outbreaks in Hawai‘i,
Fiji, and Ma‘ohi Nui (French Polyne-
sia) (Delkic 2021; RNZ 2021). Further,
West Papua, which is under the
occupation of Indonesia, has growing
rates of COVID-19, making us pause to
reflect on the additional impact mili-
tary presence has had on the spread
of this virus. We saw this last year in
Gudhan (Guam) when the US military
brought the first covip-19 cases to
the island territory (Letman 2020).

So far, we have highlighted the
importance of Tongan sovereignty
in ensuring the kingdom’s autonomy
over forming political alliances and
remaining coviD-19 free. However,
in terms of LGBTQIA+ rights and
women’s rights, Tonga has fallen
short, failing to ensure the safety of
these groups. Transphobia, homopho-
bia, and misogyny are ongoing
global issues that are not unique to
Tonga, but we cannot overlook the
ways Tongan LGBTQIA+ persons
and Tongan women are treated. We
also cannot ignore the heightened
rates of violence they face in the
kingdom and abroad. It is impor-
tant to acknowledge that women’s
rights and LGBTQIA+ rights are two
distinct matters that will require dif-
ferent pathways toward safety and
acceptance. However, the roots of
discrimination against both groups are
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deeply enmeshed in Tonga’s history of
nation-building. It therefore becomes
vital to look to the past and to the
establishment of sovereignty in Tonga
to properly contextualize the preva-
lence of violence against women and
LGBTQIA+ community members.
Fundamental to the establishment
of Westphalian sovereignty in Tonga
was the missionization of the nation
and her people (Latukefu 1974). The
legacy of the Christian conversion of
Tonga endures within modern-day
politics and the social values that
inform day-to-day life. This is because
Tongan sovereignty relies on the
coupling of church and state (Latukefu
1974), which in turn largely informs
many tenets of anga faka Tonga (the
Tongan way) today. However, these
tenets are built on the desecration of
an Indigenous religion that saw the
active worship of Tonga’s premier
deity, Hikule‘o, who is considered to
be either female or gender fluid (Herda
1988; James 1996). Our leader at the
time, King George Tupou I (formerly
known as Taufa‘ahau), was dogmatic
in this shift from Tonga’s old religion
toward the Wesleyan faith. Through
his own conversion, he relied on the
violent disposal of fale ‘otua (god
houses) that were used in worship for
Hikule‘o. Further, in testing his faith in
Jehovah, the king violently murdered
a priestess (West 1865). While we can-
not know the full breadth of Tonga’s
nineteenth-century politics—and since
much of Tonga’s history remains
written from the vantage point of the
missionary—it is clear that during this
period of nation-building, profound
changes were made to our understand-
ing of gender. It is not insignificant to
today’s gender politics that Tongans
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once worshipped a female and gender-
fluid deity. This is reflected in the
important work that has emerged over
the years from Tongans, both in Tonga
and in the diaspora, that have uplifted
the position of both women and queer
folx.

The work of Tongan women’s
rights activist, filmmaker, and direc-
tor of the Women and Children Crisis
Center ‘Ofakilevuka Guttenbeil-
Likiliki has highlighted the challenges
faced by women in Tonga. In April
2020, she shared some of the har-
rowing experiences of women in the
aftermath of Tropical Cyclone Harold,
which hit the island nation in the
middle of the covip-19 lockdown
that month (Guttenbeil-Likiliki 2020).
This was a compounding stress for
many, as families were already living
with the anxiety of a global pandemic.
As Guttenbeil-Likiliki noted, it was
on women to ensure that “despite
loss and damage to homes and pos-
sessions, the family unit itself would
make it through those darkest times”
(2020). However, she argued, this was
seen not as something exceptional but
rather as what is expected of women
in Tonga—perpetuating the silence of
such narratives and failing to acknowl-
edge the “critical role of our women
during crises” (Guttenbeil-Likiliki
2020). Guttenbeil-Likiliki’s work—in
particular her segment in the feature
film Vai (Whippy and others 2019)
and her own short film, The Black Pen
(2017)—has spotlighted this conversa-
tion on the world stage.

The burden of care is placed not
just on the shoulders of Tongan
women but also on those of members
of the queer and leiti (referring to,
but not exclusively, gender-fluid,
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gender-nonconforming, transgender,
homosexual, and sexually diverse
peoples) community (Hamer, Wilson,
and Wong-Kalu 2018; Wong-Kalu and
others 2018). In this time of uncer-
tainty, we are further reminded that
Tonga has lost one of our key humani-
tarians and activists, Polikalepo Kefu.
Kefu was the reigning president of the
Tonga Leitis’ Association (TLA), the
communications officer for the Tonga
Red Cross Society, and a chairman of
the Pacific Protection Gender Inclu-
sion Network (The Coconet 2021).
Through the Tonga Leitis* Association,
Kefu provided guidance and safety
networks to queer and transgender
Tongans and spread awareness about
the importance of safe sex practices.
During his time with the Red Cross,
Kefu was instrumental in response
and recovery efforts following major
cyclones in Tonga, including the
devastating 2018 Cyclone Gita and
the more recent 2020 Cyclone Harold.
Kefu even selflessly volunteered for the
Red Cross relief efforts after Cyclone
Gita, which had greatly affected his
own house (1IFRC 2018). In addition
to his work with the Red Cross and
his queer activism with the Tonga
Leitis’ Association, Kefu was also a
single parent to two of his nephews.
In her tribute to Kefu, TA Execu-

tive Director Joey Joleen Mataele
described him as “absolutely one in a
million” (Pacific Beat 2021). The Joint
United Nations Programme on HIV/
AIDS characterized him as a person
who “dedicated his life for the safety
of others in Tonga™ (Pacific Beat
2021). Despite Kefu’s dedication to
the protection and safety of LGBTQIA+
persons, his own life was violently
and tragically taken on 1 May 2021.
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As of this writing, the investigation
into Kefu’s murder is ongoing, and
the suspect is in custody (Pacific Beat
2021). Although the police have not
come to a definitive conclusion, it is
widely accepted that Kefu’s murder
was largely motivated by homophobia
(Ma‘ia‘i 2021). Prior to his event at
the Tokyo Olympics, Amini Fonua, a
queer Tongan Olympic swimmer, sum-
marized the dire nature of transphobia
and homophobia in Tonga succinctly:
“We still have people dying from
homophobia, and that’s what hap-
pened to Poli” (Avery 2021). The loss
of Kefu has been a devastating blow
to his family and friends, as well as to
Tonga and the wider Pacific commu-
nity; his death has further highlighted
the need for urgent change. Mataele
put it most simply and directly: “We
need the government to recognize we
have the right to be protected” (Pacific
Beat 2021). The Tonga Leitis’ Associa-
tion has also repeatedly called for the
government to legalize being queer
and transgender and to create legisla-
tion that would protect queer Tongans
(Pacific Beat 2021).

People in Tonga have repeatedly
called for action. As Steven Ratuva
discussed in his political review of
Tonga in 2017, there were active
contentions around the 2015 proposed
ratification of the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimi-
nation against Women (CEDAW).
Indeed, since the early 2000s, there
have been both organized protests
against and activist calls for Tonga’s
ratification of the convention (for an
example of the latter, see Guttenbeil-
Likiliki 2006). Although Tonga
remains one of seven countries in the
world not to have formally ratified
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CEDAW, it should be noted that—given
the ongoing violence experienced by
some women and leiti—it would be
shortsighted to suggest that CEDAW

is the only avenue toward solving
these issues. We also must acknowl-
edge the deep connections between
church and state that have upheld
gender inequities through institutional
reforms. Approaching the issue from
the outside in, it is difficult to dis-
articulate the relationship between
Tonga’s sovereignty and the violence
on which it has been built for women
and LGBTQIA+ people. It is clear that
gender relations in Tonga will con-
tinue to be a turbulent space until we
can grapple with the deeper questions
of Tongan sovereignty and anga faka
Tonga. In trying to make sense of the
violent acts that occurred during the
year in review, it may be useful to
reflect on these histories and how they
endure in order to pose new ways that
Tonga can be safe for all genders and
sexual orientations.

This review has reflected heavily
on the sovereignty of Tonga and the
many ways Tonga’s independence has
been vital to the safety and longevity
of our people. This has been instru-
mental in forming alliances with larger
nation states, such as China, as well
as being able to keep our borders
closed during the covip-19 global
pandemic. However, we have also
illuminated the instances in which
this same sovereignty has failed to
protect queer Tongans and Tongan
women. The kingdom has a legacy of
flexible governance and politics, and
this provides a certain level of hope in
dreaming of a future that offers safety
and security for all Tongans—regard-
less of their gender or sexuality. Even

THE CONTEMPORARY PACIFIC + 34:T (2022)

while the Tongan government con-
tinues to neglect the rights of queer
folx and women, these communities
in Tonga and globally are providing
exciting and artful ways of envision-
ing and manifesting Tonga’s future.
The recent short film by Tongan
artist Sione Monu, Only Yesterday
(2020), invites us to think through
what queer sovereignty might look
like in Tonga and the diaspora. The
work of Manuha‘apai Vaeatangitau,
who was recently awarded a Prime
Minister’s Pacific Youth Award in
New Zealand (The Coconet 2019),
has also reflected on the recontextual-
izing and reconceptualizing of the leiti
community in the diaspora. Important
Tongan creatives, thinkers, and artists
continue to expand our understanding
of what it means to be Tongan today.
This includes koka‘anga collectives
(women’s working groups) around
the globe, who persist in uplifting the
powerful position of Tongan women.
At the forefront of many of these
collectives are community leaders and
academics, such as Fuifuilupe Niumei-
tolu, who leads the Tongan womxn
scholars koka‘anga group held on
Chochenyo Ohlone land in California.
In closing, we reflect on the endur-
ing connection forged between
Tongans around the world—further
heightened by both global crises and
local tragedies that are felt across
oceans. We hope that our transna-
tional community can continue to
hold each other through the unknown
obstacles that the future holds.

AMANDA SULLIVAN-LEE
AND
PATRICIA (TRISH) TUPOU
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