
 
 

 
 
4ÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ 5ÎÂÉÎÄȩ %ÔÈÎÉÃ )ÄÅÎÔÉÔÙȟ 
3ÏÃÉÁÌ 2ÕÌÅÓ ÁÎÄ %ÌÅÃÔÏÒÁÌ 0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ ÉÎ 

3ÏÌÏÍÏÎ )ÓÌÁÎÄÓ 
 
 
 
 
 

Terence Wood 

 

 

A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy of The 

Australian National University 

NOTE: This thesis is slightly different from the final version submitted. 

In particular I have made some very minor modifications to this 

version of the thesis. In particular I have corrected a couple of typos 

and amended the acknowledgements list. 

 

March 2014  



 
 

  



 
 

CandidateΩs Declaration 

This thesis is my own original work except where cited. 

 

 

Terence Wood 



 
 

 



v 
 

Abstract  

This is a study of ethnic identity and electoral politics in Solomon Islands. The study examines 

when and why Solomon Islanders vote ethnically in national elections, which ethnic identities 

are electorally important, and how ethnic voting is associated with broader features of the 

countryΩs politics. The thesis makes use of regression analysis to show existing theories of 

ethnic identity and electoral politics do not fit the Solomon Islands case. It then uses 

electorate-level case studies to develop an alternative theory of ethnic voting. This theory is 

then tested with further quantitative work. 

The argument advanced in the thesis is that ethnic identities only play an important role in 

electoral politics in Solomon Islands when the groups associated with them are home to social 

rules (informal institutions) which enable effective electoral collective action. Such rules 

include: norms of obligation which may make co-ethnic candidates more likely to follow up on 

electoral promises; rules which enhance the loyalty of the brokers candidates use in their 

attempts to gain votes; and rules which enable key political actors to coordinate support 

behind favoured candidates. Importantly, rules have to be present within ethnic groups for 

ethnic voting to occur. Clans commonly possess such rules and so are often electorally 

important groups. Language groups do not typically possess such rules and so are rarely 

electorally important. In the case of churches, the presence of electorally useful social rules 

varies between denominations. 

Politics in Solomon Islands is strongly clientelist. Where voters are free to choose they typically 

vote for the candidate they think most likely to provide individualised or localised help. The 

ethnic voting which comes coupled with this does not involve blind loyalties but rather the 

calculations of voters and political actors. Social rules associated with ethnic identities play an 

important role in structuring these calculations but, except in rare instances where rules are 

very strong, they do not perfectly determine behaviour. As a result, other factors have a major 

impact on votersΩ choices: where they are free to choose, voters will vote for candidates who 

are not co-ethnics if given good cause to believe they will help. 

On the basis of these observations I argue clientelism, rather than ethnic voting, is the source 

of poor political governance in Solomon Islands. I also argue that, rather than ethnic diversity 

itself causing political fragmentation in Solomon Islands, the cause actually lies in the absence 

of larger entities (social or political movements) possessing anything analogous to the social 

rules found in some ethnic groups. Absent such rules, effective electoral collective action is 

difficult. And absent large-scale electoral collective action, clientelism appears inevitable.   
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Chapter 1 ɀ Introduction  

The Puzzles of Electoral Politics in Solomon Islands  

The Western Melanesian country of Solomon Islands presents a puzzle for political scientists. 

Although it holds elections for its national parliament using a single member district plurality  

system in which voters have only one vote and electorates elect only one member of 

parliament (MP), both candidate numbers and effective numbers of candidates are high and, if 

anything, have increased across elections since independence.1 These features of Solomon 

Islands electoral politics stand at odds with the predictions of DuvergerΩs Law, one of the 

central axioms of political science τ a law which posits that single member district plurality 

electoral systems will tend towards two party or two candidate competition over time. A 

tendency driven by a process in which voters strategically abandon favourite candidates for 

less favoured candidates whom they calculate as being more likely to win (Duverger 1954; 

Duverger 1986).2 

Although there is still some debate (for example, Dunleavy et al. 2008), DuvergerΩs Law is 

broadly accepted as theoretically sound (Riker 1982; Reilly 2006; Kedar 2012) and there is 

considerable cross-country empirical evidence of it in effect (Ordeshook and Shvetsova 1994; 

Cox 1997; Neto and Cox 1997; Taagepera 1999; Roberts Clark and Golder 2006; Singer and 

Stephenson 2009). That Solomon Islands so clearly defies the LawΩs predictions is an anomaly 

in need of explaining. 

One possible explanation comes in the form of Solomon IslandsΩ ethnic diversity. As well as 

having high numbers of candidates in elections, Solomon Islands is one of the most 

linguistically diverse countries on earth. It is also home to a range of different church groups, 

and its population is divided amongst numerous clans. There is also some evidence from 

existing work on Solomon Islands politics suggesting voters display a propensity to vote for co-

ethnics (Premdas and Steeves 1983; Premdas and Steeves 1994; Corrin-Care 2002). What is 

more, a number of cross-country studies suggest more ethnically diverse countries are on 

average home to higher numbers of candidates (Reilly 2006; Singer 2012) and ethnic diversity 

                                                           
1
 {ƛƴƎƭŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǇƭǳǊŀƭƛǘȅ ŜƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀƭǎƻ Ǝƻ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ΨŦƛǊǎǘ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎǘΩ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ 

in a range of countries including the United Kingdom as well as for most elections in the United States. 
Ψ9ŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎΩ ƛǎ ŀ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀted term which weights candidate numbers to reflect the 
relative competitiveness of individual candidates. I define the concept more fully, and provide the 
formula for its calculation in Chapter 4. In Figure 4.2 I provide detailed information on trends in 
candidate numbers and effective number of candidate numbers for Solomon Islands. 
2
 ²ƘƛƭŜ 5ǳǾŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ [ŀǿ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǘ ǿŀs first 

theorised with respect to candidate numbers at the electorate level and has been applied this way in 
other recent work (for example, Singer and Stephenson 2009). 
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has been offered as an explanation for candidate proliferation in neighbouring Papua New 

Guinea (Reilly 2004; Fukuyama 2007b; Kurer 2007b). Possibly the cause of Solomon IslandsΩ 

political fragmentation can be found in ethnic attachments? Ties that unbind τ loyalties which 

lead to voters voting for candidates from their ethnic group. Something that in turn, given the 

countryΩs ethnic diversity, leads to candidate proliferation and political fragmentation.  

This possibility is of practical as well as theoretical interest. Despite being a democracy, 

Solomon Islands suffers poor political governance (Craig and Porter 2013b). In 2012 it ranked 

in the bottom 25 per cent of all countries globally in World Bank measures of government 

effectiveness and regulatory quality (World Bank 2013b), and provision of public goods and 

services is poor (Bourke et al. 2006; Dinnen 2008; ANU Enterprise 2011; Allen et al. 2013). Such 

government failures raise the question of why Solomon Islanders keep voting for MPs who 

manage their state so poorly? Here again an obvious potential answer might be that ethnic 

loyalties are trumping assessments of national political performance. If this was the case the 

practical ramifications would be worrying: could Solomon Islands, as a profoundly ethnically 

diverse society, have any future as a democracy if voting is guided by ethnic identity not 

government performance? 

However, simple explanations involving ethnic politics as the cause of both Solomon IslandsΩ 

governance problems and its defiance of DuvergerΩs Law turn out not to fit empirical data. 

Specifically, election results and key electoral features such as candidate numbers shift too 

much over too short a period of time to fit with explanations of ethnic voting which hinge on 

irrational attachment to fixed ethnic identities. At the same time, competing explanations from 

contemporary political theory in which ethnic identities are multiple, adopted in a more 

calculating manner, and politically salient when they enable ethnic groups to access state 

resources, also fail to fit the Solomon Islands case. In particular, the most well-articulated of 

these theories (those of Chandra 2004; and Posner 2005) posit that ethnic identities will 

become electorally important when the groups associated with them are of electorally useful 

sizes (large enough to win or at least afford leverage, and not so large as to require resources 

to be distributed amongst more people than necessary). When ethnic groups are the right size, 

Chandra and Posner argue, voters and political actors will seek to use group identity as a 

means to electoral success. However, in Solomon Islands, there is no evidence of size 

determining the electoral importance of ethnic identities. Clans are often electorally important 

despite almost always being too small to win competition within electorates on their own. On 

the other hand, language groups, while often being of sizes useful to electoral competition at 

the electoral level, almost never serve as ethnic blocs in Solomon Islands. And church groups, 

which are also often of electorally useful sizes, only play an important electoral role at the 
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electorate level in certain instances τ instances which do not appear to be driven by group 

size. Moreover, while some churches are large enough that they could become electorally 

important nationally, national church-based political action does not occur in any sustained 

way in Solomon Islands at present. Moreover, other potential ethnic groupings, such as island 

or province-based groupings, which are also plausibly large enough to add structure to 

national politics in Solomon Islands, fail to do so. 

If people are voting ethnically in Solomon Islands they are not doing so in ways that fit with the 

predictions of the major theories of ethnic voting which exist in political science. 

Research Questions and How I Have Answered Them  

In this thesis, I attempt to resolve the puzzles of national electoral politics, ethnic identity and 

voter behaviour in Solomon Islands. My research is geared around five key questions. 

Questions one and three are focused on the decisions of individual voters, the second and 

fourth questions focus on ethnic identities, and the fifth ties voter behaviour and ethnic 

identity back to electoral outcomes at the electorate and national level. The questions are:  

To what extent do Solomon Islanders vote for co-ethnics? 

Amongst the range of ethnic identities potentially salient in Solomon Islands elections, 

which are actually drawn upon in electoral politics? 

When Solomon Islanders vote for co-ethnics why do they do so? 

What causes some ethnic identities to become more salient than others in contributing 

to votersΩ choices? 

How is ethnic voting associated with observed broader patterns of electoral outcomes 

and electoral politics in Solomon Islands? 

The first question is a simple empirical one. As I discuss in my methodology chapter, it is not a 

question which is easily answered exactly, yet it is obviously important to my study. At the very 

least I need some sense of the extent to which Solomon Islanders vote for co-ethnics. If they 

never do, then a study of ethnic identity and voting is misguided. Meanwhile, a situation 

where voters inevitably vote for co-ethnics is different in interesting ways from one in which 

voters only vote for co-ethnics in certain instances.  

Of these possibilities, the last τ in which voting for co-ethnics is present but not inevitable τ 

turns out to be the case in Solomon Islands. This leads to the third question: when voters vote 

for co-ethnics, why do they do this? For obvious reasons, this question is central to 
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understanding ethnic electoral politics in Solomon Islands, and there are a range of possible 

answers to it, spanning from ones which have ethnic voting driven by irrational attachments, 

to those that see ethnic voting as a rational, calculated choice. Because the form of ethnic 

politics which we would expect to see stemming from irrational attachments is different in 

important ways from that which we might expect to see stemming from rational calculation, 

this question is central to my study. 

My second research question stems from the fact that, in Solomon Islands as in other 

countries where ethnic politics have been studied, there are a range of ethnic identities which 

might plausibly structure electioneering, yet not all do so. As I noted above, and as I detail in 

Chapters 7 and 8, in the Solomon Islands case neither provincial identity nor language groups 

appear to be of any regular electoral significance, while other identities such as church and 

clan are significant in instances, although not the instances we might expect on the basis of 

existing theory. 

This observation leads to my fourth question: if some ethnic identities are electorally 

significant and others are not, then any systematic examination of ethnic electoral politics in 

Solomon Islands needs to be able to explain why this is the case. 

In my final research question I tie my study of ethnic identity and voter behaviour back to the 

electoral outcomes present in Solomon Islands τ tying my research back to the puzzle I 

started this chapter with. 

Methods  

In attempting to answer these questions I make use of mixed methods, drawing on both 

qualitative and quantitative techniques. This is a relatively novel approach, at least to the 

study of Solomon Islands politics and governance, which has to date been primarily the 

domain of qualitative work. Yet such an approach has clear advantages for the research 

questions I am asking. In particular, constraints to the external validity of qualitative work 

mean that, were I to draw on qualitative methods alone, it would be hard for me to generalise 

from data to the Solomon Islands case as a whole. In my qualitative work I attempted to 

overcome this problem as best as possible by interviewing voters and political actors from 

around Solomon Islands. However, in terms of breadth of coverage quantitative work still 

possesses advantages over qualitative data. At the same time, particularly in the data poor 

environment of Solomon Islands, quantitative data, while offering benefits in terms of external 

validity, if drawn on exclusively brings with it the risk of missing the most interesting details of 

electoral politics τ details which can be best gathered through careful qualitative work. 
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The qualitative data I draw upon in this study come from interviews I conducted in Honiara 

with people from across Solomon Islands and also from fieldwork focused on six Solomon 

Islands electorates (five which were in rural parts of the country). I draw upon my qualitative 

data foremost in Chapters 8 and 9 where I describe and theorise Solomon Islands electoral 

politics.  

The quantitative data I draw on come both from survey data and in the form of databases 

which I compiled while in Solomon Islands. These include a database of the bio-data of 

candidates from the last two Solomon Islands general elections, a database of election results 

by polling station for the last two general elections (and some by-elections), a database of 

election results by electorate for all general elections (and some by-elections) since 

independence, and a database of census data by electorate.3 I use these datasets first to show 

systematically in Chapter 7 that existing theories of ethnic electoral politics do not fit the 

Solomon Islands case, and then in Chapter 9 to test my own alternative theory. 

The Argument  

The argument I advance in answering my research questions hinges on two types of collective 

action dilemmas central to electoral politics in Solomon Islands τ principal agent problems 

and coordination problems τ and on the role ethnic groups play (or fail to play) in overcoming 

these dilemmas.  

In advancing my argument I contend that, where voters are free to choose, in Solomon Islands 

they vote in search of personalised or local public goods. Solomon Islands is, in other words, a 

clientelist polity τ a political feature it shares with many other developing countries. Indeed, 

key features of Solomon Islands clientelism such as the use of brokers τ local interlocutors 

who help candidates win votes (Stokes et al. 2013) τ are very similar to those found 

elsewhere.  

Amidst the clientelism of Solomon Islands politics, voters, brokers and candidates all find 

themselves facing forms of principal agent problems τ problems which occur when actors 

have to rely on other actors to achieve the outcomes they desire. Voters face principal agent 

problems when choosing who to vote for because it is hard for them to tell if the brokers or 

candidates promising material benefits are actually likely to deliver these benefits. Similarly, 

candidates face principal agent problems because it is difficult for them to know whether the 

                                                           
3
 I also have pre-independence election data stretching as far back as 1967, although I do not draw 

heavily upon it in my thesis. 
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voters and brokers promising them support will actually vote for them. And brokers face 

related challenges in navigating the promises of candidates and voters.  

Reflecting these dilemmas, ethnic identity is important to electoral politics in Solomon Islands 

in circumstances where ethnic groups are bound by social rules (norms or informal 

institutions) that make agents more likely to do principalsΩ bidding.4 For example, everything 

else being equal a voter will be more likely to vote for a co-ethnic candidate if both the voter 

and candidate are from an ethnic group (a clan for example) which is bound by norms of 

obligation that make the candidate in question more likely to make good on their campaign 

promises. 

Ethnic groups also become electorally significant in Solomon Islands when they contain within 

them social rules that enable members of the groups to overcome electoral coordination 

problems. Winning elections requires winning a substantial number of votes, which in turn 

requires coordinating the support of influential political actors. Something that itself requires 

these actors to come to agreement over who to support. Such coordination is not easy, and 

once again this is an area where ethnic identity can help if ethnic groups come bound with 

social rules which facilitate electoral cooperation. If, for example, an ethnic group contains 

within it strong norms of co-operation it will be easier for political actors within the group to 

agree upon and unify support behind a single candidate. And, because group unity enhances 

chances of electoral success, where such norms exist, political actors often make use of ethnic 

identity as a means of electoral coordination in Solomon Islands.  

Importantly, ethnic voting in Solomon Islands is contingent. It is contingent in that it only 

occurs regularly within ethnic groups that are bound by social rules which enable effective 

electoral collective action τ a feature that explains why some ethnic identities are electorally 

significant in Solomon Islands while others are not. Ethnic voting is also contingent in that the 

loyalties involved are not blind. When they are free to choose, voters will not vote for co-

ethnics if they do not think them likely to help. This feature of ethnic voting in Solomon Islands 

is central to the significant variations over time seen in the countryΩs electoral outcomes. 

Because ethnic group loyalty is not blind, other factors, such as candidate performance, impact 

on election outcomes and this provides space for election outcomes to change. 

In the concluding chapter of this thesis I draw on my explanation of ethnic voting to argue that 

the cause of candidate proliferation in Solomon Islands is not ethnic heterogeneity per se. I 

argue that, instead, the countryΩs political fragmentation is actually the product of the absence 

                                                           
4
 L ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊǳƭŜΩ ƳƻǊŜ fully at the end of this chapter. 
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in Solomon Islands of larger entities τ social movements, for example τcontaining anything 

analogous to the electorally useful social rules of some ethnic groups. Similarly, I contend the 

problems of political governance in Solomon Islands stem not from blind ethnic voting, but 

rather the clientelist nature of the countryΩs politics. Something which is itself unlikely to be 

surmounted until larger, national-level entities emerge enabling more programmatic electoral 

collective action. 

The Contribution  

The explanation of ethnic electoral politics I make in my thesis is clearly different from those 

existing theories which have ethnic politics driven by irrationally held group loyalties. In my 

explanation of electoral politics the key driver of ethnic voting and electoral collective action, 

where it occurs, is reasoned calculation. Solomon Islands voters show little propensity to cling 

to ethnic identity for reasons other than consequence.  

On the other hand, my theory is similar to those of authors such as Chandra and Posner whose 

arguments focus on ethnicity as a means which enables calculating actors to achieve desired, 

material ends.5 However, my explanations of Solomon IslandsΩ electoral politics also differ 

from their work in that, rather than group size, I contend it is the presence or absence of 

particular social rules which determines whether ethnic groups are electorally important or 

not. I also carefully theorise why this is the case, tying ethnic electoral politics to collective 

action dilemmas and explaining how ethnic groups in Solomon Islands can, in certain instances, 

help overcome these collective action dilemmas.  

While the importance of social rules in collective action, and in particular ethnic collective 

action, is increasingly well established in social science work more generally (Habyarimana et 

al. 2007; Henrich and Henrich 2007; Habyarimana et al. 2009), and while it has been suggested 

in passing as a potential factor contributing to ethnic politics (for example, Reilly and Phillpot 

2002, p. 926; Reilly 2006, p. 50; Habyarimana et al. 2009, p. 159), my study is the first I am 

aware of to provide systematic theorising and evidence of the importance of social rules within 

ethnic groups in electoral politics.  

Introducing Solomon Islands  

The context for my work is the country of Solomon Islands. Near the western edge of the 

Pacific, the islands of Solomon Islands stretch out, running in a south easterly direction from 

Choiseul and the Shortland Islands in the North West, to the islets of Temotu province (see 

                                                           
5
 /ƘŀƴŘǊŀΩǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀƴ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ōŀǎŜŘ ǾƻǘƛƴƎΣ 

although her formal models of ethnic voting hinge on rational calculations. 
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Figure 3.1 for a map). The archipelago contains six major islands, all with substantial 

populations, and 992 smaller islands, of which something in the vicinity of three to four 

hundred are inhabited (Kabutaulaka 1998, p. 11; Moore 2004, p. 1; Evans 2006, p. 3; World 

Bank 2011). Spread amongst these islands is a population home to speakers of 94 languages 

(Solomon Islands National Statistics Office 2000, p. 46). Despite the linguistic diversity, there is 

much in common in the social lives of most Solomon Islanders. In particular, throughout the 

country clans, churches and villages (or urban settlements) all serve as central organising 

features of most peopleΩs social interactions (Allen et al. 2013).  

On the basis of extrapolation from the preliminary results of the 2009 census (Solomon Islands 

National Statistics Office 2012, p. 1) Solomon Islands has a current population of roughly 

570,000.6 In 2012 the country had a purchasing power parity adjusted GDP per capita of 

US$3,076, which places it in the  bottom third of countries internationally (World Bank 2013a). 

National level governance is (as noted above) poor and Solomon Islands is afflicted with many 

of the development problems associated with this. Not only is service provision inadequate, 

but corruption is a major issue (Aqorau 2008) τ one the logging industry in particular has been 

able to take advantage of at the expense of local communities and the environment (Frazer 

1997; Bennett 2000).7 From 1998 to 2003 development issues coupled with governance 

problems led to a period of civil conflict, the so-called ΨTensionsΩ (Moore 2004; Dinnen 2008).  

Administratively the country is divided into nine provinces plus the municipality of Honiara. 

Each province has a provincial government and in most provinces provincial governments 

function as poorly as the national government (Cox and Morrison 2004).  

The national government is presided over by a parliament of 50 MPs, each elected from single 

member constituencies. Solomon IslandsΩ parliament is unicameral. The country has held 

general elections since 1967 and its first post-independence election was held in 1980. Since 

then it has held eight general elections. As of the 2010 general election, on the basis of census 

data, I estimate the country to have been home to approximately 280,000 voting aged citizens. 

In the 2010 general election just under 240,000 votes were cast. In the 2010 general election, a 

reasonably typical election, the average Solomon Islands electorate had an effective number of 

candidates of 4.90 and the median winning candidate was elected with a 35 per cent vote 

share. In 2010 44 per cent of those sitting MPs who defended their seats lost. As a 

                                                           
6
 The exact figure for 2009 is given as 515,870 from which I derive the number given in the text by 

extrapolating forwards using an estimated population growth rate of 2.44 per cent per annum. 
7
 Although it is beyond the scope of this thesis, it should also be noted that, in addition to taking 

advantage of corruption in Solomon Islands, the logging industry has had a considerable role in 
perpetuating it. 
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consequence of high incumbent turnover rates, fewer than 20 per cent of MPs in the 2010 

parliament had served three or more terms.8  

While political parties exist in Solomon Islands they are very loosely bound (Dinnen 2008b). In 

terms of national politics, weak political parties bring fluidity and instability as MPs frequently 

cross the floor (Steeves 2001; Fraenkel 2005). Parties are also numerous. The 2010 parliament 

was, at least in the immediate wake of the general election, ostensibly home to nine political 

parties as well as 20 independent MPs. Electorally, weak political parties come coupled with 

voting that is almost exclusively based on candidate attributes, not party affiliation (Steeves 

2011). 

Chapter Outline  

As I work to link the social context and electoral outcomes of Solomon Islands together via 

ethnic identity and the choices voters make, I structure my thesis around eight substantive 

chapters, plus the requisite introduction and conclusion. The remainder of this introductory 

chapter contains a chapter outline before closing with a section in which I define two concepts 

central to my research. 

Chapter 2 ɀ Methodology 

In the second chapter of the thesis I outline my research methodology. I start with a brief 

discussion of epistemology, situating my work as post-positivist and explaining how this 

informs my research approach. I then describe the challenges that come with research on 

voter behaviour, and specifically with researching voter behaviour in Solomon Islands. 

Amongst other issues I discuss the problem of social desirability bias in survey and interview 

research. I also detail the challenges of getting access to and making use of existing datasets, 

such as election results. Having done this I make the case for mixed methods research as a 

means of understanding the role of ethnicity in the choices voters make. I then describe in 

detail the methods and data used in my work. I list the electorates I visited, and describe how I 

used process tracing to undertake within-case analysis of electioneering. I also provide details 

on the quantitative datasets and explain how I used regression analysis in examining the data 

they contain. 

Chapter 3 ɀ State and Society in Solomon Islands 

In Chapter 3 I provide the reader with a detailed introduction to social and economic life in 

Solomon Islands. Drawing on anthropological work as well as other existing literature I 

                                                           
8
 Electoral data presented in this section are, unless other sources are provided, based on my own 

datasets and calculations. More details on data sources are provided in Chapter 2 and I present election 
results data in more detail in Chapter 4. 
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describe the lives of Solomon Islanders, paying particular attention to the social structures that 

frame them. I discuss the importance of family and communities, and look at leadership 

structure. I also provide detailed information on potential ethnic groups. In particular I discuss 

clans in Solomon Islands, language groups, different races and church groups. I also look at 

other examples of group-based collective action, discussing NGOs and trade unions, before 

discussing examples of large-scale collective action. In doing this I provide the reader with a 

thorough introduction to the context that shapes electoral politics in Solomon Islands, as well 

as the potential building blocks of ethnic politics. 

Chapter 4 ɀ Solomon Islands Elections and Politics 

In Chapter 4 I continue my background of the Solomon Islands context by discussing the 

countryΩs electoral and parliamentary politics in detail. I describe electoral conduct and 

electoral rules before discussing key features of elections, and trends over time. Drawing on 

my election results databases and census data I report on voter numbers and voter turnout. I 

also provide information for all post-independence elections on winning candidate vote 

shares, candidate numbers, effective numbers of candidates and incumbent turnover rates. In 

doing this I show that, in most instances, strong trends are absent from key Solomon Islands 

electoral statistics, although there is considerable fluctuation between individual elections. 

There is also significant variance in election outcomes between different electorates. Some 

electorates, for example, are home to numerous candidates, others to few. Within electorates 

there is also interesting variation in the geographical dispersion of candidate support. Using 

2006 and 2010 polling station data I show that while minor candidates tend to have 

concentrated support bases, a significant number of candidates are able to draw upon 

geographically dispersed support.  

Having described electoral politics I then describe parliamentary politics, discussing the fluidity 

of political allegiances in Solomon Islands and the weak political parties the country is home to. 

I also discuss how fluid electoral allegiances contribute to political instability and changes of 

government.  

Chapter 5 ɀ Literature Review, Electoral Politics in Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea 

In Chapter 5 I start my search for explanations of voter behaviour in Solomon Islands by 

examining the available academic literature on voter behaviour and electoral politics in 

Solomon Islands. Because this literature is fairly scarce I augment it with work from the 

neighbouring country of Papua New Guinea (a culturally similar country which shares a 

number of key electoral features with Solomon Islands). Also, reflecting the fact there is not a 

lot of work focusing in detail on ethnic identity and voting in these countries I structure my 

coverage of existing work around three broader questions relating to voter behaviour: ΨWhat 



11 
 

outcomes do voters seek from their vote?Ω; ΨWho or what sorts of candidates do voters vote 

for in attempting to attain these outcomes?Ω; and ΨWhy do voters vote for the candidates they 

vote for while seeking the outcomes they seek?Ω. In covering these questions, I engage with 

two areas of debate in the existing literature: whether politics in Solomon Islands and Papua 

New Guinea is clientelist in nature; and whether culturally determined expectations or rational 

calculation is the major driver of voter behaviour in the two countries. 

As I do this I find the existing evidence clearly falls in favour of those who argue politics in 

Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea is clientelist. Or, in other words, that the answer to 

the question Ψwhat do voters seek in exchange for their votes?Ω, is localised or personalised 

benefits. With respect to the second and third questions, I contend that available evidence 

favours authors who see rational calculation as determining who Solomon Islanders voters 

vote for and why. At the same time, however, I show that there are still puzzles left un-

explained by rational choice analysis. One particular puzzle being high candidate numbers 

when, as per DuvergerΩs Law, there is good reason to believe rational voters will abandon 

favoured candidates for likely winners in a way which leads to political consolidation. 

Ethnic identity is a potential explanation of candidate proliferation, and in Chapter 5 I describe 

examples taken from existing studies of voters from Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea 

displaying a propensity to vote for co-ethnics. However, I also discuss examples of cases where 

voters do not seem to vote ethnically, and note that most existing work on voting in Solomon 

Islands and Papua New Guinea fails to fully theorise ethnic voting, tie it systematically to 

patterns of election results, or explain why it occurs in some instances and not others.  

Chapter 6 ɀ Literature Review, Ethnic Identity and Ethnic Voting 

Having been afforded much useful description but only partial explanations of ethnic voting in 

Solomon Islands (and neighbouring Papua New Guinea) in Chapter 6 I turn to work from 

elsewhere in the world which looks at ethnic voting, and which seeks to explain why it occurs. I 

look first at evidence of the existence of ethnic voting in other parts of the world. I then 

discuss theories of ethnic voting: explanations of why people vote for co-ethnics and of the 

nature of the ethnic identities involved. In doing this I outline two clear divisions in the 

literature. The first divide being that between those who posit ethnic politics and voting as 

being the product of irrational attachments and those who posit the phenomena as caused by 

rational calculations (or something approximating them). The second divide I discuss is that 

lying between those who argue ethnic identities are multiple and that voters and other 

political actors can shift between them, and those who argue ethnic identities are largely 

singular and fixed. In doing this I note that, as a generalisation, beliefs of singular unchanging 
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ethnic identities tend to come coupled with theories of irrational ethnic voting, while τ in 

contemporary work on ethnicity and voting at least τ those who hold ethnic identities as 

multiple and prone to change also tend to advance models of ethnic voting based on reasoned 

choices. 

Chapter 7 ɀ Theories of Ethnic Voting and Election Results in Solomon Islands 

In Chapter 7 I take the theories of ethnic voting I described in Chapter 6 and see whether their 

predictions fit patterns of election results present in Solomon Islands. First, I show that there is 

too much variation in election outcomes at the electorate level over short timeframes to fit 

with models of ethnic voting based on irrationally held attachments and singular, fixed ethnic 

identities. I then show that the predictions of contemporary theories in political science based 

on multiple and changeable ethnic identities also fail to fit with empirical observations from 

Solomon Islands. In particular, I engage with theories that suggest whether an ethnic identity is 

important or not is determined by the sizes of ethnic groups associated with the identity in 

question. I show that, although some ethnic groups are potentially large enough to provide 

useful starting points for acquiring national level political power, there is no evidence of these 

groups actually structuring national politics. I then shift my analysis to electoral-level 

competition, looking at the sizes of church and language groups within electorates and 

showing there to be no relationship between optimal-sized group population shares and 

winning candidate vote shares. I conclude the chapter by looking at two areas where 

correlations do exist. I show using 2006 and 2010 election data that there is a weak correlation 

between language group size and winning candidate vote share, and that this occurs 

regardless of whether the groups involved are ideally sized for electoral competition. I also 

show using 2010 data that there is a strong correlation between language group size and the 

total combined vote shares of all candidates from within the language group, and that τ once 

again τ this appears to be something which exists independent of group size.  

Chapter 8 ɀ Ethnicity and Electioneering in Action 

Having found in Chapter 7 that existing theories of ethnic voting and electoral collective action 

fail to fit with patterns of Solomon Islands election outcomes I shift to theory-generating work, 

starting in Chapter 8 by describing electioneering and electoral politics in detail. First, I draw 

upon survey data and interview data to paint a general picture of the choices voters make in 

elections in Solomon Islands. I then use process tracing within three electorate cases to 

examine the interactions of MPs, candidates and other political actors, and voters in action. As 

I do this I find still more evidence of clientelism in electorate level politics in Solomon Islands 

τ clientelism in which local brokers are central, albeit often unreliable. Brokers are not alone 
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in their unreliability. At various points I provide examples of voters, candidates and MPs also 

failing to keep their word.  

Of particular importance to my thesis, as I draw upon survey data, interview data and case 

studies, I find considerable evidence of voters voting for co-ethnics, and ethnic identity 

structuring electoral campaigning more broadly in some instances. Although, in line with some 

of the work I described in Chapter 5, I find voters voting for co-ethnics is neither guaranteed, 

nor universal.  

Chapter 9 ɀ Ethnicity and Electioneering in Action 

I devote the first half of Chapter 9 to taking the observations of Chapter 8 and turning them 

into a theory of ethnic voting in Solomon Islands. I start by offering a formal description of the 

central challenges faced by all political actors in Solomon Islands (be they voters, brokers, 

candidates or MPs) in dealing with other actors whose reliability is not guaranteed. I frame 

these challenges as principal agent problems and then show how social rules within ethnic 

groups can help overcome them, at least to an extent. I then move on to describing a different 

type of collective action dilemma present in Solomon Islands politics τ coordination problems, 

situations where benefits can only be acquired if a large number of people can be induced into 

acting in a particular way. In the case of electoral politics the particular coordination challenge 

comes in uniting behind individual candidates and not splitting the vote across candidates. I 

show that, once again, where they contain social rules which enable coordination, ethnic 

groups in Solomon Islands can help overcome this particular challenge.  

The overarching argument I advance in doing this is that, in the Solomon Islands case at least, 

ethnic identities become important to electoral politics when the groups associated with the 

identities contain social rules which enable effective collective action. 

Having developed a theory of ethnic electoral politics in Solomon Islands I then show how it 

fits with the patterns of electoral politics I described in Chapters 4 and 7. In the final part of my 

thesis I test my theory using data on church group size and election results data. 

Chapter 10 ɀ Conclusion 

In the concluding chapter of my thesis, I take the theory I have generated and return to my 

research questions, basing discussion on answering each question in turn. I then outline the 

limitations of my work and offer suggestions for further study. 

Key Concepts 

Although I have strived where possible to keep my thesis free of jargon, and to explain 

technical terms where I do use them, there are two sets of concepts I should define briefly 
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now as they are central to understanding my research findings and theorising. The first of 

these is to do with social rules, and the second ethnic identity. 

Social Rules 

In this thesis I use the term Ψsocial ruleΩ to refer to rules such as norms, which afford some 

constraints on human behaviour but which are not decreed by or upheld by the state. These 

are rules which may be enforced by peers or community members, or possibly adhered to by 

actors without need of enforcement because adherence is believed to be the right course of 

action. 

In using the term social rule in this way I am using it in place of the standard term in economics 

and political science: Ψinformal institutionΩ (Casson et al. 2010). I have chosen to speak of social 

rules rather than informal institutions to avoid the conceptual confusion associated with the 

word ΨinstitutionΩ, which has another more common use in English to do with organisations 

(i.e. Ψthe institution of the churchΩ) (Ostrom 1999, p. 36).9 Readers of my thesis who are used to 

the term Ψinformal institutionsΩ as used in economics and political science can read Ψsocial 

rulesΩ as I have used it throughout this text as a synonym. Similarly, I have avoided referring to 

Ψformal institutionsΩ when talking about rules associated with the state. Rather, I have simply 

referred to the specific rules being discussed (Ψelectoral lawsΩ, for example).  

Ethnic Identity  

As with social rules, ethnic identity and ethnic groups associated with ethnic identities are 

central to my research. Yet the concept of ethnicity is itself hard to define (Reilly 2006) and a 

range of competing definitions exist. In defining ethnic identity as part of my work I am not 

seeking to resolve these debates or capture ethnicity as an ideal form, but rather to make use 

of a definition which will be recognisable to scholars of ethnic electoral politics, and which 

affords analytic leverage to my work. In Chapter 6 I provide an extended discussion of the basis 

of the definition I use and the authors whose work it is drawn from, and as a result I do not 

offer this here, but rather provide a simple outline to enable the reader to understand what I 

mean when I use the term prior to Chapter 6Ωs discussion. 

In this thesis I define an ethnic identity as an identity which is based on traits that are sticky, 

visible and socially salient. Sticky traits are traits which are not readily changed at will by 

individuals (contrast oneΩs skin colour with the membership of a sports club). Visible traits are 

                                                           
9
 ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ L Ŏŀƭƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ tƛƧƛƴ ǘŜǊƳ ΨYŀǎǘƻƳΩ 
όŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŎǳǎǘƻƳΩύ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ŀnthropologists working in Melanesia. I have 
ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊǳƭŜǎΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨƪŀǎǘƻƳΩ ŀǎΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƛǎ 
ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜΦ !ƭǎƻΣ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊǳƭŜǎΩ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŀ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ 
accessible term to those without prior knowledge of Melanesia. 
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traits which are either literally visible or well known (for example, skin colour or religious 

identity). Socially salient traits are those that have been afforded meaning by history (contrast, 

for example, religious identity in Northern Ireland with eye colour in Northern Ireland).  

Within it, in the Solomon Islands context, this definition includes as potentially salient ethnic 

identities those associated with race, clan, language, religion and island (or province). 

Associated with this definition of ethnic identity is the term Ψethnic groupΩ. As I have defined it, 

an ethnic group is a group derived from an ethnic identity in question. For example, if the 

relevant ethnic identity is religion, Buddhists would be an ethnic group, as would Catholics and 

Seventh Day Adventists. Similarly, I use the term Ψethnic cleavageΩ to describe any divide 

associated with ethnic identity which lies between two groups (for example the divide 

between Seventh Day Adventists and Catholics). 
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Chapter 2 ɀ Methodology  

Introduction  

The following eight chapters of my thesis attempt to explain when and how social rules and 

ethnic identities interact to influence voter behaviour in Solomon Islands. Before I start, in this 

current chapter I outline my methodology, describing how I gathered and analysed the data I 

use τ allowing the reader to look under the bonnet of my research enterprise.  

In doing this I cover ground ranging from the esoteric to the prosaic. I start by outlining the 

epistemic underpinnings of my work before highlighting the practical challenges of political 

research, and in particular political research in Solomon Islands. I then provide a detailed 

description of the path I have taken to overcoming these challenges, starting with 

methodological choices I have made before describing data gathering and analysis. 

Epistemology  

Whole books have been written on epistemology τ theories of what we can know and how 

we can know τ and debates on the subject show no signs of resolution (Guba and Lincoln 

2005). My purpose in this section is not to wade into intellectual conflicts but simply to outline 

my own epistemological bent and explain what it means for this thesis. Epistemologies have 

ramifications both for research questions and research methods (King and Horrocks 2010). 

While, for example, it is easy to imagine post-structuralist, interpretivist and post-positivist 

researchers all being able to fruitfully research the electoral politics of Solomon Islands, 

researchers of these different epistemic schools have profoundly different beliefs as to what 

can be learnt and how it can be learnt. This, in turn, leads to the use of different methods, or 

the same methods to different ends, something that makes for research governed by differing 

norms of inquiry. So I describe my epistemological stance here in order to indicate to the 

reader what to expect in terms of the ambitions propelling, and rules constraining, my work. 

My epistemological leanings are broadly post-positivist (in the sense of the term as used in 

Guba and Lincoln 2005; and Sumner and Tribe 2008). In practice this means I take the social 

world to be real, knowable to a degree, amenable to theory and, importantly, amenable to 

causal theory τ theory which describes social relations in terms of cause and effect (for 

further detail on this and related epistemologies and for examples of the research approaches 

they typically entail see: King et al. 1994; George and Bennett 2005; Neuman 2006; Kanbur and 
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Shaffer 2007; Sumner and Tribe 2008).10 However, to a post-positivist, a social world which is 

knowable, is not the same as a social world that can be known with certainty or finality: 

knowledge is contingent, and theories always prone to being proven untrue by subsequent 

evidence (Sumner and Tribe 2008). Yet a post-positivist, in contrast say to a radical post-

modernist, does still believe that understandings of social reality, while never certain, can be 

closer to or further from the truth.11 The task of getting closer to the truth is not easy, of 

course, or as scientific and linear as was assumed by early positivists. Post-positivists 

appreciate that mistakes may be made, and biases present. Good research should, post-

positivists believe, strive to make such flaws easier for others to spot through transparent use 

of research methods. 

One important area where my own research approach differs from some researchers who 

might loosely fall into the same epistemological camp (for example, King et al. 1994) is that I 

see an important role for careful inductive work in theory generation. Like other positivists and 

post-positivists I seek to test theories with evidence, but a significant component of my 

research involves generating new theory from evidence. This is at odds with some variants of 

posƛǘƛǾƛǎƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ōƻǊƴ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ άŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘǳƛǘƛƻƴέ (Popper 1968, p. 32 cited in 

King, Keohane et al. 1994, p.14) or through the use of  deductive logic to build upon existing 

theories or accepted facts. Instead, I take the view of George and Bennett  (2005, p. 12) that 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǿƻǊǘƘ ǘƻ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ άtheory 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΧƘȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŎŀǎŜǎέΦ 

The practical ramifications of my epistemological leanings are as follows. The research that this 

thesis is based on is concerned with uncovering facts, using facts to test existing theories, and 

generating new theory τ all for the purpose of explaining how the world works. Furthermore, 

reflecting my belief in the possibility of understanding cause and effect in the social world, I 

                                                           
10

 My use of the term post-positivism comes specifically from Sumner and Tribe (2008, p. 58) and Guba 
and Lincoln (2005, p. 193). Some of the other authors cited above do not use it. Some, while describing 
approaches to epistemology similar to that which I have offered, use the related, plausibly 
ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƴƎΣ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǇƻǎƛǘƛǾƛǎƳΩ. This I avoid in favour of post-positivism seeking, as do Sumner and 
Tribe, a means of distinguishing my beliefs of the contingency of knowledge from earlier forms of 
positivism such as Logical Positivism that appear more optimistic of the ability to attain certainty. King et 
al. (1994), do not use the term positivism, or for that matter, any term, in describing the epistemology 
that underpins their text on methods (what they do is self-ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘƭȅ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜ ƛǘύ. However, it 
is clear, both from the views they express on good social science research and from their engagement 
with interpretivists and post-modernists, that they are positivists of a form. 
11

 Whether post-modernists, in belief or in practice, actually hold such radically sceptical ontological and 
epistemological positions is a matter for debate. Yet it is not hard to find examples of at least some 
thinkers in this school of thought who hold to such views. For an example, as well as for a very 
interesting debate on these matters, the reader is directed to the comments of Hilary Lawson in the 
London School of Economics Philosophy panel discussion to be found at the following link: 
http://www.lse.ac.uk/publicEvents/events/2013/05/20130501t1830vWT.aspx 
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have attempted to make my explanations causal. I am interested, then, in questions such as: 

What causes some ethnic identities to become more salient than others in contributing to 

votersΩ choices? I have tried to answer such questions by describing likely facts on the ground 

and using these facts to link causes to effects.  

The Challenges of Political Research in Solomon Islands  

If ever there was an arena of human interaction where the search for facts on the ground was 

fraught, politics is it. By its very nature politics involves the shaping of narratives, the hiding of 

some facts and the touting of others. Even relatively simple endeavours such as interpreting 

election results and asking voters why they voted the way they did can prove surprisingly 

problematic. In the following two subsections I outline several textbook complications 

associated with studying electoral politics, complications that are evident in most contexts. I 

then highlight some of the particular problems I faced researching electoral politics in Solomon 

Islands. In subsequent sections of this chapter, as I detail the methods I have used, I outline 

how I used them in ways that have allowed me to overcome these challenges as best as 

possible. 

The Challenges of Researching Politics  

Three major, general methodological challenges confront researchers seeking to understand 

why voters vote the way they do, or seeking to answer related questions such as Ψdo voters 

vote along ethnic lines?Ω  

The Ecological Fallacy 

The first of these is the so-called ecological fallacy, an issue that hampers attempts to divine 

voter motivations from election results. The fallacy occurs when researchers interpret results 

found at higher units of analysis (for example, electorates) as conveying information about 

behaviour at lower units of analysis (for example, votersΩ choices) (Lavrakas 2008). A Solomon 

Islands example of ecological fallacy would be inferring from the strong correlation between 

the population share of language groups and the combined constituency-level vote share won 

by candidates from language groups (discussed in Chapter 7) that voters choose who to vote 

for on the basis of language-based ethnic identity. (In reality as I discuss in Chapters 7 and 8 

the most likely explanation is to do with clan networks, which are subsets of language groups.) 

The problem of ecological fallacy is not insurmountable: there are statistical techniques for 

partially overcoming it when working with results data alone (King 1997; King et al. 2004); or 

results data can be combined with other data for better inference (a technique I use). Also, 

strong correlations across multiple data points, particularly if control variables are included, at 



19 
 

least suggest observed relations are non-spurious. Some researchers have found, for example, 

that the number of ethnic groups is correlated with the number of political parties across a 

large number of democracies, as I discuss in Chapter 6. And this finding, owing to the presence 

of a relationship born of numerous different country contexts and resilient to the inclusion of 

controls in regression, appears reasonable evidence of something akin to ethnic voting, 

despite the technical possibility of ecological fallacy.  

For my research, the main ramification of this issue is that I should not assume that, simply 

because Solomon Islands is ethnically diverse and, at the same time, has elections with many 

candidates, people are voting along ethnic lines. This is an assumption I avoid. The risk of 

ecological fallacy also requires caution in how I interpret election results data, and care in 

comparing this data with demographic data, issues which I take due notice of. 

Social Desirability Bias and Issues of Interpretation 

There would seem to be at least one easy solution to the problems of ecological fallacy from 

election results described above: using surveys to ask  people why they voted the way they 

did. A large random sample ought to provide external validity and survey questions ought to 

allow direct insight into votersΩ motivations. And, indeed, this is an approach used by social 

scientists (most famously by Campbell 1980; and also Lewis-Beck et al. 2008). Yet it is not 

without limitations. In particular, the issue of social-desirability bias, which occurs when survey 

respondents provide answers they think interviewers wish to hear, or that respondents think 

are least likely to cause them subsequent trouble should their responses become common 

knowledge. Social desirability bias is now recognised as a major issue in survey work on voter 

behaviour, particularly when dealing with sensitive issues such as vote buying (Gonzalez-

Ocantos et al. 2012). Of particular relevance to the subject matter of my own research, in his 

work on ethnic politics in Zambia Posner (2005, p. 94) provides good evidence to suggest that 

social desirability bias leads respondents to downplay the extent to which ethnic identity 

guides their engagement in politics. 

In the case of ethnic voting there are further issues with data stemming from respondentsΩ 

interpretations of their own decisions. A voter may, for example, vote for a co-ethnic because 

they believe the co-ethnic more likely to help and subsequently merely tell a researcher that 

they voted for the candidate most likely to help. The response is correct but nevertheless 

omits the underlying determinant of the voterΩs choice of most interest. Reflecting such 

challenges in their overview of methodologies relevant to studying ethnicity and voter 

behaviour Lieberman and Singh (2012, p. 262) conclude: 
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Survey questions on ethnicity are problematic for a host of reasons, 
including varied interpretations of questions, interviewer effects, and 
ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ōƛŀǎŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ άŜǘƘƴƛŎέ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΦ   

Such challenges are likely to be most acutely felt by quantitative researchers using surveys, yet 

political research is challenging for qualitative researchers too. The flexibility of interviewing 

affords some advantages over survey questionnaires. Even so, as I discuss below, there is no 

guarantee such information will not suffer similar forms of bias (Tansey 2007; Rathbun 2009).    

The Challenges of Researching in Solomon Islands  

For the researcher studying politics, Solomon Islands offers an additional suite of challenges. 

For a researcher from New Zealand the first of these is the challenge that comes with working 

across cultures. Some of this is simply practical τ in parts of the country it would have been 

considered inappropriate for me to interview women on their own. Other challenges were 

more directly intellectual: as an outsider I ran the risk of overlooking essential elements of 

political behaviour simply because I did not know where to look, or how to decode relevant 

signs. This challenge was compounded by the fact there has been little detailed, academic 

work undertaken on voter behaviour in Solomon Islands. There is, as I discuss in Chapter 5, 

some work of use, but not much, and important features of Solomon Islands electoral politics, 

such as the brokers who I discuss in Chapter 8, had not previously been detailed in academic 

work. This meant that, while I commenced my fieldwork possessing questions born of research 

in other countries, I had relatively little pre-existing material geared to the Solomon Islands 

electoral context to guide my search. 

As an outsider, I also faced challenges establishing trust with those from whom I gathered 

data. Politics is a sensitive subject, and as I discuss in my findings, voter coercion occurs in 

Solomon Islands; in such an environment a challenge I faced was getting voters to be open 

about their experiences. 

Other data brought other problems. While I was able to obtain election results at a 

constituency level for all general elections and some by-elections, results at the polling station 

level, which are more useful for analysis, proved harder to get. In the end I was able to obtain 

them for almost all electorates for the two most recent general elections as well as some 

recent by-elections, but was unable to pull together polling station results from any older 

elections. I discuss how I tidied and validated this data in more detail below but for now should 

note that the data I received required considerable tidying before it was amenable to analysis. 

In addition to the normal tasks of data entry and coding, spelling is not standardised in 

Solomon Islands which means that candidate names, and constituency names, had to be 
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manually matched across time and between datasets.12 For this reason tidying, merging and 

validating data proved very time consuming, and time lost to this, while ultimately well spent, 

was time I was unable to devote to other aspects of my research.  

While election results are useful on their own, their ability to shed light on voter behaviour 

ought to be enhanced when combined with information on social and economic features of 

different electorates or polling stations.13 Because ward-level data from Solomon IslandsΩ 

censuses can be aggregated and mapped to electorates (census wards are perfect subsets of 

electorates) censuses are an obvious source of such data. However, drawing on census data 

did not prove easy. The 2009 Solomon Islands population census had not been finalised by the 

time I undertook fieldwork in 2011 and 2012, meaning the census data I was given were 

provisional.14 I was also able to obtain 1999 census results and some limited data from earlier 

censuses. Yet doing this took time: suitably disaggregated data relating to variables of interest 

such as language were not immediately available and obtaining data required ongoing 

interaction with relevant civil servants. Also, although electoral units and census units can be 

mapped, owing to the aforementioned absence of standardised spelling in Solomon Islands, 

the mapping processes itself was time consuming. A further concern is that, as in many 

developing countries, Solomon Islands census data are not completely reliable τ the 1999 

census took place during civil conflict, and the 2009 census is thought possibly to be inaccurate 

in some respects. However, as I discuss below, my own testing suggests the data are reliable 

enough to use. Beyond questions of the validity of the data the censuses do provide, there is a 

further issue in the form of information that they do not gather. While language (one potential 

ethnic cleavage) was recorded in the 1999 census it was not in 2009, and no Solomon Islands 

census has ever asked people to identify themselves by clan, meaning there are no 

quantitative data available on this variable of interest.15 

Finally, while researchers studying ethnic voting in other countries have been able to draw 

upon large-N survey data (for example: Saffu 1989; Norris and Mattes 2003; Bratton et al. 
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 For example, former prime minister Bartholomew Ulufa'aluΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǇŜƭǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ 
my source data across the different years he stood as a candidate:  B. Ulufa'alu, Bartholomew Ulufa'alu, 
Batholomew Ulufa'alu, Batholonew Ulufa'alu, Batholomew Ulu'ufa'Alu, and Bartholomew Aba'au 
Ulufa'alu. 
13

 Notwithstanding possible issues to do with the ecological fallacy discussed above. 
14

 Final census data were released as I was revising my thesis in late 2013. I could not obtain these data 
in a form fully amendable to analysis. However, I was able to check with respect to the two main 
variables used in my analysis. The final population totals for electorates were identical to those in the 
provisional report, and the proportion of the total population recorded as members of different 
churches present varied by less than one per cent between the two versions of the census data.  
15

 The Allan report of 1957 (Allan 1957) has some information on the number of clans within each 
province. However, data are: incomplete; provided for provinces not electorates; and dated. They also 
only relate to clan names ς no systematic information is given on relative clan sizes. 
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2011), conducting such a survey was beyond my means as a PhD student. The Regional 

Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (RAMSI) has, of recent years, been conducting large 

surveys of randomly-sampled Solomon Islanders and, in addition to questions to do with 

perceptions of members of parliament, in 2011, at my asking, they included several questions 

directly related to voter behaviour. Unfortunately though, while I have been able to make 

some limited use of the aggregate data these questions generated, RAMSI were unable to 

provide me the relevant data in a disaggregated form amenable to detailed analysis.16 

Adding to these issues were the practicalities of researching in a low income small island state. 

While I was aided immensely by the kindness of Solomon Islanders everywhere I travelled, 

there were logistical issues. I had to learn Solomon Islands Pijin. I had to obtain national and 

provincial level research permits (a task that took several months). Travel in most instances 

was by ferry or small fiberglass boats τ all weather dependent and sailing to erratic schedules. 

Meanwhile, some parts of the country are without cell-phone communications which made 

organising rural visits challenging. At the same time archival research such as gathering old 

election data and trying to obtain bio-data on MPs was impaired by incomplete collections and 

lost material. 

Research Approach 

Mixed Methods  

Possessing the research questions that I had, being of the epistemological inclination that I am, 

and confronted with the practical challenges I have detailed, I chose to use a mixed method 

approach to my research, combining large-N description and regression analysis with small-n 

case study work. I chose this approach because used together the different methods afforded 

me the ability to overcome the shortcomings of each individual approach. Data available for 

large-N analysis were not available for all variables of interest, and issues such as the risk of 

ecological fallacy were present. But by drawing on within-case qualitative data I was able to 

strengthen inference, using detail to fill gaps and to connect election outcomes to individualsΩ 

decisions. At the same time I was able to use quantitative data to provide evidence for the 

external validity of my case study findings.  

A Single Country Study 

If there were clear advantages to using mixed methods, there was also a clear disadvantage: 

gathering different types of data from different sources took time, and the logistical challenges 
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 Also, in some instances the data are likely skewed by social desirability bias as discussed above and in 
Chapter 8. 
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discussed above added to this. Because neither the time available to me, nor other resources, 

were infinite, I chose to base my empirical work solely on Solomon Islands.  

In deciding to focus on just one country I sought to navigate an appropriate course through 

what George and Bennett (2005, p. 22) Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜΣ άtension between achieving high internal 

validity and good historical explanations of particular cases versus making generalisations that 

apply to broad populations.έ 

By focusing on just one country I have placed limits to the extent to which I can make 

generalised claims from my findings τ claims applicable to the full population of countries 

where ethnic politics occurs (Gerring 2004; Poteete 2010). What is true for Solomon Islands 

may not necessarily be true elsewhere. Indeed, it may not be true in the countries that were 

the basis of the work on voter behaviour I engage with (as discussed in Chapter 6 this is, first 

and foremost, the work of Chandra 2004; and Posner 2005). Yet focus on a single country has 

meant I have been able to delve in depth and with care into context (Collier et al. 2010). To 

have significantly enhanced the cross-country external validity of my work I would have 

needed to gather data from many countries, and I could not have done this and focused as 

carefully as I have on Solomon Islands. 

For my particular study, in addition to the time and resource constraints mentioned above, 

there were other good reasons why in-depth examination of one country made sense. First, as 

I highlight in my literature review, the existing literature on voter behaviour and electoral 

politics in Solomon Islands is scant: if I wanted detail I needed to gather it myself. Second, as 

various authors have contended (for example, George and Bennett 2005; Collier et al. 2010; 

Poteete 2010), case study work has particular strengths when researchers expect causal 

processes to be complicated. That the determinants of voter behaviour in Solomon Islands 

were likely not to be simple became obvious to me as I started to analyse election results data 

(analysis used in Chapter 7). While quantitative cross-country work has many research 

advantages, the need for the simplification of concepts and causal theories that often comes 

with converting social phenomena into numbers, means such work brings with it the risk of 

oversimplifying these phenomena and the causal processes linking them (Gerring 2004; 

George and Bennett 2005; Poteete 2010; Goertz and Mahoney 2012).  

None of these justifications for a single case study cures my work of the potential limits to the 

extent its findings can be generalised beyond Solomon Islands. Yet they do point to the 

potential strengths of, and need for, single-country studies. What is more, while it is but one 

case, as I explained in my introductory chapter, the case of the Solomon Islands is an 

interesting case. In a range of ǿŀȅǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ άŘŜǾƛŀƴǘέ ŎŀǎŜ (George and Bennett 2005; Gerring 
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and Seawright 2008; Mahoney 2010): one in which electoral outcomes differ from those that 

would be expected on the basis of existing theory. Such deviation makes it a good case for use 

in the generation of theory, one which can help identify new variables or theoretical insights 

developed on the base of the single country study and subsequently tested elsewhere (George 

and Bennett 2005; Yin 2013). In addition, in the concluding chapters of my thesis I engage with 

academic work on ethnicity and collective action from other parts of the world and discuss the 

extent to which my findings might be applicable elsewhere. 

Working with Mixed Methods in Solomon Islands  

Between May 2011 and July 2012 I spent 10 months in Solomon Islands. The first two months 

were largely devoted to logistical matters, obtaining a research permit, organising field visits, 

and the like; the remainder of my time was spent gathering data. In addition to gathering 

quantitative data (election results and census data) while in Honiara I also undertook intensive 

research in six Solomon Islands electorates. One of these was urban τ East Honiara τ the 

remainder were rural, drawn from different parts of the country. The rural electorates I visited 

were: Aoke/Langalanga, South Guadalcanal, Small Malaita, Gao and Bugotu and West New 

Georgia. (For a map of Solomon IslandsΩ electorates see Appendix 1.) I chose these electorates 

primarily on the basis of their election results ς that is, I selected electorates which presented 

a range of different election results, and a reasonable geographic spread over the country. 

Basic details on all of Solomon Islands electorates is available in Appendix 3 with the 

electorates I focused on highlighted. 

I am aware that by selecting constituencies on the basis of election results I have come close to 

violating one of the fundamental tenets of political science research: not to select cases on the 

basis of values on the dependent variable (Shively 2009). However, my selection was based 

upon getting a spread of results on the dependent variable, not simply selecting on the basis of 

the presence or absence of a feature of interest, which is the primary source of problems in 

this area (Van Evera 1997). Moreover, because I use process tracing within electorates, rather 

than cross-electorate comparisons (discussed more below), the issue is reduced (George and 

Bennett 2005).  

I spent, on average, about three weeks in each of the electorates I visited (although my visit to 

West New Georgia was shorter). In each electorate I visited three or four villages usually 

staying for about one week in each village.  

Using Constituencies as Cases 

Possessing data on six different electorates, one approach that I could have taken in analysis 

was controlled comparison between the different cases using variance across electoral 
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outcomes and between social attributes of the different electorates to isolate factors of 

importance in determining voter behaviour (Van Evera 1997). Because of the range in election 

results between Solomon Islands constituencies (as discussed in Chapter 4 some electorates 

have as few as one candidate standing, others more than 20) as well as the large variance in 

social and demographic features across electorates, this had seemed a possibility when I 

started  my research. Yet ultimately I concluded it an unlikely means of generating the answers 

I sought. First, with only six cases, and numerous potential influences on voter behaviour and 

election outcomes in each electorate, strict case comparison would have been rendered 

difficult or impossible by the so called degrees of freedom problem, in which it is impossible to 

isolate the causes of different outcomes across cases because too many causal variables differ 

between them (Hall 2003; Goertz and Mahoney 2012). Second, as I detail in Chapter 4 and 

again in my results, much of the variance in election outcomes in Solomon Islands occurs 

within electorates across time, rather than between electorates. This variance does not take 

the form of strong country-wide trends in election outcomes across time. Rather, it is 

predominately fluctuations in results across time within electorates. For example, in the 

electorate of Central Guadalcanal six candidates stood in 1980, four in 1993, eight in 1997 and 

only two in 2010. This prevalence of variation across time suggested to me that the impact of 

structural features on electoral outcomes was likely to be complex and contingent, and 

unlikely to be easily captured using simple small-n cross-case comparison. 

Process Tracing 

Instead, the significant variations over time in election outcomes pointed to another approach 

to case study analysis: process tracing. Process tracing is not the only qualitative 

methodological approach I drew upon. In particular, in common with almost all political 

research on Western Melanesia, I also made use of what Van Evra (1997, p. 70) calls the 

ά5ŜƭǇƘƛ aŜǘƘƻŘέΣ ƛƳƳŜǊǎƛƴƎ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴ 

Islands electoral process as possible to garner insights from their first hand experiences of 

electoral politics. This proved a rich source of material τ material which forms much of the 

basis of the first half of Chapter 8. Yet, although I draw upon insights gathered in this way, 

process tracing was the primary tool I used as I worked to describe and generate theory in 

Chapters 8 and 9.  

Process tracing τ a term often associated with the work of Alexander George and Andrew 

Bennett (for example: George and Bennett 2005) τ and the related concept of causal process 

observations (see: Collier et al. 2010) pertain to an approach to case study analysis in which 

outcomes in cases are linked causally to preceding states of affairs through the study of facts 

and observations.  
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George and Bennett (2005, pp. 6-7) describe process tracing as an undertaking: 

[W]hich attempts to trace the links between possible causes and observed 
outcomes. In process-tracing, the researcher examines histories, archival 
documents, interview transcripts, and other sources to see whether the 
causal process a theory hypothesizes or implies in a case is in fact evident in 
the sequence and values of the intervening variables in that case...Process-
tracing can perform a heuristic function as well, generating new variables or 
hypotheses on the basis of sequences of events observed inductively in 
case studies. 

And in the words of Collier, Brady et al. (2010, p. 184): 

A causal-process observation is an insight or piece of data that provides 
information about context or mechanism and contributes a different kind of 
leverage in causal inference. It does not necessarily do so as part of a larger, 
systematized array of observations. Thus, a causal-process observation 
might be generated in isolation or in conjunction with many other causal-
process observations ς or it might also be taken out of a larger datasetΧIt 
gives insight into causal mechanisms, insight that is essential to causal 
assessment and is an indispensable alternative and/or supplement to 
correlation-based causal inference. 

Process tracing  involves examining sequences of events, and considering counterfactuals to 

determine the fit, or absence of fit, of various possible causal explanations associated with a 

case (Van Evera 1997; George and Bennett 2005; Bennett 2010; Collier et al. 2010; Collier 

2011). 

For example, through interviews (all described in further detail in Chapter 8) I was able to learn 

how first-time candidate David Day Pacha leveraged church and kin-based ties to win in South 

Guadalcanal constituency in the 2006 general election, and how he was then able to use 

judicious distribution of private goods and local public goods in a way that caused his support 

base to grow substantially prior to the 2010 election. Doing this involved tracing the processes 

at play in PachaΩs electoral rise; and this learning, in turn, afforded me an insight into the 

relative roles played by ethnic ties and by other factors in constituency politics. 

As with this particular example, and in contrast with some process tracing work, particularly 

that focusing on historical phenomena, the processes that I trace are short τ sequences of 

events that took place over a campaign, or across the period of time between elections. The 

processes I look at are also micro, rather than macro, I am not seeking to explain revolutions or 

the fates of nations, but rather the experiences of political actors and voters as they navigate 

the challenges of electoral politics. Reflecting this, as well as the scarcity of written material 

documenting electioneering and electoral campaigns in Solomon Islands, the processes I trace 

are those I could track using election results, and explain on the basis of interviews. 
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Although some authors have formulated specific ΨtestsΩ that can be used as part of the 

process-tracing enterprise (Van Evera 1997; Bennett 2010; Collier 2011) this is not the 

approach I take. Rather, in common with a number of other users of process tracing (for 

example, Brady 2010; Bakke 2013), I process-trace not by subjecting evidence to ΨtestsΩ but 

through the broad, systematic analysis of different sources of evidence and the careful 

consideration of alternative explanations. 

Large-N  Analysis 

Working within cases in this way I am able to provide rich and detailed explanations of the 

causal processes threaded through Solomon Islands electioneering. Yet were I to base my 

research solely on data gathered from a small sub-set of electorates I would run the risk of 

introducing bias into my study. Potentially, either by chance, or as a result of some non-

random feature associated with the availability of access to particular constituencies, there 

would have been the risk that the electorates I focused on were atypical. The electorates 

appeared to be a reasonably representative sample of those in Solomon Islands on the basis of 

the election results data, but there remained the possibility that they were different in some 

unobserved way.  

One way I was able to partially reduce this risk was by interviewing people from as many 

different electorates as possible while I was in Honiara to gather a sense of whether my 

observations from the constituencies I visited were broadly representative. Ultimately I was 

able to interview people from all but one of Solomon IslandsΩ 50 electorates (more details on 

my interviewees is provided below). While my primary reason for doing this was to afford a 

form of nationwide representativeness to my interview data, in some cases these interviews 

provided important information which allowed me more general insights, and became key 

sources. In a similar manner I was also able to make some use of the limited, aggregate RAMSI 

PeopleΩs Survey data that were made available to me, setting the insights I gathered from 

interviews against survey results, drawing upon similarities to gather a better sense of the 

external validity of my interview-derived insights. 

Most importantly, as a means of adding breadth to the depth of my within-case analysis I also 

made use of regression analysis, running regressions on electoral and census data. As I 

discussed above, these data are not perfect: in particular, they do not cover every variable of 

interest. Yet they were sufficient to allow me to show systematically in Chapter 7 that existing 

theories of ethnic voting do not fit the Solomon Islands context, and in Chapter 9 that the 

theory I built from my cases has external validity across the country. 
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Data 

Qualitative Data 

The qualitative data that I drew upon came primarily from 312 interviewees, who I interviewed 

while in Solomon Islands (in instances I interviewed more than one person at the same time; 

my total number of interviews was approximately 250).17 Interviews were undertaken in the 

six focus electorates listed above and in Honiara. Typically, in focus electorates I visited and 

stayed in villages spread geographically across the electorate and with some meaningful 

spread in election results (i.e. one village that had voted heavily for the current MP, one which 

had not, and one which fell between the two). In doing this I sought to capture the 

perspectives of a range of people ς striving to avoid, for example, only interviewing supporters 

of the current member of parliament.  

My interviewees fell into seven broad categories: MPs or former MPs; candidates or former 

candidates; campaign operatives; village level brokers; community leaders; voters; and other 

commentators (a small category including some Honiara-based civil servants and civil society 

representatives). I have made all interviewees anonymous  except those who were (current or 

previous) politicians or candidates, and who explicitly gave me permission, in writing, to use 

their names. In Appendix 4 I provide tables that show my interviews broken down by 

electorate, gender, and interviewee type. 

Following suggested practice for process-tracing type research I primarily sought interviewees 

through purposeful, rather than random sampling, seeking those best placed to provide me 

with the evidence I was interested in and those more likely to be forthcoming in conversations 

(Tansey 2007). Generally, I gathered my interviews through something akin to the snowball 

technique, in which I gained suggestions for, and access to, interview subjects through 

contacts, through the contacts of contacts and so on (Tansey 2007; Rathbun 2009). This 

proved a practical means of getting access to and gaining the trust of interviewees (who were 

more likely to say yes to an interview if I was introduced to them by someone they knew). Yet 

such an approach alone might have introduced bias, guiding me only into particular subsets of 

the groups I wished to interview (King and Horrocks 2010). To minimise this risk I also 

independently  selected people to interview, purposefully seeking out interviewees (both in 

villages and in Honiara) outside the ΨsnowballΩ, whom I did not have contacts for but who 

appeared likely sources of information (former candidates for example).  

Interviewing was not without challenges. In parts of rural Guadalcanal and Malaita it would 

have been culturally inappropriate in most instances for me to interview women on my own. 

                                                           
17

 Needless to say, I do not cite all of these interviewees in my thesis. 



29 
 

When this was the case my wife accompanied me to interviews. Even then it was hard to 

obtain interviews from women in some communities, and they were often much less confident 

in interviews than men and less forthcoming with information. Young people (old enough to 

vote but younger than I) were also often quite shy. In some cases interviewing people in small 

groups helped with shyness, and in other instances I was able to establish trust through 

repeated interactions over time. 

It was also, as anticipated, hard to obtain interview information free from bias. Social 

desirability bias, as discussed above, was an issue in instances. Similarly, it was difficult at 

times to obtain information untainted by politicking. MPs and candidates were quick to tar 

their opponents with allegations of cheating while at the same time claiming they alone ran 

clean campaigns. 

Fortunately, the method of semi-structured interviews and qualitative analysis of these 

interviews provided means of overcoming, at least in part, these challenges. The free flowing, 

generally relaxed environment of an interview meant I was frequently able to build rapport 

with reticent interviewees (Rathbun 2009; King and Horrocks 2010). It also afforded flexibility, 

allowing me to pursue alternate lines of questioning when my initial queries proved fruitless 

(Rathbun 2009). And as I conducted more interviews I learnt the types of questions likely to 

draw more helpful responses (King and Horrocks 2010). Qualitative approaches also enabled 

me to draw more heavily on those interviews that went well. In some cases I was able to 

establish excellent rapport with interviewees and these interviews provided much information 

on elections and voter choice. I was also able to corroborate claims through asking multiple 

interviewees about the same phenomenon (why candidate X was popular in village Y, for 

example) (Rathbun 2009). 

The qualitative approach, and my use of it in case studies also enabled me to assess, and to 

draw more heavily on, interview information that was less likely to be skewed by self-justifying 

politicking. When, for example, a candidate accused another candidate of vote buying I tended 

to place limited weight on this evidence. When a candidate admitted to vote buying 

themselves I tended to place more faith in the claim, as it was unlikely to be self-serving. Also, 

because my study has made use of both quantitative and qualitative data I was able to 

triangulate between the two, drawing on quantitative data such as polling station level results 

to help verify the claims made by interviewees (Tansey 2007; Poteete 2010; Yin 2013).  

Beyond interviews, other qualitative sources I have used are government reports (such as 

Electoral Commission reports), newspaper reporting, and useful academic work (such as 
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anthropological studies of parts of Solomon Islands). All of these sources are referenced in the 

usual manner. 

Quantitative Data 

The quantitative data used in my study are: election results; electorate level demographic and 

social information; and candidate bio-data. 

The election results data take the form of two different databases.  The first database is one I 

created of results by constituency for all general elections, and some by-elections, that have 

taken place since the Solomon Islands gained independence in 1978.18 The database is based in 

part on data that were kindly provided to me in electronic form by academic Jon Fraenkel. I 

reformatted the data I was initially presented making it more amenable to my analysis, 

validated it by checking it to official election results in Honiara (where such results were 

available),19 and augmented it with additional by-election data and data for pre-independence 

elections, as well as any further information I was able to obtain about candidate party 

affiliation, gender and the like. I also obtained constituency maps and traced electorates across 

redistricting which occurred in 1993 and 1997 to allow comparisons between current 

electorates and their antecedents when required. I standardised the spelling of candidate 

names and party names over time. In addition I calculated for each electorate, for each 

election, statistics such as the Effective Number of Candidates and the winning candidateΩs 

vote-share.20 

The second database I created is of results by polling station for the 2006 and 2010 general 

elections as well as for a number of post-2006 by-elections. These data are particularly useful 

as they display the extent to which different candidates drew support from around their 

electorates. Some of the 2010 data came via Jon Fraenkel, the rest I obtained largely from the 

Solomon Islands Electoral Commission, although they themselves were not in possession of a 

complete dataset. I was able to obtain more data from candidates in some instances, although 

ultimately was left without 2010 polling station results for one electorate, East Guadalcanal, 

and had only incomplete data for East Honiara in 2010. The Electoral Commission provided me 

with 2006 general election and that by-election data I was able to obtain. As with 2010 results, 

the 2006 dataset was incomplete and I do not have polling station data for three electorates in 
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 I now also have data from pre-independence elections as far back as 1967, although I have not drawn 
on these heavily both because the stakes of the political game were different pre-independence and 
because I was unable to map district boundaries for the electorates used pre-independence. 
19

 In validating the data I found very few errors. 
20

 Effective Number of Candidates is a calculated figure τ I discuss its calculation and its meaning in 
Chapter 4. 
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2006: Central Honiara, Malaita Outer Islands and Nggela.21 Once in possession of polling 

station data I mapped polling station numbers to polling station names and polling station 

names to village locations. 

Election result data, as I explain in Chapter 4, are generally thought to be accurate in the sense 

that they are free from large-scale electoral fraud occurring during the counting process. This 

is not to say that cheating does not occur: it does, in the form of vote buying and voter 

coercion, both topics I discuss in my results. But the relative absence of fraud in the counting 

process means that my election data at least reflect the outcomes of on-the-ground 

interactions between voters and candidates even if in some instances choice is constrained, or 

artificial in the sense that support was purchased. On the other hand, electoral roll data 

diverge considerably from my estimates of voter numbers based on census data, and the 

electoral roll is generally regarded to be inaccurate (Commonwealth Secretariat 2006; 

Commonwealth Secretariat 2010; Paternorte and de Gabriel 2010). For these reasons, where I 

have reported on electorate size and statistics such as voter turnout I have used census data to 

estimate the number of eligible voters in an area. 

The census data that I have drawn upon comes primarily from the 2009 and 1999 censuses, 

both of which I was able to obtain in an electronic format. In the case of the 2009 census, 

some data are from preliminary reports (although as discussed above they reconcile well with 

data from the final report which was released as I revised my thesis), and in some instances 

the 1999 census was impeded by conflict occurring at the time it was undertaken. Neither 

census is as accurate as would be ideal. However, there are reasons to believe that, while 

issues exist, neither is wildly inaccurate. For example when I compare census statistics (such as 

population) by electorate between the two censuses the numbers correspond (allowing for 

population growth) fairly well, except for those constituencies in North Guadalcanal which 

were effected by conflict at the time. This affords some confidence as it is unlikely that 

fictional or extremely erroneous data would lead to similar results in two different censuses.  

The final dataset that I drew heavily on was a database I created of MP and candidate bio-data. 

I built this database using MP bio-data that a colleague and I gathered from the Solomon 

Islands parliament, along with candidate bio-data I gathered as I interviewed people from the 

various different Solomon Islands constituencies. Solomon Island electorates are small both 

geographically and in population, and candidates tend to be high profile individuals (Corbett 

and Wood 2013), and it is remarkable how well versed most voters are with regards to key 

                                                           
21

 In one further electorate, North New Georgia, no election was held, owing to there being only one 
candidate standing. 
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candidate attributes such as language group, religion and village of origin τ something that 

made gathering bio-data easy (albeit time consuming). Ultimately, I was able to get such data 

for almost all electorates and for almost all candidates. Where possible I cross validated by 

gathering information for each electorate from more than one source.  

In some instances I have made limited use of other quantitative data. For example government 

composition data used in Chapter 7 and the RAMSI PeopleΩs Survey. When I do this data 

sources and details are provided. 

In Appendix 3 I provide tables that detail key electoral and demographic features for each of 

Solomon IslandsΩ 50 electorates. 

Conclusion  

In this chapter I have described the research approach that my study is built around. I began by 

noting that as a post-positivist I am interested in causal analysis and the testing and generation 

of theories. I then explained why I decided to use mixed methods and focus on a single country 

for my study. I also detailed how I worked within the country context, using both quantitative 

and qualitative data. The results of my analysis come primarily in the latter chapters (7-9) of 

my thesis. First though, in the following chapters, I set the stage for my research, commencing 

this task by providing the reader contextual information on Solomon Islands society and 

politics. 
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Chapter 3 ɀ State and Society in Solomon Islands  

This chapter sets the scene for my study. In it I provide background on Solomon IslandsΩ 

economy, geography and society. In doing so I pay particular attention to social features that 

give form to the collective interactions of Solomon Islanders.  

I discuss the family unit and broader descent based groups (clans) as well as villages, race and 

language groups.22 I also cover churches, community groups, non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs) and trade unions. Some of these groupings τ particularly race, churches, language 

groups and clans τ are of special interest as, on the basis of what has been written elsewhere, 

they are identities around which we might expect ethnic politics to form. Even those groupings 

such as NGOs and trade unions that are not potential building blocks for ethnic politics per se 

play τ in some countries at least τ important roles in collective political action. Likewise, 

villages are not ethnic groups, yet locality can also structure electoral politics. In the final 

section of the chapter I expand my focus to look at examples of collective action that have 

either taken place around the edges of the groups already examined or which transcended 

them. 

Through this description I aim to provide the reader with a sense of the social environment in 

which Solomon Islanders make choices when they vote.  

Population, Provinces and Patterns of Settlement  

About 20 per cent of Solomon Islanders live in urban areas, the rest live in rural villages 

(Solomon Islands National Statistics Office 2012, p. 6). Honiara, the nationΩs capital, is the only 

urban area that could plausibly be called a ΨcityΩ, with a population (in 2009) of approximately 

80,000 spread across the city itself and surrounding peri-urban settlements  (Solomon Islands 

National Statistics Office 2012, p. 1). Of the remaining census wards classified as urban only 

Auki on Malaita has a population of just over 5,000. Some of the countryΩs other ΨurbanΩ areas 

are quite substantial (Gizo, Noro and Munda in Western Province each have populations of 

approximately 3,000 people) but others, such as Buala, the provincial capital of Isabel are little 

more than large villages themselves (Solomon Islands National Statistics Office 2012, p. 6).  

                                                           
22

 !ǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ L ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǊŀŎŜΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 
ethnic identity which contains within it groups such as Chinese, Melanesian, and Polynesian τ I do not 
use it as a synonym for ethnic group more broadly. 
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Figure 3.1 ɀ Map of Solomon Islandsȭ Provinces 

 

Administratively the country is divided into 10 units τ nine provinces plus the Honiara 

municipal council (see Figure 3.1). Demographically there is considerable variation both in 

population and population density between the provinces. In geography the provinces also 

vary: almost all of the population of Guadalcanal Province live on one large, mountainous 

island; while the population of Western Province is spread across numerous islands of 

different sizes; and the population of Temotu Province is dotted amongst a handful of small 

island groups.  Levels of development vary somewhat from province to province although, as 

outlined in the introduction, the country as a whole has low levels of human development and 

even its wealthiest provinces remain relatively under-developed by Pacific standards.  

Just as there are clear differences between provinces, there is also considerable within-

province variation at the electorate level. Malaita, for example, contains both the countryΩs 

least populous electorate (Malaita Outer Islands with a population of 2,345 at the 2009 

census) and its fourth largest (Central KwaraΩae, population 17,273 in the 2009 census). 

Appendix 2 and Appendix 3 provide summaries of key demographic, geographic and 

development statistics for provinces and electorates.  

Life in Villages and Settlements  

For most Solomon Islanders the state plays only a very limited role in the provision of services. 

In most villages electricity, if available at all, comes from  privately owned diesel generators 

and solar panels. Similarly, water and sanitation facilities tend to be rare and, if provided, 

provided through community initiatives (ANU Enterprise 2011, p. 48).  
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While all but the most remote villages have some access to health clinics and schools, the 

quality of education is often poor, and clinics are typically only able to provide limited care 

(ANU Enterprise 2011, p. 41). Primary schooling is nominally free but schools still levee charges 

and raising money for school fees is a significant challenge for many families (ANU Enterprise 

2009, p. 31; ANU Enterprise 2010, p. 68). Secondary schooling is not free and requires travel to 

one of a small number of national secondary schools. 

Roads are rare outside of urban areas (Bourke et al. 2006, p. 7) and in their absence land 

transport for most Solomon Islanders involves walking. Maritime travel takes place in small 

canoes and fiberglass boats, and over larger distances via ferries. Ferries are often slow and 

their timetables irregular, while the cost of diesel means that long or repeated journeys on 

motorised fiberglass boats is beyond the means of many Solomon Islanders. Wharves and 

other marine transport infrastructure are frequently run-down and on land even major roads 

are in poor repair. Because of this travel within Solomon Islands is often arduous and usually 

slow (Bourke et al. 2006; ANU Enterprise 2011, p. 47).  

The reach of legal infrastructure into the villages is also minimal. Access to courts for those 

seeking to clarify issues such as landownership is limited (Allen et al. 2013), and police 

assistance in dealing with crime frequently inadequate (Dinnen and Allen 2012; Dinnen and 

Haley 2012; Allen et al. 2013). 

Access to media and other communication is also poor, although the availability of some forms 

of communication is growing. Internet access, albeit access constrained by low bandwidth, is 

available in Honiara and τ to a more limited extent τ in provincial capitals (ANU Enterprise 

2010, p. 11). Television is largely confined to Honiara and some provincial capitals, while the 

countryΩs two newspapers are most regularly available in Honiara and, less frequently, in larger 

provincial capitals (Wickham 2004; Commonwealth Secretariat 2006). As of the 2009 Census 

44 per cent of households owned at least one radio (Secretariat for the Pacific Community 

n.d.)  and radio broadcasts can be received, if in many instances only intermittently, in much of 

the country (Wickham 2004; Commonwealth Secretariat 2006). Mobile phone coverage has 

improved markedly, and at the time of the 2009 census 21 per cent of households reported 

owning at least one phone, a number which has almost certainly gone up significantly since 

(ANU Enterprise 2011, p.102 & p.107).   

While poor infrastructure and the absence of services is felt most acutely in rural parts of the 

country, residents of Honiara and other urban areas do not always have much better access τ 

police responses to call-outs can still be slow, and while running water and electricity are 

provided (if only intermittently) to formally settled parts of Honiara, most of the informal 
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settlements that are home to many of HoniaraΩs residents are without these services (Hou and 

Kudu 2012, p. 8).   

Economic Life  

Preliminary results from the 2009 census list the primary occupation of 41 per cent of Solomon 

IslandsΩ economically active population as Ψproducing goods for own consumptionΩ (effectively 

subsistence). A further 12 per cent produce agricultural commodities for sale in the semi-

formal economy. Only 26 per cent of working age Solomon Islanders described themselves as 

employees,  employers, or self-employed (Solomon Islands National Statistics Office 2013, p. 

vi).23 

While, in rural areas at least, access to the land provides a limited form of Ψsafety netΩ through 

the food it provides, economic life for ordinary Solomon Islanders is not easy. Eighty two per 

cent of those surveyed in 2010 described their financial situation as either Ψa little hardΩ or 

Ψvery hardΩ (ANU Enterprise 2010, p. 69). Rising prices of imported food-stuffs along with 

transport costs and school fees are an increasing burden, particularly as many households are 

cash poor and those that seek to augment their income are often stymied. Poor infrastructure 

makes it hard to transport agricultural produce for sale, and high levels of unemployment 

mean that, for most, the chances of getting a job in the formal sector are low. For most 

Solomon Islanders economic needs are relatively high, while opportunities for earning to meet 

these needs are scarce.  

Groups, Social Structures and Social Life  

Woven amongst the day-to-day lives of ordinary people, the forms that structure the social 

sphere of Solomon Islanders have shown marked resilience. Change has occurred τ traditional 

ties have been stressed, old institutions weathered, and new entities born τ yet many of the 

features and norms that currently condition social interactions are the same ones, if in a 

partially transformed state, that provided structure to peopleΩs lives when first observed by 

anthropologists writing in the early 1900s.  

The Family  

In Solomon Islands the family is the basic collective social unit, with the concept of ΨfamilyΩ 

extended to incorporate cousins, second cousins and potentially even more distant relatives 
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 The proportion of wage and salary earners drops discernibly if Honiara and other large urban areas 
are excluded from the analysis. It should also be emphasised these numbers refer to primary 
occupation. Many of those who are primarily engaged in subsistence agriculture will still supply at least 
some goods into the cash economy.  
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(Moore 2004, p. 27). Kabutaulaka (1998, p. 21) summarises the role of the family in Solomon 

Islands life: 

Throughout Solomon Islands the most basic and fundamental social group 
is oneΩs kin or family unit. Most people identify with the family and 
immediate relatives in political, economic and social activities. The family is 
defined as the extended family. It is with the family that gardens are made, 
wealth is accumulated and feasts are given. And increasingly today, it is 
from within the family that businesses emerge. 

Needless to say, in Solomon Islands, as elsewhere, family does not inevitably mean harmony τ

rates of domestic violence are high (Secretariat for the Pacific Community 2009) and there are 

examples of brother standing against brother in elections and, in one instance, husband 

standing against wife24 τ but, despite this, for  most, the family unit remains an essential 

building block of collective action, bound by mutual care and rules of reciprocity.  

The Clan 

One level up from the family is the clan.25 Clans are groupings of people linked by assumed 

shared ancestral descent, bound by social rules, sharing common leadership of at least some 

form, and associated with collective land ownership even if only at sub-group levels (this 

definition is adapted from, Keesing and Strathern 1998, p. 190). 

Kabutaulaka (1998, p. 23) describes the clan (which he also refers to by the synonym ΨlineΩ as): 

an extension of the kinship groupΧIt is bigger than the immediate kinship 
group and the population of a clan is usually spread out over a larger 
geographical area. There is usually a strong political alliance within a line 
although some activities carried out by an immediate kin group may not 
necessarily incorporate the entire clan. For example, it is rare to see the 
establishment of a business venture that includes an entire line although 
people often have businesses within the family. The line, however, is the 
basis or the defining group for land ownership. 

As is suggested by KabutaulakaΩs talk of Ψpolitical allianceΩ social rules play an important role 

governing conduct within clans (Scheffler 1963; Scheffler 1985; White 2007; Nanau 2011). 

While such rules govern numerous areas of life including marriage and land use, most 

                                                           
24

 In 2010 Bernard Ghiro stood against his brother Nestor Ghiro in the Central Makira electorate while 
the husband and wife contest was between Frank and Catherine Pule in Nggela electorate in 2001. The 
tǳƭŜΩǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜŘ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ōŜŜƴ ŜǎǘǊŀƴƎŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ Lƴ ŀƴȅ ŜǾŜƴǘ 
Frank Pule was able to win despite the challenge from his wife. Both Bernard (who was the incumbent 
MP) and Nestor Ghiro lost in 2010. 
25

 L ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŎƭŀƴΩ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǳƴƛǘ ǘƘŀǘ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴ LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ΨlaenΩ ƻǊ ΨtraebΩ in Pijin. 
My use of the term is more or less in line with the use of the term in anthropology although, at least in 
some instances, anthropology limits the use of the term clan to exogamous social units, whereas 
marriage outside of the group is not always required by groups I refer to as clans. 
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importantly for this thesis social rules associated with clans typically include strong norms of 

reciprocity and obligation (Braithwaite et al. 2010, pp. 71, 99; Nanau 2011, p. 45). 

Clan Structure 

Throughout Solomon Islands (and Western Melanesia more generally) there is considerable 

variation in clan structure. All clans are based on descent, but descent may be traced down 

maternal lines, paternal lines, or both (Oliver and Johnson 1989). And the intersection of 

descent rules and inheritance rules may see men living in the same communities as their 

fathers, or expected to move to the community of their motherΩs brothers upon coming of 

age, or expected to move to their wifeΩs community on marriage. 

In some instances clans form components of larger aggregates. Sometimes these aggregates 

are spatially bound (for example, individual clans brought together under a local house of 

chiefs) in others the aggregating form may be geographically cross-cutting. In parts of Solomon 

Islands such cross-cutting entities and/or marriage-associated migration afford clan-based ties 

and connections across quite large areas. In particular, distinct geographically cross-cutting 

clan-related ties can be found throughout most of Central Province (Hogbin 1937; Allan 1957; 

Foale and Macintyre 2000), Guadalcanal (Hogbin 1937b; Bennett 1974; Scheffler and Larmour 

1987), Makira (Scott 2000; Rural Development Division 2001d), and Isabel (Bogesi 1948; Rural 

Development Division 2001c; White 2007).26 Similarly, in Western Province migration and 

cognatic descent systems mean that clan-type relational ties are, in effect, geographically 

cross-cutting throughout much of the province (Scheffler and Larmour 1987). To a degree this 

contrasts with provinces such as Malaita, where cross-cutting ties are, on average, weaker 

(Allan 1957; Scheffler and Larmour 1987), although even in Malaita migration means that 

geographically cross-cutting ties of a sort exist to an extent in some areas (for example, Burt 

1994, p. 322; Burt 1994b, p. 28). 

Importantly, clan ties are not the only relational ties possessed by Solomon Islanders, and 

other ties τ such as those to do with marriage τ can, to an extent, reach across clans (Oliver 

and Johnson 1989, p. 1149). This means the ties associated with clans are not perfectly binary 

in the sense that person A might be expected to have full ties to person B but no ties to person 

C. In reality the rules that govern, the traits that identify, and the ties that bind, are gradated. 

Person A can have strong ties with person B, somewhat weaker ties with person C, and distant 

ties to person D (Keesing 1968; Hviding 2003). 
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 While they exist throughout most of the provinces listed there are exceptions: migrants into Central 
tǊƻǾƛƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ Ψ!ǊŜ ΨŀǊŜ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎ ƛƴ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ DǳŀŘŀƭŎŀƴŀƭΦ 
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Similarly, clans themselves are not domains of blind loyalty, and while it is easy enough to 

speak of membership and rules in the abstract, in practice there is fuzziness (Hviding 2003; 

McDougall 2005) and an element of adaptability (Hviding 1993). Yet, despite blurred 

boundaries and the presence of other ties, clans nevertheless play a significant role in 

structuring the interactions of most Solomon Islanders (Kabutaulaka 1998; Scott 2007; Nanau 

2011).  

Clan Size 

Owing to variation across the country and the rarity of attempts to quantify social data in 

Solomon Islands it is not possible to accurately report individual clan sizes. However, a ballpark 

estimate is possible, affording a sense of the order of magnitude of the typical clan. On the 

basis of interpretations of the terms used in a range of reports (Bogesi 1948, p. 213; Bennett 

1974, p. 17; Bennett 1987, p. 14; Scheffler and Larmour 1987, p. 305; Oliver and Johnson 1989, 

p. 1077; Provincial Government Development Unit 1998a, p. 6; Foale and Macintyre 2000, p. 

33; Sanga 2005, p. 443) combined with my own observations (I was given reliable data for the 

number of clans in the Langalanga language area) and census data (specifically ward 

population data from Solomon Islands National Statistics Office 2000) a reasonable estimate 

would seem to be that the typical clan ranges in size from 100-400 people, although in some 

provinces, particularly Isabel and Rennell and Bellona, clans can be significantly larger.27 

Obviously, numbers of people grouped by clan aggregates (such as houses of chiefs and 

moieties) are also larger. 

Villages and Communities  

For most Solomon Islanders the village, or in urban areas the suburb or settlement, is the key 

staging point of on-going interaction and collective action.28 On a day-to-day basis people 

socialise, do business, and cooperate (or fail to cooperate) first and foremost with their 

neighbours. 

The results of the 1995 Solomon Islands Village Resource Survey (Solomon Islands National 

Statistics Office 1997), and tabulations of 1999 census data undertaken by the Australian 

Government Defence Imagery and Geospatial Organisation (DIGO) (2005) suggest there are 

between 5,000 and 6,000 villages in Solomon Islands. Calculations based on the DIGO data give 

an idea of the range and frequency of village sizes in Solomon Islands. In 1999, 19 villages had 

populations of greater than 500, while 132 villages had between 250 and 500 people living in 
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 Reports of larger clans in these two provinces need to be treated with some caution. This is because, 
in some cases at least, in the two provinces in question the closest practical approximation to groups 
referred to as clans elsewhere are probably smaller sub-groupings of the larger groups formally called 
ΨŎƭŀƴǎΩΦ 
28

 For many urban dwellers, home villages also remain a key point of reference and identity. 
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them, and 616 villages had between 100 and 250 people living in them. The vast majority 

(4,924) of Solomon Islands villages had fewer than 100 people living in them. However, these 

numbers need to be treated with some caution. When surveying villages it is not always clear 

what ought to be counted as a village and what ought to be counted as a hamlet (a small sub-

village cluster of houses). And the counting of hamlets as villages has likely biased village sizes 

downwards and village numbers upwards in the figures I have just given.29 

As already noted, some of the Solomon Islands provincial capitals, which are classified as urban 

in census data are themselves little more than villages (or small groups of villages). However, 

the largest urban areas, particularly Auki and Honiara, are quantitatively and qualitatively 

different from the rural communities, although the towns themselves are broken into different 

suburbs and settlements which, particularly in the case of informal settlements, have some of 

the characteristics of villages. Accurate recent data on the size of HoniaraΩs settlements and 

suburbs is hard to obtain, although numbers provided by Stritecky (2001, p. 264) suggest, by 

way of an example, that Gilbert camp, a large informal settlement, had a population at the 

time of about 1,950 people. 

Rural villages can be homogenous with all village members being from the same clan (or 

related by marriage) and the same church. Probably more common though, and almost 

certainly the case amongst larger villages, are situations where a number of clans live in the 

same village. More than one church group in the same village is also quite common in larger 

villages. For example, Lapli et al. (2008) give examples of villages in Temotu that comprise only 

one clan as well multi-clan villages, including one village home to 11 clans, while the Justice 

Delivered Locally field report (2012) describes villages of a range of different compositions in 

Malaita. The same report also discusses villages comprised of differing numbers of church 

groups. 

Urban settlements are usually considerably more diverse than villages, although they often 

contain a particular language group at their core. For example, Stritecky (2001, p. 264) notes 

that while Gilbert camp had a population that was largely (65 per cent) speakers of the 

KwaraΩae language, speakers of at least 47 languages resided within the settlement.30 Similarly, 

religious diversity is typically high amongst Solomon Islands urban communities. Residents of 

urban settlements often retain strong attachments to rural areas where they were originally 
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 Owing to ambiguous wording it is hard to be certain, but it appears the Solomon Islands National 
Statistics Office (1997, p3) has attempted a calculation of mean village size correcting for this issue. 
Mean village size on this calculation is 71. A similar calculation in that report which combines smaller 
sub-villages into larger villages suggests 4,174 villages exist across the country. 
30

 ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŀŎǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ψ¢ŜƴǎƛƻƴǎΩ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 
plausible that in its subsequent resettlement its composition may have changed somewhat.  
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from and migration back and forth between rural and urban areas is common (Allen et al. 

2013). 

Community Governance 

Given proximity, and the resulting inevitability of at least some externalities arising from 

individualsΩ actions, along with the fact that shared residence necessitates on-going 

interaction, it would be highly surprising to find Solomon Island villages and urban 

communities bereft of mechanisms of governance and rules, and such institutions are present, 

to differing extents, in all communities (Allen et al. 2013). Indeed, some of the anthropological 

work on Solomon Islands could be read as suggesting that the most important social structure 

shaping collective action in parts of the country is the village (for example, Scheffler 1963; 

Keesing 1971; Scheffler 1985). In instances where villages are divided amongst a number of 

different clans overarching governance structures usually arise to manage interactions (for 

examples see: Rural Development Division 2001; Lapli et al. 2008; Justice Delivered Locally 

Field Team 2012), although unity of purpose and harmony of governance within villages is far 

from guaranteed. For example, the Justice Delivered Locally Malaita Province Field Note (2012) 

describes a number of villages struggling with divisions and issues of collective governance, 

and it can be safely assumed the same problems are prevalent throughout much of the 

country. 

Much less has been written about urban community governance in Solomon Islands than has 

been written about village governance; however, from available literature it appears that 

community groups, family groups and churches often at least partially fill the need for 

community governance in urban communities (see, for example: Hou and Kudu 2012, p. 32). 

Although, once again, efforts to govern urban communities are not always successful. 

Community and Clan Leadershi p   

Leadership models associated with clans and communities vary considerably across the 

country. Generally, leadership tends to be hereditary in Polynesian parts of the country (the 

province of Rennell and Bellona and some other smaller outlying islands) and earned in 

Melanesian parts.31 However, there are exceptions to this. Some Melanesian communities τ 

for example in southern parts of the ΨAre Ψare language group as well the neighbouring SaΩa 

language group in Malaita τ are governed by hereditary leaders (Bennett 1987, p. 15; Naitoro 
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 It is common in discussions of Solomon Islands leadership to refer to hereditary leaders as chiefs and 
ǘƘƻǎŜ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ŜŀǊƴŜŘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀǎ ΨōƛƎ ƳŜƴΩΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƻƳŜ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴ LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ 
interchangeably. 



42 
 

1993, p. 11).32 In other areas multiple leadership roles may co-exist (for example clan leaders 

and village leaders) with some roles being hereditary and others selected (Ross 1978). To 

further complicate matters some systems have partially hereditary leadership where leaders 

are selected from amongst chiefly lines. What is more, some ostensibly hereditary systems 

may have Ψchecks and balancesΩ of a sort that allows for individuals deemed unfit for 

leadership to be denied the opportunity to inherit it (Scales et al. 2002). Meanwhile, there can 

be a degree of heritability even amongst groups with nominally selected leaders owing to 

status and material advantages being passed from leaders to their offspring (for examples see: 

Scheffler and Larmour 1987; Provincial Government Development Unit 1998b).  

The power of leaders varies considerably too, in some places leaders hold considerable sway, 

in others their power has been undermined, either as a result of the leadersΩ own failings or 

through the arrival of new external influences (Rural Development Division 2001b; Scales et al. 

2002; Lapli et al. 2008; Justice Delivered Locally Field Team 2012).   

Language Groups 

Solomon Islands is one of the most linguistically diverse countries on Earth. The 1999 census 

lists 94 languages spoken across the archipelago (Solomon Islands National Statistics Office 

2000, p. 46).33 The standard measure of ethno-linguistic fragmentation used in development 

economics  is a fragmentation index, calculated as 1-HH, where HH is the Herfindahlς

Hirschman score of language shares (see: Alesina et al. 2003). Undertaking this calculation on 

1999 census data returns a result of 0.97. The same calculation undertaken on the one other 

comprehensive source of language data for Solomon Islands, that compiled by Tryon and 

Hackman (1983) returns an almost identical score of 0.96. The largest language in 1999, 

KwaraΩae, was spoken by a little over eight per cent of the population (calculation based on 

Solomon Islands National Statistics Office 2000, p. 21).  

Communication across language groups takes place in Pijin, the countryΩs lingua franca, and 

official government communications are in English. As of the 1999 census, 81 per cent of the 

Solomon Islands population (aged over 28 months) spoke Pijin (Solomon Islands National 

Statistics Office 2000, p. 50) and it seems reasonable to assume that this proportion may have 

increased somewhat as, in the 1999 data, ability to speak Pijin was less common amongst the 

elderly (Solomon Islands National Statistics Office 2000, p. 51).34  
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 Although there are some exceptions, such as in parts of Isabel province, community and clan leaders 
are almost always male. 
33

 No equivalent detailed language data were gathered in the 2009 census. 
34

 1999 data are used because the 2009 census only asked about literacy in Pijin, not whether it was 
spoken. 
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As a source of ethnic groupings language has some salience in Solomon Islands. During the 

Tensions Malaitan militants organised themselves by language group to an extent (Allen 2007, 

p. 204), and in urban areas Solomon Islanders often identify by language (Kabutaulaka 1998, p. 

25). Throughout the country language tends to delineate the outer bounds of communities of 

shared customs and identity. However, it is rare for language groups to have meaningful 

leadership or coordination structures that encompass the group as a whole (something akin to 

that which does exist in clans and many villages) (Hogbin and Wedgwood 1952, p. 257).35 As 

Frazer (1997, p. 44)Σ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ά[anguage is only one basis for identity and not always the most 

salient. Of far more importance to most people is their local clan or tribe and the community 

with which it is associated.έ 

Race 

Solomon Islands is almost as racially homogenous as it is linguistically diverse.36 Census data 

from the 2009 Census describe the country as being 95.3 per cent Melanesian, 3.1 per cent 

Polynesian, 1.2 per cent Micronesian, 0.1 per cent Chinese, 0.1 per cent European and 0.1 per 

cent ΨOtherΩ (Solomon Islands National Statistics Office 2013, p. 58). There are no governance 

structures or anything similar that coordinate the actions of different racial groups. At times 

there has been something akin to an inter-racial element to conflicts and disturbances in 

Solomon Islands. Rioting in 2006 in Honiara was focused on the Chinatown area of Honiara and 

Chinese stores were looted and torched (Moore 2006), and in 1989 violence broke out 

between Melanesian Malaitans and Polynesians from Rennell and Bellona province. However, 

race has not become an electoral cleavage in any systematic way in Solomon Islands.37 

Religion and Churches  

Religiosity is high in Solomon Islands and the most common religious groupings are all 

Christian denominations. Figure 3.2 below, based on final 2009 census data, shows the 

prevalence of various religious groups in Solomon Islands. 

Membership of the major Solomon Islands churches is fairly stable with membership of all the 

large religious groupings varying by less than 2 percentage points between the 1999 and 2009 

censuses (Solomon Islands National Statistics Office 2000, p. 40; Solomon Islands National 

Statistics Office 2013, p. 53). Reflecting patterns of colonial era missionary activity, churches 
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 ¢ƘǊŜŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ŀƳ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻΩŀōŀƛǘŀ ŀƴŘ {ŀΩŀ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 
ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ YƻΩƻ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎ ƻƴ DǳŀŘŀƭŎŀƴŀƭΩǎ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ŎƻŀǎǘΦ LǎŀōŜƭΩǎ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻŦ ŎƘƛŜŦǎ 
encompasses a number of language groups.   
36

 L ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǊŀŎŜΩ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΦ 
37

 Arguably, the looting of stores in Chinatown was political, ostensibly sparked by the selection of 
Snyder Rini (himself a Melanesian but argued to have links to Chinese business interests) as prime 
minister. However, the politics involved was the politics of government formation, not electoral 
competition. 
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are not evenly distributed geographically (McDougall 2008) (for example, residents of the 

province of Isabel are almost entirely members of the Church of Melanesia); this is a matter I 

will return to when discussing electoral outcomes in subsequent chapters. 

Figure 3.2 ɀ Religious Groupings 

 

Chart source: 2009 Census (Solomon Islands National Statistics Office 2013, p. 53). No data are available to allow for 
the ΨotherΩ category to be disaggregated. In 1999 it comprised mostly other small Pentecostal groups, along with a 
few Mormons and members of an indigenous grouping, the Moro Movement. Were it possible to obtain 
disaggregated 2009 data small numbers of Muslims would also be present, reflecting the arrival and slight rise in 
prevalence of this religion in Solomon Islands in recent years (McDougall 2009). 

Of the civil society organisations to be found operating in Solomon Islands, churches are the 

only ones with both breadth and depth of reach (Scales et al. 2002; White 2007). Churches are 

to be found in almost all communities and, while the major church groups are far from 

identical, either in the way they are governed or the way they ΨgovernΩ the lives of their 

faithful, all play roles in structuring collective action in the communities they operate amongst 

(see Burt 1994b, p. 235 for a detailed exposition of this in action in a  KwaraΩae-speaking part 

of Malaita; also Kabutaulaka 1998; Bird 2007; Joseph and Beu 2008). In most villages churches 

and church services are central foci of village life, and churches help shape norms of 

behaviour. Often churchesΩ involvement in village life extends beyond things religious and into 

the practical domain of village management, where churches play a role both as the providers 

of rules and the arbiters of disputes between different groups (Burt 1994b, particularly 
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Chapter 9; Rural Development Division 2001e; Allen et al. 2013). In some instances, 

particularly the Christian Fellowship Church (at least before a recent schism), social rules 

associated with religion have been very strong, enabling the church to effectively run 

communities where it predominates (Talasasa 1979; Paia 1983; McDougall 2008; Hviding 

2011). However, the strength of such rules, and their reach into community life, varies 

considerably from denomination to denomination and while all churches are home to some 

social rules governing conduct, control of the sort the Christian Fellowship Church has had is 

rare (McDougall 2008). 

Churches are also often involved in the provision of social services in communities. Writing in 

2007 Bird (p. 1) provides the following details: 

The mainline churches [sic] involvement in education and health service 
delivery is significant and dates back to the pioneering stage of their 
missions. In the education sector, both formal and non-formal, churches 
provide about 27% of educational services, and in the health sector they 
provide about 13%. 

Churches are, as BirdΩs data indicate, still only providers of a minority share of services, with 

the state being responsible for considerably more, at least on paper. Yet, church involvement 

is non-trivial and in some areas the only services to be found are church provided ones.  

Church-based organisations are also an important facet of Solomon Islands life. Church 

womenΩs organisations in particular connect women and facilitate interaction among women 

from across different communities, islands and provinces (Pollard 2006). In some instances 

churches run other organisations such as youth groups (Bird 2007). 

Beyond their religious and community work, at times churches in Solomon Islands have 

engaged in varying forms of what might be termed activism.  Church groups have, for example, 

opposed logging operations (Frazer 1997, p. 59; Bennett 2000, p. 219-222). At times such 

activism has occurred in the national political sphere.  Church groups played an integral role in 

peace-building efforts that took place during the Tensions (Douglas 2007; Joseph and Beu 

2008), and more recently Bird (2007, p. 8) describes the Solomon Islands Christian Association 

(SICA τ an umbrella group representing some churches) making public proclamations urging 

cooperation between the Sogavare government and RAMSI, and expressing concern about the 

re-arming of police. However, such interventions are fairly rare. Joseph and Beu (2008, p. 4) 

ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŀǘΥ άIn general SICA and the churches tend to steer clear of overt political 

involvementΦέ 
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Secular Civil Society Organisations  

Between their religious activities, umbrella organisations, and their various youth and 

womenΩs groups, churches populate much of the civil society landscape in Solomon Islands. 

Yet other civil society organisations also exist that can be described as secular in the sense that 

they are not run by churches, although in many instances their proclamations, mission 

statements, and the like, still draw on religious symbols and language. 

NGOs 

A number of international NGOs operate in Solomon Islands (World Vision, Oxfam, and Save 

the Children were all active when I was there) with their work focusing primarily on 

community development projects. While a small subset of these international NGOs have 

engaged in something akin to activism (see, Kabutaulaka 1998, p. 31 for the example of 

Greenpeace involvement in logging-related activism) they do not engage in electoral politics or 

political lobbying. Other than possibly providing assistance to voter education campaigns they 

do not involve themselves with elections. 

Solomon Islands is also home to a number of home-grown NGOs. In addition to church groups 

and village committees which, depending on how one defines an ΨNGOΩ might possibly warrant 

inclusion in this category, there is a range of more obviously NGO-like groups of differing scales 

and structure in operation. These include small local community development groups that 

hinge on the work of one or two members, larger interest groupings that lack formal structure 

such as the Women in Politics ΨcommitteeΩ described by Pollard (2003, p. 50), as well as a 

number of organisations such as the Solomon Islands Development Trust (SIDT) and the 

Development Services Exchange (DSE) that have clear formal structures, paid employees and 

which work around the country (Kabutaulaka 1997; Commonwealth Secretariat 2006). Some of 

these NGOs engage in various parts of the political process: a range of NGOs were involved in 

peace-building during the Tensions; NGOs have participated in non-political voter education 

campaigns; the DSE coordinated local election monitors in the 2010 election (Paternorte and 

de Gabriel 2010); and the Solomon Islands Development Trust has been a perennial 

campaigner speaking out for community needs, tackling logging companies, and campaigning 

against corruption (Kabutaulaka 1997; Commonwealth Secretariat 2006, p. 19).  

Trade Unions 

Another set of organisations present in Solomon Islands, which are usually grouped under the 

rubric of ΨCivil SocietyΩ are trade unions. The first trade union was formed in Solomon Islands in 

1961 (Bennett 1987, p. 314) and they have played an active role in industrial relations ever 

since. Writing in 1998 Kabutaulaka (p. 50) ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ άƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘŜƴ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǘǊŀŘŜ 

ǳƴƛƻƴǎέ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴ LǎƭŀƴŘǎΦ ¦ƴƛƻƴ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛp is highest amongst 
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public servants and other government employees but unions can also be found representing 

plantation and forestry workers and some other private sector employees (Kabutaulaka 1998; 

Scales et al. 2002). While unions are influential in these particular sectors, because Solomon 

Islands is a country where the majority of people are primarily involved in subsistence farming 

or as very small scale growers and traders of produce, their reach into broader Solomon 

Islands society, particularly in rural areas, is limited (Scales et al. 2002, p. 11). 

At a national level Solomon Islands unions have engaged in activism in a number of different 

ways. They have campaigned in a way similar to that of NGOs around matters of national 

interest τ sometimes on matters other than industrial relations. Kabutaulaka (1998, p. 50), for 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƭƛǎǘǎ ǳƴƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎΣ άƻǳǘǎǇƻƪŜƴ ƻƴ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ƴǳŎƭŜŀǊ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎǘŜ 

disposal to the governmentΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎƛŀƭ ŘŜōƛǘ ǘŀȄΦΦΦέΦ 

Other Large -scale Collective Action  

Pre-Colonial Times 

Sustained collective action in pre-colonial times Solomon Islands was generally confined to 

villages and descent groups, yet examples of larger-scale interaction and cooperation can be 

found in the form of trade, and in allegiances during times of conflict (Ross 1978; Dureau 

1998).  

Remarkably, when one considers the diversity of pre-colonial Solomon Islands, and the 

challenges inherent to exchange and cooperation that exist in the absence of overarching 

enforcement mechanisms, trade networks spanned hundreds of kilometres and war parties 

may have numbered in the thousands at times (although the exact figures are disputed)  

(Dureau 1998; McDougall 2003). However, allegiance and agreement were rarely enduring. 

Cooperation took place over quite large scales but does not appear to have ever led to 

anything resembling a polity in terms of stability and structure that spanned more than a 

number of villages or perhaps a medium-sized island (Bennett 1987). 

Although it also brought repression of its own, colonisation brought with it the end of inter-

group raiding and conflict. Over time, it brought Christianity too, something that afforded new 

connections and ties between people spanning localities and pre-colonial identities (Joseph 

and Beu 2008). Colonial era labour migration brought on-going interaction between different 

groups (and saw the birth of Pijin). Colonialism also brought migration: from inland areas to 

the coast in instances, and from hamlets to larger villages (Bennett 1974; Scott 2000). The 

arrival of a colonial power also meant the arrival of people who denigrated the customs that 
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had afforded meaning and identity to Solomon Islanders, as well as the arrival of people eager 

to exploit the land and labour of the new colony (Bennett 1987).  

Maasina Rule and the Moro Movement 

Amidst this challenge and change two movements arose, both political at least in some senses 

and both involving collective action of a scale large enough to be unusual in Solomon Islands. 

The movements were Maasina Rule (which was initially a Malaitan phenomenon, although it 

subsequently spread to an extent to some other island groups) and the Moro Movement 

(based in Guadalcanal). These were not the only two examples of new social movements born 

of the colonial era. For example a ΨSociety for the Development of Native RacesΩ engaged in 

activism in Guadalcanal in the late 1940s (Fraenkel 2004, p. 31; Allen 2007, p. 108), and the 

Chair and Rule Movement associated with Anglican missionary Richard Fallowes agitated for 

improved education and wage rises, and in its governance contained a nascent indigenous 

parliament of sorts (Bennett 1987, p. 261). However, Maasina Rule and the Moro Movement 

were by far the most significant movements in terms of scale and impact. 

Maasina Rule was born in 1944 in the ΨAre Ψare language area of Malaita (Akin 2013, p. 164) 

and subsequently spread, partially through church networks (particularly the South Seas 

Evangelical Mission in the islandΩs north), until it encompassed much of the island. Keesing 

(1982, p. 359) estimates that at the high point of the movement 96 per cent of Malaitans had 

joined Maasina Rule. At its height Maasina Rule also attracted significant numbers of 

adherents in other parts of Solomon Islands (Bennett 1987) and represented a significant 

challenge to colonial power. The changes Maasina Rule sought were economic (something akin 

to community development and better rates of pay for workers in the plantation economy), 

cultural (the codification and recognition of ΨtraditionalΩ indigenous law), social (the formation 

of larger villages), governance related (taxation, the establishment of area chiefs and 

governance networks), and political (some form of autonomy or semi-autonomy from colonial 

rule) (Keesing 1982; Bennett 1987; Fraenkel 2004; Allen 2007; Akin 2013). 

While the cultural symbolism of Maasina Rule, its adaptation of custom and its legacy provide 

much to interest anthropologists and historians, Laracy (1983, p. 6; cited by Allen 2007, p. 107) 

hits on the feature of Maasina Rule of most interest to political scientists: 

Rather, given the multiplicity of languages and the fragmented, kin-based 
political structure, which characterise Melanesian groups such as the 
Solomonsτand Malaita was the most socially fragmented island of the 
groupτits significance lies in the fact that it happened at all...   

A range of reasons have been given for the rise of Maasina Rule. Church networks and a 

Christian ideology of a universal human identity that transcended old divides increased the 
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potential for large scale collective action (Burt 1994b), while both the unjustness of colonial 

policy (Akin 2013), and encouragement from Fallowes and American Soldiers to organise 

against it were motivating factors (Keesing 1982). Keesing also cites pre-war community 

development projects in ΨAre Ψare speaking areas as well as pre-war experiments in a degree of 

self-rule in the form of native courts as opening Solomon Islanders to the possibility of more 

large-scale self-governance. Bennett (1987, p. 292 & 297) points to interactions between 

different groups on pre-war plantations as fostering a sense of shared identity as well as  a 

simple lesson having been learnt by some of those who were catalytic in the movementΩs 

ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΥ άWithout greater unity, as the colonial government had so long known, they 

[Solomon Islanders] were virtually powerless.έ 

Once recovery from World War Two had afforded it strength to act, the colonial government 

engaged with vigour in attempts to quash Maasina Rule. In part this involved repression: 

membership of the movement was actively discouraged and some leaders sent to jail 

(Davenport and Çoker 1967, p. 128). In part it involved concession: the colonial administration 

continued to develop local councils, something that was partially in line with what Maasina 

Rule had been calling for. As Bennett (1987, p. 296) writes: 

By the early 1950s the government had regained control, if the collection of 
the head tax was any index. Men offered in numbers for plantation work, as 
their money had been spent and cash was needed for the taxτexcept that 
now the head tax funded the island councils. In the view of the majority of 
ǘƘŜ aŀŀǎƛƴŀ wǳƭŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ˟ ƛƴ мфро ƛǘ 
achieved its major aim of running Malaita in the form established by the 
Malaita Council, along with other regional councils in the protectorate. 
Continued resistance was unnecessary, a view that was reaffirmed as 
Malaita became the object of many government projects.  

As a consequence of both repression and concession, by the late 1950s Maasina Rule was 

largely a spent force, at least in its original form as an active political movement operating 

across a large area.38  

In 1957 the Moro Movement arose in southern Guadalcanal. With its origins in the visions of 

its founder, the Moro Movement combined quasi-developmental aspirations and an element 

of anti-government (or at least anti-local council) sentiment with a dose of a return to tradition 

ideology and a mystical element that drew upon, or sought to create, local legend (Davenport 

and Çoker 1967; Bennett 1987, p. 316; Kabutaulaka 1998, p. 17).39    

                                                           
38

 Although, it has been argued (for example Akin 2013) that it still exists in parts of Malaita as an ethos 
at least τ as a set of beliefs associated with resisting and challenging the state. 
39

 Both the Moro Movement and Maasina Rule were also associated in some localities with millenarian 
beliefs, although Keesing (1982), writing with respect to Maasina Rule, and Davenport and Çoker (1967) 
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In the years following its founding the Moro Movement spread throughout much of Southern 

Guadalcanal, Central Guadalcanal and the islandΩs northern plains. While the Moro Movement 

did not come close to achieving the breadth of support that Maasina Rule obtained at its peak, 

it was a significant social movement nevertheless, one which spanned villages, administrative 

districts and language groups. Davenport and Çoker (1967, p. 137) provide estimates 

suggesting that, by the early 1960s, approximately 18 per cent of the population of 

Guadalcanal were movement followers. They  point to the significance of this: 

[F]or a people whose social structure has always been fragmented into 
dispersed settlements and villages and whose economic and social 
orientations have been correspondingly parochial, this [the large-scale 
collective action of the Moro Movement] is a momentous discovery. 
(Davenport and Çoker 1967, p. 160) 

As with Maasina Rule, the Moro Movement engaged in a range of different forms of collective 

action. In villages it often served as an organising focal point for village governance, and the 

Movement itself had its own internal governance structure and hierarchy of power (Davenport 

and Çoker 1967, p. 149). The Movement was not explicitly anti-colonial in the sense that it 

actively sought the end of colonial rule, or even opposition to the paying of taxes to the 

colonial government (something that Maasina Rule advocated) yet it contained a strong 

element of self-rule, establishing (or trying to establish) parallel systems of government, 

including taxation, to order the lives of its members (Davenport and Çoker 1967, p. 161). 

Alongside this, members of the Moro Movement also contested Guadalcanal (colonial) 

government elections, with some success, although this never translated into a large enough 

Moro block in any formal parliament to be become a force (Davenport and Çoker 1967).  

While the Moro Movement waned considerably from the late 1960s (in the 1999 census only 

599 respondents stated they were movement adherents (Solomon Islands National Statistics 

Office 2000, p. 32)) it has remained in a form. It was a source of inspiration for at least some of 

the Guadalcanal militants who were involved in the Tensions (Allen 2007, p. 128) and has 

played a role in electoral politics, with movement-approved candidates standing and 

sometimes winning seats in national elections (see, for example: Allen 2007, p. 157). In 2013 

the Solomon Islands government awarded movement members a large cash ΨcompensationΩ 

payment  in recognition of the MovementΩs role as landowners of parts of Guadalcanal that 

the nation as a whole benefits from (Solomon Star News 2013).  

                                                                                                                                                                          
writing about the Moro Movement contend that such beliefs tended to be most pronounced on the 
peripheries of the organisations. While the two movements occurred amongst different groups and 
were centred on different islands, it is thought the presence of Maasina Rule played a role in the 
instigation of the Moro Movement.  
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The Moro Movement, like Maasina Rule before it, appears to have had its growth in part 

enabled by the presence of an ΨotherΩ to unite against (Colonial Government) as well as having 

been enabled by new networks and connections (although in this instance not church-based 

networks), and new ideas which had arisen particularly through contact with American soldiers 

during and after World War Two. Like Maasina Rule, while it was of a significant scale for a 

time, it has not been sustained. Although the Moro Movement, in some form, remains a 

presence, on a limited scale in parts of Guadalcanal. 

The Western Breakaway Movement 

A more recent example of large-scale collective action can be found in the so-called Western 

Breakaway Movement that arose in Solomon IslandsΩ Western Province (which at the time also 

included Choiseul Province) around the time of independence in the late 1970s. The 

ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ōȅ  ŦŜŀǊ ƻŦ άƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭƛǎƳέ (Premdas et al. 1983, p. 166) born of 

the fact that the Western Province was a political minority (about 20 per cent of the 

population and 24 per cent of the MPs in parliament) and yet also probably the most resource-

rich part of the country (Premdas et al. 1983, p. 165; the political representation calculation 

comes from my electoral database). The MovementΩs aspirations were not, at least as most 

commonly expressed, the desire to become a separate state but rather for greater self-

governance via a federal political system.  

Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŀǊ ƻŦ άƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭƛǎƳέ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǎŜƴǎŜ 

of identity amongst Solomon Islanders from Western Province that is in part based on physical 

appearance (much darker skin colour). Also, between them, the Methodist church and its 

offshoot the Christian Fellowship Church claimed the religious loyalties of many Westerners, 

and provided networks as well as a further sense of shared identity. And while numerous 

different languages are spoken around Western Province, Roviana rather than Pijin, at least at 

the time of the Breakaway Movement, was lingua franca in much of the West (Premdas et al. 

1983, p. 167, 169 & 184). 

While it united and articulated the aspirations and fears of people from numerous islands and 

different language groups, the Western Breakaway Movement was not a mass movement in 

the sense that it did not involve mass collective action.  Although it probably had popular 

support in the province, as an active movement it was primarily one of political elites. As 

Premdas et al. (p. 184) note: 

The movementΩs methods of communicating its demands to the central 
government were mainly non-violent and legal. They ranged from 
resolutions and submissions issued from the Western Council to speeches 
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and veiled threats by Western national parliamentarians. Record of only 
one demonstration in Gizo exists. 

The Solomon Islands government responded to the movement via concessions. Compensation 

was paid for an anti-Western poem that had been published in a government newspaper, 

more generous central government to provincial government transfers were agreed, and 

government-owned land was returned to customary owners (Premdas et al. 1983, p. 186 & 

190). A Western MP became deputy prime minister and Western MPs occupied prominent 

positions in cabinet. Westerners were promoted to senior roles in the civil service and the 

office of speaker in parliament was filled by a Westerner (Premdas et al. 1983, p. 187). With 

these concessions the force behind the Breakaway Movement abated, although resentment 

can still be found amongst some Solomon Islanders from Western Province and Movement 

sentiment emerged again during the ΨTensionsΩ (the civil conflict discussed below) (Scales 

2008, p. 214).  

While it was both political and also an example of something that might be said to be an ethnic 

movement (based on a shared provincial identity), notably the Breakaway Movement never 

translated into anything resembling parliamentary unity amongst MPs from Western Solomon 

Islands. There is no Western party and MPs from the Western electorates do not behave as a 

cohesive parliamentary unit. 

Island-Based Militias During the Tensions 

The final examples of relevant, large-scale collective action are the island-based militias that 

swept Solomon Islands into a state of conflict (the ΨTensionsΩ) from late 1998 until the arrival of 

international peacekeepers in 2003. These militias first formed amongst men from 

Guadalcanal and then, in response, amongst Malaitans. There were several factors behind the 

formation of the initial militia groups from Guadalcanal: inequitable development, a weak 

state that failed to provide public goods and which had already shown itself to be easy prey to 

extortionate demands, resentment of Malaitan settlers, and attempts by some political actors 

to tap discontent for their own political benefit (Fraenkel 2004; Moore 2004; Allen 2007). The 

rise of the Malaitan militia is more simply explained: a response to the eviction and menacing 

of Malaitans by the original militias from Guadalcanal. 

On both sides the militias transcended the traditional bodies of collective action in Solomon 

Islands, bringing together young men from different areas, clans, churches, and language 

groups. And yet, this was not unity of the form seen in Maasina Rule. Some Malaitan groups, 

such as Langalanga speakers, were mostly absent from Malaitan militia (Moore 2004, p. 127). 

And just as members of different clans, churches and language groups were united within the 

militia groups, so too were they united ΨagainstΩ them in the form of the various civil-society-
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based peace initiatives that sprung up, suggesting that the desire for inter-island conflict was 

far from universally shared across the two islands involved. 

It is hard to know just how many people were united under the banners of the various militant 

groups. Allen (2007, p. 24) states that estimates of the number of militants from Guadalcanal 

range from 300 to 200040 (the upper estimate would reflect a mere three per cent of the 

population of Guadalcanal at the time) and cites (p. 27) an interview subject who told him that 

άмуло ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ōƻȅǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƴƻǊǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ aŀƭŀƛǘŀΧƧƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ MEF [Malaita Eagle Force, a 

Ƴƛƭƛǘƛŀ ƎǊƻǳǇϐΦέ 9ǾŜƴ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ aŀƭŀƛǘŀƴ aƛƭƛǘƛŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǿŀǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊΣ 

(including some militants from elsewhere in Malaita and Honiara), in the vicinity of 2,500, this 

is still less than three per cent of the population of Malaita. Adding non-combatant supporters 

of the various militias would increase numbers somewhat but even so τ in contrast to both 

Maasina Rule and the Moro Movement in their heydays τ those actively involved in the 

militant enterprise only ever formed very small proportions of the island populations they 

ΨrepresentedΩ. 

Ultimately, unity within the militias was limited too. The Guadalcanal groups descended into 

internecine conflict, and as the Tensions progressed both Guadalcanal and Malaitan groups 

degraded into quasi-criminal enterprises that likely inflicted more harm on their own peoples 

than they did on their opponents (Fraenkel 2004; Moore 2004; Allen 2007). The groups 

involved could be said to be ethnic in a sense, based on island identities, and the time of the 

Tensions in the Solomon Islands did involve large-scale political collective action of a form, but 

it was short-lived and the Ψethnic groupsΩ involved splintered quickly. 

The Tensions have a legacy in the inter-island suspicions and prejudices some Solomon 

Islanders continue to feel. Yet there is little appetite for a return to fighting amongst most 

Solomon Islanders and the organisations involved have dissolved (Coppel 2012). The period of 

conflict did unite a range of people who might not normally cooperate but it was not a 

sustained unity and has not given birth to any enduring political movements. 

Conclusion  

In this chapter I have provided context for my study of voter behaviour in Solomon Islands. I 

have described the physical, economic and social environments that voters make their choices 

amongst.  

                                                           
40

 This lower figure seems implausibly low when one considers the size of some of the skirmishes that 
took place in the conflict as well as the number of casualties. 
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Isolated by geography and inadequate infrastructure, the economic lives of many Solomon 

Islanders, if not desperate, are hard. From food to school fees there are cash needs, and yet, 

for most, opportunities for engagement in the cash economy are limited. A well-functioning 

state that did a better job of providing public goods and services could assist but, in its on-

going absence, needs τ and in particular financial needs τ are pressing for many. 

Although a poorly functioning state brings hardship, its absence, or near absence, does not 

translate into anarchy. A range of entities provide considerable structure to the social 

interactions of most Solomon Islanders. Families, clans, and churches, are key institutions, 

facilitating collective action, albeit only imperfectly.  

Collective action on a larger scale has also occurred in Solomon Islands. Yet, it has not 

ultimately been sustained. Major movements have sprung up, but they have also waned after 

relatively brief heydays. 

In terms of ethnic identities, clans and churches clearly play very meaningful roles in most 

Solomon IslandersΩ lives. Race, on the other hand, largely does not. The impact of language is 

less clear: language is certainly a basis of identity, and language divides often form the outer 

boundaries of communities of custom, but language groups themselves only very rarely appear 

to be bodies of sustained, unified collective action. The same also appears to be true of 

geographic identities: at times such as the Western Breakaway Movement, and Guadalcanal 

and Malaitan Militias geographic entities have come close to being the basis of collective 

action, but this has not been sustained. 
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Chapter 4 ɀ Solomon Islands Elections and Politics  

In this chapter I continue providing background for my study. In the preceding chapter I 

provided a general outline of the Solomon Islands context before delving in depth into the key 

components of Solomon Islands society that structure peopleΩs interactions and collective 

action. These details were important, I argued, because they pertained to aspects of Solomon 

Islands life that could play a role in shaping voter behaviour. Moreover, some of the social 

groupings I described were of particular interest as potential structures around which ethnic 

voting might occur. 

In this chapter I start by outlining a further potential influence on voterΩs choices: electoral 

rules. Having done this, I shift my focus from potential causes of voter behaviour to observed 

outcomes. I describe and graph the key statistics, patterns and trends of Solomon Islands 

election results. Then I move on to parliamentary politics, detailing the sort of person that 

becomes a member of parliament before describing the nature of parliamentary politicking. 

To varying degrees the electoral information I provide in this chapter has been discussed 

elsewhere, most thoroughly in Fraenkel (2008) but also in other work (Chick 1979; Chick 1983; 

Premdas and Steeves 1983; Premdas and Steeves 1994; Steeves 1996; Steeves 2001; Fraenkel 

2011; Steeves 2011). However, over the rest of this chapter, when discussing and charting 

results patterns, as I am primarily drawing on calculations from my own datasets, I provide 

citations only for those assertions not based on my election data. Where my charts and 

statistics come from a range of sources I provide sources in the text, where no sources are 

provided it can be assumed that the information comes solely from my own results data and 

MP bio-data. 

Electoral Rules, Elections and Electorates  

National elections in Solomon Islands are held using a single member district plurality (Ψor first 

past the postΩ) voting system (a system inherited from the United Kingdom, the colonial 

power, which ran the countryΩs first pre-independence elections). The country has 50 

electorates, each of which sends only one MP to the national parliament (Steeves 2001, p. 

799-800; Moore 2010).41 The candidate who wins the plurality of votes in an electorate 

becomes its MP. Elections are usually held every four years and there have been eight general 

elections since independence, the first of these held in 1980.42 Intermittent by-elections have 

                                                           
41

 Prior to 1993 there were only 38 electorates. This increased to 47 in 1993 and again to 50 in 1997.  
42

 Mass suffrage elections commenced under colonial rule in Honiara in the early 1960s. The 1967 
elections were the first elections that had national universal suffrage (with the exception of one outer 
island electorate where an electoral college system was used) although the majority of members of the 
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also taken place upon the death or removal, usually via court ruling, of MPs from office during 

the electoral term (Steeves 2001).  

Given they are held in an environment of low administrative capacity, and across a geography 

that poses challenges of its own, recent Solomons elections  (particularly those in 2010) have 

been generally well run (Commonwealth Secretariat 2010). Observer teams and a system of 

open vote counting which permits candidatesΩ agents to scrutinise the counting process, have 

meant election results, at least in recent years, have been mostly free of significant 

wrongdoing directly involving the mechanics of the electoral process itself (Commonwealth 

Secretariat 2010; East West Centre 2010; Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat 2010).  

Elections have also been fairly peaceful affairs. Brawls between the supporters of rival 

candidates are not unheard of and occasional incidents such as the burning of ballot boxes 

have taken place, yet elections have been free of serious large-scale violence (Commonwealth 

Secretariat 2006; Commonwealth Secretariat 2010; Nanau 2011b, p. 508).43 

The only major blight on the operation of recent national elections has been the electoral roll, 

which contains many more voters than could possibly exist (Commonwealth Secretariat 2006; 

Commonwealth Secretariat 2010; Kelly 2010; Paternorte and de Gabriel 2010). The 2010 roll 

had 448,149 registered voters, which contrasts with what I estimate the voting age population 

to have been in 2010: 281,161 (estimated on the basis of projections from 2009 census data). 

Roll inflation is an issue, yet for the most part this appears the product of administrative 

problems rather than any systematic attempts at engineering large-scale electoral 

malfeasance.44 Although errors in the roll do provide opportunities for cheating, such as 

individuals voting under the names of deceased voters, and while these opportunities are 

sometimes taken advantage of, roll errors do not appear to be have translated into large-scale 

fraud, at least in recent years.45 This is important for my study as the absence of large-scale 

                                                                                                                                                                          
Governing Council remained appointees. In the wake of the 1970 national elections the ruling body 
contained more elected than non-elected MPs for the first time. By 1976 the only non-elected member 
of  the legislative body was the attorney general. All told there were four mass-suffrage national 
elections pre-independence (Moore 2010). 
43

 Sanga (2005) describes small scale post-election violence in the East Malaita constituency after the 
2001 elections, and Fraenkel (2008) and Allen (2008) note that there was considerable voter 
intimidation in some electorates during these elections, which took place in the midst of the Tensions. 
And more subtle voter coercion, as I discuss later, certainly does take place. Yet large-scale election 
related conflict as occurs in many developing countries, including neighbouring PNG, has not been a 
feature of Solomon Islands elections. 
44

 Large-scale being the operative term here; roll fraud for the purpose of electoral wrongdoing does 
occur on smaller scales but not of sufficient magnitude to explain the bulk of observed roll inflation.  
45

 None of the 2010 election observation missions reported any signs of large-scale fraud of this sort. 
And when I compared total votes with estimated registered voters at an electorate level, only a few 
electorates in the 2010 election saw more votes cast than ought to be possible on the basis of 
population, and in most of these instances the most likely explanation for the bulk of the overhang was 
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fraud means that election results data can be treated as having the potential to reveal at least 

some information about votersΩ intentions, which would not be the case if election results 

were effectively fictional. Of course, noting that recent elections have run well in a procedural 

sense is not the same as saying no cheating occurs. Vote buying and voter coercion are 

common τ something I return to in later chapters. 

Figure 4.1 below charts Solomon Islands elections since independence and shows the number 

of registered voters, the total number of votes cast, and the estimated voting age population. 

General election years are shown as dashed-vertical lines. Figure 4.1 also offers a sense of 

voter turnout. While turnout has been nominally low in recent elections (only 53 per cent of 

registered voters in 2010), when calculated as a proportion of the estimated voting age 

population, turnout is actually fairly high (85 per cent in 2010). 

Figure 4.1 ɀ Total Votes, Registered Voters, and Estimated Voting Age Population 

 

Chart notes: data from election results database, calculations from censuses, and Steeves (2001) for 1984 registered 
voters. 

There is major malapportionment between Solomon IslandsΩ 50 electorates. The smallest 

electorate in estimated voting age population, Malaita Outer Islands, with an estimated voting 

age population of 1,310, is less than a tenth the size of East Honiara, which has an estimated 

15,846 potential voters.46 The largest electorate which does not contain any of the greater 

Honiara urban area is Nggela with an estimated voting age population of 9,350. A table 

detailing electorate populations and other key electorate features is included in Appendix 3. 

                                                                                                                                                                          
voters who had been resident in Honiara during the census returning to vote in rural electorates where 
they were registered to vote. Also, when I undertook last digit analysis of candidate vote totals  
(following Beber & Scacco 2013) digit patterns were not suggestive of fraud. 
46

 Many Honiara residents return to their rural constituencies to vote in general elections, which means 
my figure here overstates actual likely voters. However, even if I base comparisons on actual votes cast 
malapportionment remains significant: 8,229 votes were cast in East Honiara in 2010, compared to only 
1,636 in Malaita Outer Islands.  
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Candidate Numbers and Winner Vote Shares  

In the typical electorate, elections are enthusiastically contested, with numerous candidates 

vying for voter support. The highest number of candidates to have stood in any election was 

26 in the 2008 East Honiara by-election (the highest during a general election was 23 in Central 

Honiara in 2010). The median electorate (over all elections since independence) has had seven 

candidates standing in it.  

Figure 4.2 below shows the average number of candidates and average Effective Number of 

Candidates (ENC)47 standing in Solomon Islands general elections since independence. Two 

facts stand out. First, there was no significant overarching trend in candidate numbers 

between 1980 and 2001, although candidate numbers have increased considerably since 

2001.48 Secondly, other than a very slight upturn since 2001, the average effective number of 

candidates has not increased over time. Divergence between the number of candidates and 

the ENC suggests that while candidates have contested elections in increasing numbers since 

2001 the number of candidates that have polled well has not risen.  

Figure 4.3 shows mean and median winning candidate vote shares in Solomon Islands general 

elections since independence. As with ENC in Figure 4.2 there appears to be no strong trends 

in winning candidate vote shares. Also apparent in the chart is the fact that the typical winner 

in Solomon Islands elections wins on a plurality, rather than a majority, vote share. Wins with 

more than 50 per cent of the vote are rare, though not unheard of, in Solomon Islands 

elections. 

                                                           
47

 Owing to the fact that not all candidates are equally competitive, absolute candidate counts may not 
accurately reflect the state of competition in any particular electorate. For example an electorate where 
one candidate obtains 91 per cent of votes cast while the remaining nine candidates obtain only one per 
cent each is a very different electorate from one where 10 candidates each win 10 per cent of the vote. 
To account for this political scientists typically report on electoral competition using a calculated figure, 
ǘƘŜ Ψ9ŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ bǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ /ŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎΩ ό9b/ύ όƻǊ 9ŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ bǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ tŀǊǘƛŜǎ ς ENP) (Cox 1997). The ENC is 
the reciprocal of the HerfindahlςHirschman index of candidate vote shares in an electorate, and is 
ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ м ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƳ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜΩǎ ǎǉǳŀǊŜŘ ǾƻǘŜ-shares. (Or, in equation form: 
ρȾВ ὺὭ

2
 where n = the number of candidates and ὺὭ = the vote share of the Ὥth candidate). ENC can be 

thought of loosely as a representation of the number of competitive candidates. In my example 
electorate where one candidate obtains 91 per cent of the vote and the remaining 9 candidates obtain 
one per cent each the ENC is 1.21, close to one, reflecting the fact that only one candidate was 
competitive; in the electorate with 10 candidates each obtaining 10 per cent of the vote the ENC is 10, a 
reflection of the fact that all 10 were equally close to winning. 
48

 Further analysis shows that candidate numbers increased nationwide. The extent varied by province, 
with Honiara, Makira and Temotu seeing the most dramatic rises, but every province saw increases in 
average candidate numbers. However, within provinces not all electorates have seen increased 
candidate numbers. 
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Figure 4.2 ɀ Average Candidates and Effective Number of Candidates, General Elections 

 

Figure 4.3 ɀ Mean and Median Winner Vote Share, General Elections 

 

Although Solomon Islanders are enthusiastic competitors in elections, success itself, either in 

the form of winning, or even merely winning a significant slice of electoral support, is hard to 

come by. Figure 4.4 shows a histogram based on the vote share of all candidates who stood in 

elections from 1980 until 2011. The X axis shows groupings of vote shares, the Y axis shows the 

number of candidates falling into that grouping. For example, the first bar on the left of the 

histogram shows that over 800 candidates have stood and won fewer than five per cent of the 

votes in their electorate. The steady fall in the height of the bars from left to right reflects the 

0

4

8

12

1980 1984 1989 1993 1997 2001 2006 2010

ENC

Candidates

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

1980 1984 1989 1993 1997 2001 2006 2010

Mean Winner Vote Share

Median Winner Vote Share



60 
 

fact that most candidates in Solomon Islands elections win low vote shares. The plurality have 

won under five per cent of the votes cast in their electorate; the majority less than 10 per cent. 

 

Figure 4.4 ɀ Histogram of Candidatesȭ Vote Shares all Candidates, all Elections 1980-2012 

 

 

Incumbent Turnover  Rates 

Tenure for those few candidates lucky enough to win is often short. Since the first post-

independence election, on average nearly half (47 per cent) of those incumbent MPs who have 

defended their seats have lost them.49 Figure 4.5 shows the percentage of incumbent MPs who 

contested and lost in general elections. 

                                                           
49

 On average, across all general elections since independence 91.4 per cent of MPs have defended their 
seats. Although comprehensive data do not exist explaining instances where MPs have not defended 
seats, instances I am aware of suggest voluntary retirement is far from the only cause. A number of MPs 
have died in office, and several have gone to prison while in office. And while death and imprisonment 
ought to trigger by-elections, when a general election is close the seat in question has often simply been 
held vacant until the general election. One cause of incumbent non-defence present in some other 
countries does not occur in Solomon Islands τ owing to the weakness of political parties in Solomon 
Islands (discussed more below) there is nothing akin to a party pre-selection process in Solomon Islands 
electorates. If an incumbent wishes to stand, and is alive and not prevented from doing so by problems 
with the law, they are able to. 
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Figure 4.5 ɀ Incumbent Turnover as a Percentage of Contesting Incumbents, Solomon Islands 
General Elections 

 
Chart notes: the numerator in the calculation reflected in this chart is the number of incumbent MPs who contested 
and lost in each general election; the denominator is the number of incumbent MPs who contested. 

As can be seen in Figure 4.5 there is variation between years but, once again, absence of 

anything that could be described as a clear trend. Turnover rates were at their highest in the 

first post-independence election in 1980, but they were nearly as high again much more 

recently in 2001. The lowest levels of incumbent turnover occurred in 1993, an election which 

saw the introduction of a dedicated constituency development fund (paid for with Taiwanese 

aid) provided to sitting MPs, which they could spend, effectively at their own discretion, within 

their electorates (Fraenkel 2011, p. 312).50 Ostensibly this was meant to be a tool to assist 

development at the local level, yet it clearly has considerable use as a tool of patronage and, 

from that, is a potential source of electoral advantage. The number of electorates also rose 

from 38 to 47 in 1993, which meant that many sitting MPs found themselves defending 

smaller electorates. These two factors are the most likely causes of low turnover rates in 1993, 

with subsequent years seeing a return to equilibrium of sorts as aspiring challengers realised 

that smaller electorates meant fewer votes required to win, while at the same time voters 

worked out that largess in the form of constituency funds was not something solely the 

domain of the sitting MP and would likely flow, and possibly flow more, were that MP to be 

defeated. 

Despite what would appear to be clear advantages stemming from office, government 

ministers do not appear on average to have dramatically higher election survival rates than 

                                                           
50

 Something akin to these funds pre-dated 1993; however, previous funds were smaller and appeared 
to be less amenable to patronage spending. 
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MPs outside of government or on the government backbenches. In theory ministerial 

portfolios ought to significantly enhance their holdersΩ chances of re-election, providing profile 

and increased ability to secure voter support through patronage (Fraenkel 2004, p. 38; 

Fraenkel 2008b, p. 50). And yet, in the three elections for which data are available, ministerial 

survival rates were not substantially better than those of other MPs. In the 2006 national 

elections, 56 per cent of government ministers won re-election (Fraenkel 2008, p. 74) a 

survival rate that may be higher than the rate of 52 per cent for parliament as a whole but not 

by much.51 Similarly, Premdas and Steeves  (1983, p. 84) state that half of all cabinet members 

retained their seats in the 1980 general election. This is a higher survival rate than those of 

MPs as a whole in that election (only 38 per cent were re-elected) but is still not so large a 

difference as to suggest that being a government minister completely transforms MPsΩ 

electoral prospects. In the 1993 elections only one government minister was not re-elected 

(Premdas and Steeves 1994, p. 54), a very high survival rate (93 per cent), yet the 1993 

elections were kind to all MPs (81 per cent were re-elected) meaning the difference between 

ministers and MPs was, once again, only one of degree. What is more, because the same 

political skills τ guile and the ability to strategically form alliances τ that aid in the rise from 

MP to minister are of likely use in electioneering too, the raw differences in re-election rates 

between ministers and MPs may overstate the true advantage associated with holding a 

government portfolio, conflating it with advantages born of individual capacity.    

The most likely explanation as to why being a minister does not increase odds of electoral 

survival more, is that any advantage which does come from the ability to dispense patronage 

while in charge of a government ministry is offset by negative publicity stemming from being 

associated with frequent government scandals, combined with ministers having less time 

available to devote to constituency matters (Premdas and Steeves 1983; Fraenkel 2008). 

Differences Between Electorates  

Thus far the electoral statistics I have summarised have mostly taken the form of national 

averages or aggregates, yet buried within these country-level composites is considerable 

variation between electorates, as well as variation over time within individual electorates. 

Figure 4.6 is a histogram of winning candidate vote shares from all post-independence 

elections.  

                                                           
51

 Fraenkel (2008, p51) provides an overall MP survival rate of only 46 per cent. However, on the basis of 
the table he provides on p. 73, this appears to be an error in which survival and turnover rates have 
been transposed.  
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Figure 4.6 ɀ Histogram of Winner Vote Shares: All Post-Independence Elections 

 

The lowest winning candidate vote share was that of Ben Foukona in Lau/Mbaelelea in 1984, 

who won with only 10.7 per cent of the vote. The highest winner vote share, setting aside the 

few instances where candidates have effectively won 100 per cent because they stood in 

uncontested elections, was that of Victor Ngele who won 87 per cent of the vote in South 

Guadalcanal in 1993. In between these extremes, as the histogram illustrates, individual 

election wins have occurred across a very wide range of vote shares. 

Focusing on the 2010 general election, Figure 4.7 is a scatterplot showing the number of 

candidates that stood and the percentage vote share of the winning candidate for each 

electorate. The red line on the chart is the fitted OLS line of best fit. The two or three letter 

electorate codes used in this and subsequent charts are mapped to electorate names in 

Appendix 3.  

Two aspects of the chart bear noting: first, there is a strong negative correlation between the 

number of candidates that stand in constituencies and winning candidate vote shares; and, 

second, there is a lot of variation between constituencies, both in terms of number of 

candidates and the share of votes won by winning candidates. Although, for clarityΩs sake this 

0
2
0

4
0

6
0

8
0

N
u
m

b
e
r 

o
f 

M
P

s

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Winner Vote Share (per cent)



64 
 

scatter plot only shows results from the 2010 election, and while there is some change from 

election to election, all post-independence elections have had similar variation.52  

Figure 4.7 ɀ Scatter Plot of Candidate Numbers and Winner Vote Shares , 2010 General 
Election 

 
Chart notes: when I regress 2010 winner vote share against candidate numbers by electorate the Adjusted R-
Squared is 0.442; and the regression coefficient for candidates is -2.351 and is significant at the 1 per cent level.  

Clearly, this degree of variation affords some potential analytic leverage to the researcher 

seeking to understand voter behaviour in Solomon Islands; between-constituency variation is 

something I return to later. Yet the variation does not fall neatly across sub-national divisions 

in any way suggestive of obvious explanations. In particular, while it is not uncommon in 

Solomon Islands to hear talk of different provinces as having different political cultures, 

variance in candidate numbers or winning candidatesΩ vote shares is not predominantly the 

product of between-province differences. It is true that, in terms of raw candidate numbers, 

the provinces of Malaita and Honiara have had more candidates standing in their electorates 

on average. But they also have electorates that are, on average, more populous.  

Figure 4.8 shows a box plot, broken down by province, comprising data for each electorate 

from each general election since independence, where the Y axis is number of candidates per 

1000 voters (voters being the voting age population estimated from census data). Each box 

and its accompanying vertical lines (ΨwhiskersΩ) illustrates, for each province, the extent of 

                                                           
52

 Interestingly, while there is still considerable variation in winner vote shares in pre-independence 
elections there is much less variation in candidate numbers between electorates. 
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variation in candidate numbers amongst the provinceΩs electorates. The horizontal line 

through the middle of the box shows the number of candidates in the median electorate in the 

province. The upper and lower edges of the boxes show the first and third quartiles 

respectively. The boxes themselves therefore show the interquartile range τ the range (of 

numbers of candidates) across which the middle 50 per cent of electorates in each province 

fall. The upper and lower edges of the whiskers are plotted at the maximum and minimum 

values for each province unless these values are outliers further than 1.5 times the 

interquartile range from the median value. For provinces with outliers the whiskers extend to 

1.5 times the interquartile range, and outlier electorates are plotted as dots. Outliers are 

labelled using the standard constituency codes as well as the year of the election in question.  

Using candidates per 1000 voters standardises the data, removing the influence of varying 

electorate population sizes. With this correction applied, Malaita still has slightly higher than 

average candidate numbers, and the small electorate of Malaita Outer Islands typically has 

very high candidate numbers per voting age population. However, Malaita does not stand out 

as having that many more candidates on average (that distinction falls to Rennell and Bellona), 

and Honiara has fewer candidates than average when population is taken into account. And, as 

the height of the boxes and their associated whiskers suggests, there is considerably more 

variation within provinces than between. 

Figure 4.8 ɀ Box Plot of Candidates Per Thousand Estimated Voters, Electorates Grouped by 
Province 
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Differences Within Electorates Over Time  

There is also substantial variation in candidate numbers, effective numbers of candidates 

(ENC), and winning candidate vote shares within electorates over time.  

Figure 4.9 is a scatterplot of winning candidate vote share in the 1997 general election plotted 

against winning candidatesΩ vote shares in the 2010 general election and Figure 4.10 is a 

scatterplot of ENC for the same two elections.53 The dashed grey line shown on both charts 

plots a one to one relationship. Electorates close to the line had similar winner vote shares (or 

ENCs) in both elections. The red line in each chart is the OLS line of best fit plotting the 

relationship between the 1997 and 2010 results.  

 

Figure 4.9 ɀ Winning Candidate Vote Share 1997 and 2010, all Electorates 

 

                                                           
53

 Major redistricting in 1993 makes it difficult to compare most pre-1993 electorates with their post 
1993 equivalents. 
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Figure 4.10 ɀ Effective Number of Candidates 1997 and 2010, all Electorates 

 

The fact that electorates are not clustered around the dashed-grey line in either chart reflects 

the high degree of variation in the two statistics between the two elections. A simple bivariate 

regression run by electorate on winning vote shares for 1997 and 2010 returns an Adjusted R-

squared of 0.011, reflecting a very weak relationship (in other words considerable change) 

between the two years. The same regression run on ENC for 1997 and 2010 returns an 

Adjusted R-squared of 0.105, a somewhat stronger relationship but still weak.54 

Both in the case of winning candidate vote share and ENC the scatter plots and regression 

results illustrate a simple point: in most Solomon Islands constituencies election results have 

changed markedly in little over a decade. 

Differences Between First Time Winners and Incumbents  

At least some of the variation in winning candidate vote shares stems from whether the 

winners in question are winning for the first time or whether they are incumbent MPs 

successfully defending their seat. Figure 4.11 below is a box plot, based on data from all post-

independence general elections, comparing winner vote shares between first time winners 

and winning incumbent MPs. 

                                                           
54

 More extensive regression tests and results are provided in Chapter 7. 
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Figure 4.11 ɀ Box Plots, First Time Winners and Incumbent Winners 

 

 

Winning incumbents appear, on average, to have discernibly higher vote shares than first time 

winners. This is confirmed by the results of a simple two sample t-test.55 The difference in 

mean vote share between first time winners and incumbent winners is 7.8 percentage points 

and is statistically significant at the 1 per cent level. 

At first glance this difference suggests a substantial incumbent advantage in elections, 

something that would not seem surprising given that, as discussed above, MPs in Solomon 

Islands have considerable constituency development funding at their disposal. However, 

restricting the comparison to first time winners and incumbent winners only is to tell just part 

of the story when it comes to the fate of incumbent MPs. As I discussed above, on average 

approximately half of all MPs lose their seats in each general election. Figure 4.12 compares 

the vote shares of first time winners and all incumbent MPs (whether they won or lost the 

election in question). 

                                                           
55

 The t-ǘŜǎǘ ǿŀǎ Ǌǳƴ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǳƴŜǉǳŀƭΩ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ {ǘŀǘŀ ǘƻ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ŘŜǾƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 
the two groups. 
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Figure 4.12 ɀ Box Plots, First Time Winners and Incumbent MPs (Win or Lose) 

 

A t-test confirms what is suggested from visual inspection of the chart. The difference in 

means is 0.013 percentage points and is not statistically significant at conventional levels. 

Incumbent candidates do not, on average, win higher vote shares than first time winners. The 

real difference between the two groups is, as suggested by the heights of their respective 

boxes, in the range of results present. There is much less variation in the vote share of first 

time winners than there is for incumbents. Some incumbents do very well, while others 

perform very poorly. If there is anything akin to an incumbent advantage it is only a potential 

advantage, which is realised or squandered to differing extents by different MPs.  

Geographical Dispersion of Candidate Support  

Because I have results data by polling station for the 2006 and 2010 general elections I can also 

look within electorates and gauge the extent to which candidate support is concentrated τ 

gathered only from one or two polling stations τ or dispersed around electorates. 

Figure 4.13 is a histogram showing (on the x axis) the percentage of polling stations in their 

electorate where winning candidates in the 2010 and 2006 elections won more than 15 per 

cent of the votes cast. Each bar in the chart represents a 10 per cent interval in the percentage 

of polling stations where more than 15 per cent of the vote was won, and its height reflects 

the number of MPs who won more than 15 per cent of the vote in that percentage of polling 

stations. For example, the left-most bar shows nine MPs won their seats while winning more 

than 15 per cent of the vote in fewer than 40 per cent of the polling stations in their 
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electorate. Similarly the right most bar of the chart shows 23 MPs won their seats by winning 

more than 15 per cent of the votes in more than 90 per cent of the polling stations of their 

constituency. 

Figure 4.13 ɀ Histogram, Percentage of Polling Stations Where Candidates Won More than 
15 Per Cent of the Vote (Winning Candidates Only) 

 
Chart notes: one MP (Milner Tozaka in 2006 who won more than 15 per cent of the vote in only 29 percent of the 
polling stations in his electorate) is excluded from this histogram in order to induce Stata into assigning histogram 
bars across even 10 per cent intervals. 

The fact that the plurality of MPs won greater than 15 per cent of the vote across their entire 

(or close to their entire) electorates is notable: even though MPs in Solomon Islands are 

elected with reasonably low vote shares, in most instances their wins are not simply the case 

of winning the support of their village, or a similarly localised area; most (although certainly 

not all) win through being able to garner a significant degree of support across much of their 

electorate. There is variation, some MPs win on the basis of more localised support, and this 

variation is something I return to in Chapters 8 and 9 and in Appendix 5, yet the most 

important point for now is that the typical winner in the last two general elections in Solomon 

Islands won with a geographically spread support base.  

The picture is different, however, when τ in Figure 4.14 τ I produce the same histogram for 

all candidates, not just winners. Here, the plurality win more than 15 per cent of votes cast in 

less than 10 per cent of the polling stations in their electorates. 
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Figure 4.14 ɀ Histogram, Percentage of Polling Stations Where Candidates Won More than 
15 Per Cent of the Vote (all Candidates) 

 

However, even this is not a simple case of completely localised support: 39 percent of all 

candidates were still able to win greater than 15 per cent of the vote in more than 20 per cent 

of the polling stations in their electorates. Also, it should be remembered that, as suggested by 

Figure 4.4 the vast majority (68 per cent, for all elections since independence) of all candidates 

in Solomon Islands elections won less than 15 per cent of the total vote in their electorates. By 

virtue of their small overall support, such candidates will often appear in the left most bar of 

Figure 4.14  even when their support is somewhat dispersed. Indeed, when considered relative 

to their overall vote share candidate vote dispersion is higher: in the 2006 and 2010 elections 

more than 60 per cent of all candidates won greater than their total vote share in more than a 

quarter of all polling stations. 

Changes in Geographical Dispersion of Candidate Support Over Time  

Although the scope for systematic analysis is limited because I only have election results by 

polling station for two general elections and a few by-elections, available data suggest that, 

when candidates stand in more than one election, it is not uncommon to see some change in 

the geographical dispersion of their support over time. This is particularly the case for 

incumbent MPs τ most are also able to expand their support across wider areas. Illustrating 

this, Figure 4.15 shows results by polling station for the East Kwaio electorate in 2006 and 

Figure 4.16 shows the same results for 2010. Each bar in the charts is a polling station. And 

polling stations are arranged to reflect, as best possible, geographical proximity. Each 
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candidateΩs vote share in each polling station is represented by a block. Stanley Sofu, the 

candidate of interest, is shaded blue; the other candidatesΩ vote blocks are in shades of grey. In 

2006 Stanley Sofu won for the first time. In 2010 he stood successfully as the incumbent.  

Figure 4.15 ɀ Results by Polling Station, 2006 East Kwaio 

 

Chart note: In this and all subsequent polling station charts, vertical names are names of polling stations. The names 
written horizontally underneath them are names of wards, which do not serve a function in national elections but 
do suggest geographical groupings.  

Figure 4.16 ɀ Results by Polling Station, 2010 East Kwaio 

 

In both elections Sofu did well in his base, yet in 2010 he was also able to dramatically expand 

his support in polling stations such as Atoifi, and in polling stations such as  Gounabusu, 

Fanuariri and Nankinimae where he went from winning almost no votes to being the candidate 
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who captured the plurality or majority of votes. In the four years since he first won he was able 

to expand the geographical dispersion of his support considerably. 

Stanley Sofu is a particularly striking case, but available data suggest that on average 

incumbency brings with it substantially increased dispersion of support. Good evidence of this 

can be found in the results of a paired t-test run using data for those 21 MPs who defended 

their seats as incumbents for the first time in 2010.56 Using the same measure of support 

dispersion I used in the histogram above (the percentage of polling stations where the 

candidate won more than 15 per cent of the vote) and comparing dispersion between MPsΩ 

first wins and their 2010 defence, a paired t-test shows the mean change in dispersion was a 

17.05 percentage point increase in the number of polling stations where the MPs won greater 

than 15 per cent (a difference which is statistically significant at the 1 per cent level).57 

Members of Parliament  

One aspect of electoral politics that is common to almost all electorates and which has 

remained unchanged over elections is the difference between the backgrounds of members of 

parliament and their constituents. Whereas only a minority of Solomon Islanders (26 per cent, 

in the 2009 census data used in the previous chapter) described themselves as employers or 

employees, all of the MPs in the 2010 parliament for whom myself and a colleague were able 

to obtain source data (49 out of 50) had worked in the formal economy prior to joining politics. 

Business backgrounds or employment in the civil service were most common pre-

parliamentary careers amongst MPs. Less frequent but still relatively common were MPs who 

had worked as teachers or school principals and former provincial parliament MPs. 

Significantly there were no subsistence farmers or people who made a living from selling 

produce at local markets serving as MPs. Even in 1980, while the makeup of parliament was 

different (civil servants formed a much higher share; private sector workers a much lower 

share), all or almost all members of parliament had worked in the formal economy prior to 

entering parliament (Corbett and Wood 2013, p. 12).  

Similarly, according to the 2009 census only 23.3 per cent of Solomon Islanders aged over 12 

years had had some secondary education (Solomon Islands National Statistics Office 2012, p. 

2). Yet, of those MPs in the 2010 parliament for whom we were able to obtain information (46 

                                                           
56

 Two of these MPs, Matthew Wale and Walter Folotalu, won first in by-elections in 2008, the rest won 
first in 2006.  
57

 In Appendix 5 I use a more sophisticated measure of support dispersion (an index of segregation) in 
tests of the impact of cross-cutting clan-related ties on dispersion. When I re-run the paired t-test 
conducted here using this measure I obtain a similar result ς a statistically significant increase in support 
dispersion. 
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out of 50) 91.3 per cent had received some secondary education. Forty five per cent of MPs in 

the 2010 parliament had undertaken tertiary study, compared to only 4.4 per cent of Solomon 

Islanders aged over 12 (Corbett and Wood 2013, p. 10). 

While MPs tend to come into their roles with the benefit of higher than average levels of 

education and experience either as civil servants or working in the private sector, owing to the 

high incumbent turnover rates, the number of MPs who have political experience born of long 

stays in parliament is quite low. Figure 4.17 shows the composition of post-independence 

Solomon Islands parliaments broken down by the proportion of serving MPs by parliamentary 

experience.  

Figure 4.17 ɀ Solomon Islands Parliaments by MP Tenure 

 

On average across all parliaments since independence, almost half (49 per cent) of MPs have 

been first term MPs and over three quarters (76 per cent) have been either first or second 

term MPs. In 2010, 84 per cent of MPs were either serving their first or second term in 

parliament. 

Parliamentary Politics  

Paralleling the flux and change of the elections that select its members, the nature of politics 

within the national parliament of the Solomon Islands is also fluid. ΨUnboundΩ, as one 

commentator (Steeves 1996; Steeves 2011) has it from ideological or similar ties, members of 

the Solomon Island parliament change roles and shift allegiances frequently, and governments 

are regularly removed from power between elections (Steeves 1996; Steeves 2001; Fraenkel 

2005; Dinnen 2008; Fraenkel 2008; Steeves 2011). 
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Formally, Solomon Islands is a unicameral Westminster parliamentary democracy. The prime 

minister is elected from parliament through a secret ballot of MPs. Through the governor 

general, the prime minister appoints cabinet members, who serve as government ministers, 

and who preside over government departments. There are currently 24 ministerial positions in 

the Solomon Islands parliament (Corrin 2009, p. 214).  

While in its form the Solomon Island parliament will be familiar to observers of Westminster-

style parliamentary democracies elsewhere in the Commonwealth, its actual functioning 

differs considerably from that of countries such as the United Kingdom, Australia and New 

Zealand.  

Political Parties  

Political parties exist in Solomon Islands τ Figure 4.18 provides a breakdown of the Solomon 

Islands Parliament by Party immediately after the 2010 election τ yet their structure and 

function are not those of political parties in most OECD democracies. 

Figure 4.18 ɀ 2010 Parties of MPs Immediately Post-Election  

 

Chart notes: ΨIndependentΩ refers to those MPs who are independents τ not formally attached to 
any party; party groupings are based on newspaper reports and so may not be completely 
accurate; a number of MPs have changed parties since these data were gathered. 

As Figure 4.18 shows political parties are numerous in Solomon Islands. In the wake of the 

2010 election there were ostensibly nine in parliament (plus 20 independent MPs). On the 
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basis of candidate party affiliation as reported in Solomon Islands newspapers at least 14 

parties stood candidates in the 2010 election. 

Because different political parties win differing vote shares (and so can be argued to be of 

differing electoral importance) it is customary in political science work to report on the 

Effective Number of Parties (ENP) contesting elections. This is a figure calculated in the same 

manner as the Effective Number of Candidates which I presented in Figure 4.2, but which is 

based on the share of total votes cast at the national level won by the combined candidates of 

each political party. Calculations of ENP for Solomon Islands are complicated by the high 

numbers of independent candidates standing in elections. If I treat independents as individual 

parties, the ENP score becomes very high. Whereas if I treat them all as one party (an 

assumption that is clearly false) ENP becomes artificially low. For these reasons I have chosen 

to calculate the ENP nationally for Solomon Islands excluding all independent candidates from 

my calculations. This reduces the accuracy of my estimates somewhat, and understates 

fragmentation. Yet even approximations are sufficient to illustrate the key point: nationally, 

the effective number of parties in Solomon Islands is also high. Excluding independents and on 

the basis of party allegiance reported in newspapers in the immediate wake of the 2010 

elections, the effective number of parties nationally across Solomon Islands was 5.75.  

The Basis of Parties 

Political parties in Solomon Islands are not bound by ideological beliefs τ there are no clear 

left wing parties or right wing parties, and party manifestos, where they exist, vary little in any 

meaningful sense between parties (Dinnen 2008). Parties are also not church-based, nor are 

they grouped by geography, nor ethnic in any other way (Fraenkel 2008, p. 68). There is no 

Catholic party, no Malaitan party, no Polynesian party, no KwaraΩae speaker party.58 Similarly, 

NGOs have never made any attempt to become formally involved in the political process via 

the establishment of political parties or anything similar.59  

Trade unions on the other hand, for a time, had their own political party: the Solomon Islands 

Labour Party, led by Joses Tuhanuku. However, as perhaps might have been expected in a 

                                                           
58

 In reporting on the results of the 1980 elections Premdas & Steeves (1983, p91) note that the 
Solomon Islands United Party won most of the electorates, and most of its electorates, in Malaita 
provincŜΣ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōŜƭ ΨǘƘŜ aŀƭŀƛǘŀ tŀǊǘȅΩ όǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ǳƴŦŀƛǊƭȅ ŀǎ пп ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǘǎ 
that MPs associated with it won were not in Malaita). In any case this sort of provincial party focus has 
been rare and was not apparent in the 2010 election. 
59

 Unlike some other countries there are no legal impediments to church or NGO involvement in party 
politics. Such organisations could start their own political parties should they be so inclined. 
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country with very low levels of employment in the formal economy, the party was never able 

to win more than a handful of seats and currently has no MPs in parliament.60 

Unlike in some countries, the private sector in Solomon Islands is not afforded a voice in 

parliament in the form of a pro-business party. However, parts of the private sector, 

particularly extractive industries, do have considerable political influence, using money to 

purchase the support of MPs, who in-turn often try and use the same money to win voter 

support (Frazer 1997; Kabutaulaka 1997; Bennett 2000; Moore 2006; Dinnen 2008; Steeves 

2011). In some instances MPs themselves are former or current executives of extractive 

industry businesses (Bennett 2000, p. 340). 

Voters and Parties, and Party Fluidity 

Importantly, voters in Solomon Islands elections, with very rare exceptions, do not vote along 

party lines. As we shall see, voters choose to vote the way they do for a range of reasons, but 

candidate party affiliation is not one of them (Chick 1983, p. 64; Kingmele and Paroi 2000, p. 

253; Pollard 2006, p. 170; Kabutaulaka 2008, p. 104; Kabutaulaka 2008b, p. 105; ANU 

Enterprise 2011, p. 135; Steeves 2011). I cover this in more detail in Chapters 8 and 9, but I 

raise it here because it has one important ramification for parliamentary politics: owing to the 

fact that they were not elected for their party political affiliations, MPs can change parties 

without fear of being punished by voters. 

Without bonds of belief or ethnic identity, political parties are fluid rather than fixed features 

on the Solomon Islands political landscape (Steeves 2011). Since independence numerous 

small political parties have formed, often in the lead-up to elections, only to vanish without a 

trace, either failing to get any MPs elected to parliament or being abandoned by their newly 

elected ΨmembersΩ (Pollard 2006, p. 169; Alasia 2008; Fraenkel 2008, p. 79; Ratuva 2008, p. 29; 

Kabutaulaka 2008b, p. 105). Even larger parties tend to have only skeletal party infrastructures 

and are typically, readily abandoned by MPs in instances when they feel their ambitions will be 

better served by other alliances. In 1990 Prime Minister Solomon Mamaloni abandoned his 

own party, effectively ejecting it from government (Fraenkel 2008, p. 63); and Kabutaulaka 

(2008b, p. 103) provides two examples of leaders of the parliamentary opposition defecting to 

Ƨƻƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ  ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΥ άώǘϐhe Opposition LeaderΩs defection 

did not raise many eyebrowsΧSolomon Islanders are familiar with tactics like this.έ The largest 

party in the current Solomon Islands parliament, the Solomon Islands Democratic Party, has its 

MPs split across the government and opposition. As Figure 4.18 above suggests, a substantial 

                                                           
60

 Chick (1983) describes an earlier permutation of a union-ōŀǎŜŘ ǇŀǊǘȅΣ ΨǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘǎ tŀǊǘȅΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
was active in the late 1970s. 
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number of MPs are not formally members of any party. Indeed, in the 2010 elections roughly 

70 per cent of candidates ran as independents. 

Although name changes make tracing party fortunes difficult, it would appear that, of those 

parties listed by Steeves (2001, p. 804) as comprising the 1997 parliament, only one, the 

Liberal Party, remained in parliament as of 2010. And its hold was tenuous τ just two MPs.  

The Significance of Parties 

For all this fluidity, it would be a mistake to assume that political parties play no role in the 

Solomon Islands political process. Better established parties, or at least the political figures at 

their core, sometimes serve as conduits, channelling funding from businesses and wealthy 

individuals, to promising candidates in the lead-up to elections, and to affiliated MPs when in 

power. Importantly, parties often serve as building blocks during negotiations around the 

formation of government (see, for example, Allen 2008, p. 43; also, Kabutaulaka 2008b, p. 

105). The parliamentary leader of a political party with a number of MPs in parliament, if he 

can hold their loyalty, earns for himself additional leverage in coalition negotiations, increasing 

the chance that he may be awarded a powerful ministry (Kabutaulaka 2008b, p. 105).61 

Although in instances some parties have at times contained MPs who shared political visions of 

sorts, the primary bonds holding parties together are personal, strategic or financial rather 

than ideological (Fraenkel 2005b).  

While parties do play some role in structuring parliamentary politics, they form a very flimsy 

base to build structure upon. Only once has an individual party won a nominal majority of 

seats in a Solomon Islands national election, which means that governing coalitions of several 

parties plus independent MPs are the norm (Steeves 2001). And this, along with the very weak 

bonds within parties, is the source of much instability. 

Government Formation  

In the wake of elections (or other changes of government)  MPs vote to choose the prime 

minister through a secret ballot, often of several rounds (Dinnen 2008). The winner is not 

automatically the parliamentary leader of the largest party in parliament. Rather, success in 

becoming prime minister requires the careful negotiation of a semi-clandestine process of 

wheeling and dealing involving different political camps residing in different Honiara hotels 

attempting to obtain the support of unaffiliated MPs (Alasia 2008; Allen 2008; Kabutaulaka 

2008; Steeves 2011). Victory in these negotiations means government for the successful camp 

                                                           
61

 The gendered language is used advisedly: only two women have won seats in the Solomon Islands 
ǇŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƘƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊΩ ōǳǘΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛbility that 
parliamentary politics might be quite different were women more frequently involved, doing so seems 
inaccurate. 
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and the role of prime minister for its chosen candidate. For those individual MPs on the 

winning side, being in government means a likely ministerial portfolio (Dinnen 2008). There are 

24 government departments (spread across 10 ministries) and each department has a minister 

as its helm (Corrin 2009, p. 214). There are also two state-owned enterprises with appointed 

political leadership. Twenty four ministries plus two state-owned enterprises equals twenty 

six, a number which τ un-coincidentally τ is the same as the number of MPs required for a 

parliamentary majority. 

For the successful coalition and its prime minister there is no guarantee success will be long-

lived. From the moment government is formed the parliamentary opposition attempts to 

procure the loyalty of wavering members of the government, often with promises of better 

ministerial portfolios or money, should the floor be crossed (see, for example, Fraenkel 2008, 

p. 69). Governments are toppled with the prime minister resigning in the face of no-confidence 

motions they know they cannot win, and in recent years parliament has been prorogued for 

long periods of time as the government of the day strives to prevent no-confidence motions 

from being tabled. 

Removal of a government does not necessitate national elections be held, rather when it 

occurs the respective political camps and prospective groupings return to the various Honiara 

hotels from which negotiations and deal brokering commence afresh, a process which 

continues until MPs gather in parliament to vote for a new prime minister via the usual secret 

ballot. Figure 4.19 below shows those changes of government and/or prime minister in 

Solomon Islands since independence. Red lines indicate national elections and the names of 

prime ministers located over the red lines are those who rose to power through the coalition 

building process immediately post-election. Prime ministers whose names appear in between 

elections rose to power in the wake of a no-confidence motion or when the previous prime 

minister resigned in advance of a no-confidence motion they could not have won. Changes in 

prime minister almost inevitably bring with them changes in some of the ministers responsible 

for various Solomon Islands ministries; however, they do not entail all members of the 

governing group being replaced in entirety by those MPs that had been in opposition. MPs 

who are adept in the negotiation process will often successfully hop from departing 

government to replacing government, remaining ministers, even if not necessarily in charge of 

the same ministry they held previously.  
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Figure 4.19 ɀ Elections, Changes of Government and Changes of Prime Minister 1980-2011  

 

Chart notes: data come from Jon FraenkelΩs government change dataset, combined with media reports of more recent changes. 

Conclusion  

In this chapter and the chapter preceding it I have provided the context of my study of voter 

behaviour and ethnic identity in Solomon Islands. In the previous chapter I described the 

geography and economy of Solomon Islands. I also looked in depth into social structures that 

provide form to Solomon IslandersΩ collective interactions. In this chapter I have examined the 

most important aspects of the countryΩs electoral and parliamentary politics. I outlined 

electoral rules, and detailed key electoral statistics including candidate numbers and winning 

candidate vote shares. I have highlighted variance between constituencies and variance over 
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time. I have looked at MP turnover rates and then discussed some attributes of those people 

who do get elected to the Solomon Islands Parliament. I have also outlined the nature of 

politics within parliament.  

One useful way of thinking about the subject of this chapter and the one before it is in terms of 

causes and effects. The economic situation and needs of voters, along with social structures 

such as clans and churches are all potential ΨcausesΩ, influences on the choices voters make. 

Meanwhile, the electoral outcomes I described, and their flow-on impacts on political 

outcomes, are all effects of these choices.  

The task set for the rest of my thesis is to link potential causes to the described effects, and to 

establish which of the potential causes actually do play a role in shaping the voting decisions of 

Solomon Islanders. And then also explaining how these processes are commensurate with the 

described election results patterns, and politics more generally, of Solomon Islands. 
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Chapter 5 ɀ Literature Review, Electoral Politics in Solomon 

Islands and Papua New Guinea 

Introduction  

In this chapter I begin the task of linking Solomon IslandsΩ social context with the electoral 

outcomes present in the country, and in explaining the roles played by ethnic ties and voter 

behaviour in these links. I do so in the conventional manner: by reviewing the existing 

literature, starting with that already written on voting in Solomon Islands. However, in this I 

am hampered by the fact the existing body of comprehensive empirical work is small. Quite a 

lot of work exists which touches on elections in passing, and I draw upon this fruitfully, and 

there is a smaller body of study that focuses on electoral politics, yet there is little which 

focuses in a sustained way on the role ethnic identity plays in shaping voter behaviour. As a 

result I broaden my search. In the next chapter, Chapter 6, this takes the form of an 

examination of the insights of political scientists working on issues related to ethnic identity 

and voter behaviour outside of the Pacific. But before I do that my first port of call, in this 

current chapter, is work on electoral politics written on the neighbouring state of Papua New 

Guinea, which I include alongside existing work on Solomon Islands.62 Papua New Guinea 

possesses not only a similar social context but also politics similar to Solomon Islands, and for 

this reason provides potential insights. 

Even expanding my review to cover Papua New Guinea I still found relatively little work 

actively engaged with my specific research questions. Because of this, rather than devote this 

chapter exclusively to what has already been written on ethnic identity and voter choices, I use 

my excursion into the existing literature to paint a broader picture of voter behaviour. In doing 

so I structure this chapter around three questions: ΨWhat outcomes do voters seek from their 

vote?Ω; ΨWho or what sorts of candidates do voters vote for in attempting to attain these 

outcomes?Ω; and ΨWhy do voters vote for the candidates they vote for while seeking the 

outcomes they seek?Ω.63 As I cover these questions, I also engage with two areas of debate in 

the existing literature: whether politics in Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea is clientelist 

in nature; and whether culturally determined expectations are a major driver of voter 

behaviour in the two countries. 

                                                           
62

 Two authors who have written extensively on Papua New Guinea, Reilly and Ketan, are covered both 
in this chapter and the next. They are included in the next chapter because their work fits well with 
aspects of the broader international literature I cover in it. 
63

 These questions all, of course, presume voters are actually free to choose. Coerced voting is an issue 
in Solomon Islands and is something I discuss in my results chapters.  
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What Voters Seek 

Clientelism  

Solomon Islands 

A basic distinction is made by political scientists between polities where political power is 

primarily contested and exercised programmatically, geared around policy preferences and the 

provision of public goods, and those where political power is clientelist τ where politicians 

focus on providing local public goods or private goods to their supporters, and where 

supporters assess the merits of politicians with respect to the provision of these goods 

(Wantchekon 2003; Stokes 2009; Vicente and Wantchekon 2009; Hicken 2011).64 The 

distinction, it should be noted, is not purely binary, some programmatic politicking may occur 

in predominantly clientelist systems, while polities that have mostly programmatic politics are 

often still home to some clientelism or something akin to it (for example pork barrel spending 

in marginal electorates).65  

In the case of Solomon Islands most of the relevant literature suggests, if in some cases only 

indirectly, that a form of clientelism is present, describing voters who appear to vote in search 

of local or personal benefits, and politicians who target available resources first and foremost 

to supporters.  

Some of this evidence comes in the form of quantitative cross-country comparative work. For 

example, in concluding their country ranking exercise on the prevalence of clientelism in the 

Pacific, Duncan and Hassall (2011) state that: 

On the basis of the rankings in the bottom three for each indicator, Kiribati, 
the FSM [Federated States of Micronesia], and Solomon Islands exhibit the 
strongest clientelist tendencies...  

This is suggestive, although owing to the necessities of cross-country data gathering, the 

indicators used by Duncan and Hassall are only loose proxies τ governance outcomes that the 

authors believe to be related to clientelism τ and for this reason not definitive. Yet, their work 

is complemented by other descriptive studies based on more direct observations of political 

behaviour. 

                                                           
64

 Within this definition some authors offer further definitional distinctions. For example, Stokes (2009) 
distinguishes between: clientelism, all particularistic benefits given to supporters, whether from state 
resources or candidatesΩ private resources; patronage, clientelism solely involving state resources; and 
pork barrel spending, state spending targeted at everyone in an area for the purpose of winning votes, 
but which benefits all residents, not just those who voted for the candidate.  
65

 Also worth noting is that neither programmatic nor clientelist polities need to be democracies. 
Clientelism, in particular, exists in autocracies, albeit with very different types of patron-client relations. 
However as Solomon Islands has been democratic throughout its post-independence history, I discuss 
clientelism here solely in terms of voter-candidate exchanges and expectations. 
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Morgan and McLeod (2006, p. 417) for example, in their essay on the challenges facing the 

regional peace keeping mission to Solomon Islands write: 

For the most part, Solomon Islands voters are simply disinterested in 
overarching policies; they want immediate returns for their support, in the 
form of money, materials and employment opportunities...For most 
Solomon Islands MPs, the challenge of satisfying the immediate demands of 
ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳŜƴǘǎΧƛǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ƭƻƴƎ-term goals such as 
providing frameworks to encourage growth, stability and a better living 
environment. It is for these reasons that Solomon Islands politics, like those 
elsewhere in Melanesia, are commonly more about patronage than 
participation. 

Kabutaulaka  (2008b, p. 109), in outlining causes of weak political parties in Solomon Islands, 

contends that: 

Politicians are motivated predominantly by local issues and the 
enhancement of cliental relationships that might have little to do with 
parties and party policies. Much of what influences national politicsΧin the 
{ƻƭƻƳƻƴ LǎƭŀƴŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊƻŎƘƛŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΧ 

In a similar vein Roughan (2004, p. 4) writing about corruption and transparency in Solomon 

Islands notes: 

Electoral choices are made almost exclusively on grounds of the individual 
contestant, with an emphasis on perceptions of performance in 
development of the local area of the constituency. Such perceptions are 
very often inseparable from past or promised material gain from the 
candidate, so electoral behaviour is strongly influenced by local, family or 
individual gain, rather than suitability for national leadership skills or 
potential for representation on national issues.  

Descriptions of Solomon Islands politics suggestive of clientelism can also be found in a range 

of other academic work (for example, Kingmele and Paroi 2000; Morgan and McLeod 2006; 

Pollard 2006; Cox 2009; Dinnen 2009; Hameiri 2009; Kelly 2010).  

Further evidence comes in the form of statements made by politicians and aspiring politicians. 

Reporting on sentiments expressed by Solomon Islands political actors during a conference on 

political stability Hayward-Jones (2008, p. 15) writes that: 

Members of parliament were under pressure to deliver cargo [consumable 
goods] to their constituents in order to be elected and to stand a 
reasonable chance of being re-electedΧCandidates who did not have 
adequate financial resources to meet voter expectations were often beaten 
by those who did. 

Rick Hou, the current Finance Minister of Solomon Islands, and member of parliament for the 

constituency of Small Malaita, has written (2012, p.1): 
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MPs come under considerable pressure to deliver services within their 
constituencies. This can mean that more time and resources is spent 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΧ 

And former government minister the late Fred Fono (2007, p. 129) describes voter preferences 

for private rather than public goods: 

PeopleΩs perceptions and attitudes are such that social projects such as 
schools, clinics, and water supplies also benefit people who voted for 
different candidates during the general elections. Hence, they donΩt want 
the RCDF [constituency development funds which MPs spend in their 
electorates] ǘƻ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǎǳŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΧ  

Afu Billy, who came second in the 2001 elections in the East Malaita electorate, in writing of 

her election campaign notes (2002, p. 59) thŀǘΣ ά[r]ight from the start, I began receiving long 

ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ƭƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ǿŀƴǘŜŘΦέ 

Politicians could simply be making claims of this sort as a way of absolving themselves of 

responsibility for the poor quality of their decisions while in power. Yet the limited data 

available on the actual spending patterns suggests the actions of politicians are in accord with 

their claims. Pollard (2006, p. 175), for example, provides a spending breakdown of MP-

controlled constituency development funds for the West ΨAre Ψare electorate in 2003, and 

while some of the spending allocations are ambiguous, most of what the money appears to 

have been spent on is private goods or local public goods. Media reporting of MP behaviour is 

also suggestive, with numerous reports of MPs allocating resources to private goods or local 

public goods (for example: Qwaina 2011; Osifelo 2012b; Sasako 2012; TaΩasi 2012; Dawea 

2013). It is true that much of the money spent in these instances, along with the money 

reported on by Pollard, is constituency development money, and so is funding that we should 

not expect to go to national level public goods. Yet constituency funding could be, but rarely is, 

spent on larger constituency-level projects benefitting whole electorates or significant 

proportions of their population. Not only do Solomon Islands politicians talk of particularistic 

requests from voters, they also appear to spend resources available to them in a manner that 

fits such demands. 

More evidence of clientelism can be found in the form of responses to a large-N66 survey of 

Solomon Islanders (ANU Enterprise 2009, p. 133; ANU Enterprise 2011, p. 131), which suggests 

few Solomon Islanders view the main work of their member of parliament as Ψgoverning the 
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 n= 5035 in 2009 and n= 4972 in 2011.  The survey has been funded by the regional assistance mission 
and spans a large range of issues, with only a few questions associated with politics. As discussed in 
Chapter 2 I was able to have several questions on electoral politics inserted in the survey in 2011. I draw 
upon these more heavily in  Chapter 8. 
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countryΩ and that few vote on the basis of national issues (ANU Enterprise 2011, p. 135; Wood 

2013). 

Papua New Guinea  

Evidence of clientelism in electoral politics can also be found in academic work on 

neighbouring Papua New Guinea. While early studies of elections in Papua New Guinea (for 

example, Premdas and Steeves 1978) found hints of politics, or political aspirations at least, 

which could possibly be seen as programmatic, the vast majority of academic work on 

elections in the country has described clientelistic political competition. 

Okole (2001, p. 224), for example, contends: 

Most PNG politicians run for office in order to provide particularistic 
benefits to their constituentsΧonly a few have any notion of broader 
ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΧǇŀǊǘƛǎŀƴ ŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΣ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ 
participating in the government and thus obtaining resources for oneΩs 
constituents and often for oneself. 

Similarly, Ketan (2007, p. 1) states:  

Politicians rely on localized support bases to win elections and thus tend to 
devote much of the resources at their disposal to their strongholds, to the 
exclusion of the wider electorate. 

And Kurer (2007, p. 40) provides game-theoretic analysis of PNG electoral politics arguing: 

[T]he behavioural assumptions of political clientelism, where voters and 
politicians are engaging in particularistic rent-seeking, describe the 
behaviour of PNG voters and politicians well and explain at least some of 
ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ tbD ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΧ 

A number of detailed electorate level studies of PNG elections also provide excellent 

descriptive evidence of clientelist politics (for example, Macqueen 1989; Filer 1996; Dorney 

1997; Stewart and Strathern 1998; Standish 2007) and existing large-N survey evidence of 

voter attitudes, while not necessarily directly addressing the question of clientelism, also tends 

to provide results that commensurate with the presence of clientelism (Saffu 1989; Hasnain et 

al. 2011).  

Clientelism Contested?  

On the basis of available evidence, it seems fair to state that the majority of voters in both 

Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea vote seeking the provision of local public goods or 

private goods, and that politicians and aspiring politicians strive, with differing degrees of 

success, to provide them. 
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Yet there is academic work which argues the voter-candidate relationship in Solomon Islands is 

not correctly described as clientelistic (and some work which extends this argument to 

Western Melanesia more generally). Dissent here hinges on two features of Melanesian 

politics: first, fluidity of allegiances, which see MPs in parliament frequently shifting from 

political coalition to political coalition and τ of more significance to my study τ which also 

sees voters often shifting their electoral support; and, second, stemming from this fluidity, 

lesser asymmetries of power than are to be found in some clientelist systems. MPs who can 

change parties cannot, it is argued, be clients of political patrons, and voters who can easily 

vote for someone else in future elections cannot fairly be described as clients of MPs. 

Fraenkel (2011, p. 319), for example, in arguing MP-controlled constituency development 

funds are not the product of voter preferences for patronage rather than policy, states: 

Increasing resort to electoral patronage in PNG and Solomon Islands during 
the 1990s and 2000s was not indicative of the construction of classic 
patronςclient systems, such as those found in Southern Europe or parts of 
!ŦǊƛŎŀΧ±ƻǘŜǊ ŀƭƭŜƎƛŀƴŎŜǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƻƻ ŦƛŎƪƭŜΣ conditional, and transient to 
be usefully called clientelist, while ministers retained too much authority, 
ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜƴǎƛōƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŎƭƛŜƴǘǎέ ƻŦ 
prime ministers. 

While Steeves (1996, p. 132) ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴ LǎƭŀƴŘǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ άώǘϐhe patron-client 

model is not salient either, as allegiances shift too rapidly to sustain a fully integrated network 

of dependency.έ 

As an empirical fact it is certainly true that political alliances in Papua New Guinea and 

Solomon Islands are frequently only temporary and that voters often shift their allegiances 

between elections. Clientelism of the Ψmachine politicsΩ mould is rare or absent. What is less 

clear though is whether this alone renders ΨclientelismΩ an inappropriate term for describing 

the politics of Western Melanesia. I cannot find any suggestion that politics needs to be stable 

to be clientelist in my reading of textbook definitions of clientelism (for example, Stokes 2009) 

and there are other examples of polities described as clientelist or patronage-based where MP 

turnover is high and political allegiances presumably, therefore, fluid (see, for example, 

Fraenkel et al. 2007, p. 4). Rather, the essential feature of clientelism common to most modern 

definitions is simply voters casting their votes in search of particularistic benefits, rather than 

national policy or national level public goods (for example, Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007; 

Stokes 2009; Hicken 2011).  

However, more important than arguing who has clientelism correctly defined, and certainly 

more useful at this point of my own study, is to note that both Steeves and Fraenkel correctly 

identify, in fluidity and short-lived allegiances, key features of Solomon Islands electoral 
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politics. Also while Steeves and Fraenkel contest the use of the term clientelism, nothing in 

their work suggests that voters do not cast their votes in search of private goods or local public 

goods, the point I am most interested in at present.  

In other words, on the basis of the available literature on Solomon Islands and Papua New 

Guinea, it still appears fair to say the answer to the question Ψwhat do voters seek when they 

cast their vote?Ω is Ψprivate or localised benefitsΩ.67 

Who Do Voters Support ? 

With the available literature appearing to have provided an answer to the question Ψwhat do 

voters seek when casting their ballots?Ω I can move on to my next question: Ψwho or what sorts 

of candidates do voters vote for in attempting to attain these outcomes?Ω 

Parties  

Solomon Islands 

At least in some democracies the answer to the question above would simply be, Ψthe 

candidate representing the party the voter supportsΩ. However, as noted in the previous 

chapter,  voters in Solomon Islands are not generally thought to vote along party lines. Parties 

play a role of sorts in political manoeuvrings within parliament but party allegiance does not 

appear, normally, to win votes, at least through the direct process of voter allegiance (Steeves 

2011). This has been the case throughout Solomon IslandsΩ electoral history. Describing the 

situation around the time of independence, Chick (1983, p. 64) writes: 

Nor have secular parties emerged to transcend parochial loyalties. Over the 
years there have been a number of factional groupings within the assembly, 
but none has acquired a popular following in the country, or even 
attempted to establish a distinctive image for itself....While there may have 
been a certain logic in the various alignments and realignments which took 
place, this was seldom apparent to any but the politicians immediately 
involved, few of whom bothered to explain their actions to the public. 

This description has remained more or less correct, through early post-independence elections 

(Premdas and Steeves 1983; UlufaΩalu 1983), the 1990s (Tuhanuku 1995) and into the 

contemporary period (Alasia 2008; Fraenkel 2008; Kabutaulaka 2008; Kabutaulaka 2008b; 

Paternorte and de Gabriel 2010; Steeves 2011). There have been some partial exceptions. Billy 

(2002), for example, states she benefitted to some degree from positive voter perceptions of 

the political grouping she was aligned with. Similarly, Mannesah Sogavare put in a concerted 
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 It should be noted here that in both PNG and Solomon Islands clientelism is coupled with the closely 
associated phenomenon of vote buying. This is something I discuss further in my own research results. 
Importantly, in the case of vote buying voters are, of course, still voting in search of local or personal 
benefit. 
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campaign effort on behalf of candidates affiliated with his OUR party in 2010 (Paternorte and 

de Gabriel 2010) possibly wining them some votes, although OUR party candidates did not 

perform particularly well in 2010 (Steeves 2011). Importantly, however, such cases are 

exceptions rather than the norm. Typical candidates do not campaign in a way that suggests 

they benefit from party association: they make no use of party logos in their campaign 

paraphernalia and do not actively distribute material such as party manifestos 

(Commonwealth Secretariat 2006). Moreover, Solomon Island voters themselves do not claim 

to place much weight on parties when voting. When asked as part of the RAMSI PeopleΩs 

Survey in 2011 why they voted for the candidate they voted for, only 1.4 per cent of 

respondents replied that they voted on the basis of party or policies (ANU Enterprise 2011, p. 

135).68  

Papua New Guinea 

In Papua New Guinea parties are a more significant feature of the electoral landscape than 

they are in Solomon Islands: party leaders sometimes campaign on behalf of candidates and 

networks of party sympathisers sometimes provide candidates with local advocates (Filer 

1996). In instances parties also provide resources to candidates (Premdas and Steeves 1978; 

Reilly 1999; Ketan 2004) and party labels are used by at least some candidates on election 

posters. Yet, parties are not normally separated by clear ideological or policy differences, and 

voters do not appear to routinely vote for candidates on the basis of party affiliations 

(Premdas and Steeves 1978; Saffu 1989; May 1997; Reilly 1999; Reilly 2001; Ketan 2004; 

Standish 2007). It is possible that parties played a greater role (if still not overwhelming) in 

voter choice in earlier elections but if this was once the case it is no longer so (Standish 2007). 

Ethnicity  

Solomon Islands 

If the available literature is helpfully clear in eliminating party as a significant direct 

determinant of voter support for candidates in Solomon Islands elections it is less clear in its 

explanations of how voters do actually choose who to cast their votes for. Ethnic voting, 

primarily in the form of clan voting, although also in the shape of church voting, is the most 

frequent explanation and is described by most articles that make mention of voting, but only 

in a small number of works does it receive any extended treatment.  
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 Because this is a literature review I limit myself to citing the figure given in the publication. However, 
In Chapter 8, I more thoroughly interrogate the data behind the figure and in doing so come up with my 
own calculation of 2.25 per cent. An increase, albeit a very modest one.  
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Corrin-Care (2002, p. 208) is an example of an author who suggests ethnic voting is common in 

Solomon Islands, writing that , "[v]oting in accordance with tribal allegiances, rather than for 

the best candidate, is an enduring practice."  

Premdas and Steeves, the two scholars to have undertaken the most in-depth study of 

electoral politics in Solomon Islands, also suggest (1983, p. 90) ethnic voting is prevalent, in 

this instance combined with ΨlocalismΩ (voters voting for candidates who live nearby): 

The campaigns were highly personal. The candidate was likely to be 
assisted by his immediate family and wantoks. Consequently, the most 
significant determinant of voter preference tended to be wantokism and 
localism. Indeed, most votes for a candidate were derived from the polling 
booth closest to his village and from wantoks in other areas. To defeat an 
adversary, a good strategist preserved his locality from being divided by 
other rival resident candidates while perhaps placing rival candidates in the 
village or locality of his main opponents.69 

In subsequent work (Premdas and Steeves 1994, p. 52) they add religion to the list, writing: 

The Solomon Islands reality is that votersΩ choices are heavily influenced by 
the ethnic identity and religious affiliation of contesting candidates. If a 
candidate is a wantok, that is, from oneΩs group or village, and a member of 
oneΩs church congregation or parish, then one tends to respond decisively 
in that candidateΩs favour. 

Importantly, two of the groups they refer to τ clans and communities τ are relatively small. 

Communities obviously so, but also, as I pointed out in Chapter 3, clans tend to be small too. 

Usually too small for any one clan to provide an electoral majority in a constituency on its own 

and certainly too small to be the basis of multi-electorate political blocs.70 Churches, on the 

other hand are larger and could, on the basis of numbers, serve to structure national politics, 

yet while a number of authors have pointed to people voting along church lines, this has not, 

as I noted in the previous chapter, taken the form of national parties based around different 

denominations. Although, for example, the Catholics in an electorate might be more likely to 

vote for a fellow Catholic candidate from their electorate (Kabutaulaka 1998, p. 48; Pollard 

2006, p. 178), there are not, as I emphasised in the previous chapter, Catholic parties which 

aggregate the support of Catholic voters into national political movements (Chick 1979, p. 22).  
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 ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǿŀƴǘƻƪǎΩ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƛŜǎ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ 
clan ǘƛŜǎύΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ΨǿŀƴǘƻƪƛǎƳΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜƴǎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻƳ ƻƴŜ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ 
relational ties with. 
70

 Larger entities such as the cross-cutting moieties on Guadalcanal are plausibly large enough in some 
instances to afford electoral majorities within constituencies, and possibly even be the foundation for 
small cross-constituency allegiances. However, as discussed in my results chapters they do not seem to 
regularly play this role in a sustained manner. 
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The small size of electorally salient ethnic groups suggests a need for inter-ethnic cooperation, 

an issue pointed to by Steeves (1996, p. 119):  

Politicians who are elected to the National Parliament are those who can 
successfully build inter clan support or divide the ethnic base of their 
leading competitors by promoting rival candidates. 

And also Kabutaulaka (1998, p. 22): 

Political alliances are forged around family kin before being extended into 
the wider kinship group. In elections the foundation for political support is 
the kin group. A candidate gets the backing of close kin members before he 
or she moves to gain support from the rest of the constituency. 

At the same time, as hinted by SteevesΩ quote above, within-group loyalty is not guaranteed 

either. Chick (1983, p. 67) offers more detail on this, including a tantalising snippet of 

discussion on what is required to strengthen ethnic loyalties: 

While a candidateΩs kinsmen and co-religionists have a natural 
predisposition to back him, their support cannot be taken for granted. A 
rival may lay claim to the allegiance of identical groups...There is nothing 
like a really good feast to win over local dignitaries or arouse the 
enthusiasm of distant cousin.   

In her detailed study of the sociology of the people of the West ΨAre Ψare constituency Pollard 

(2006, p. 171) also offers interesting pointers as to the roles of ethnicity in campaigning. Like 

most authors she describes ethnic, clan and church based voting, but like Chick she suggests 

candidates cannot take the support of co-ethnics for granted and that for voters other 

attributes also matter. Like Steeves (1996), she also hints at the role of allegiances (2006, p. 

171). 

Similar topics arise in BillyΩs (2002) description of her campaign efforts in the 2001 election in 

East Malaita constituency. She had local support, and the support of her kin group. However, 

hŜǊ Ƴŀƛƴ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀ άǾŜǊȅ ŎƭƻǎŜ ƛƴ-ƭŀǿέ (Billy 2002, p. 59). If the relevant ethnic group is 

clan, a close in-law need not necessarily, technically, be a co-ethnic yet the fact that 

competition was between such close relatives does speak to the difficulties of building a loyal 

support base in Solomon Island elections, even amongst those that the candidate is 

relationally tied to. 

Taken together these are useful insights. Insights which suggest that ethnic voting occurs, but 

they paint only a very partial picture of the phenomenon in Solomon Islands. 
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Papua New Guinea  

Papua New Guinea provides additional useful academic work. Commenting on election results 

there numerous authors describe candidates drawing on core support bases that are localised 

like those described in Solomon Islands and which suggests community and/or clan support as 

an initial building block in the quest for electoral success (for example, May 1982; Hegarty 

1983; Saffu 1989; Yasi 1996; Ketan 2007; Standish 2007). 

Fukuyama, offers a description of voter behaviour in PNG which closely resembles Solomon 

Islands. And while the term ΨwantokΩ is not technically a synonym for ΨclanΩ,71 Fukuyama uses it 

as such, meaning the following quote can be read as describing votersΩ propensity to support 

those of the same clan. Something which Fukuyama offers to explain Papua New GuineaΩs 

divergence from the predictions of DuvergerΩs Law.72 

Like other Westminster systems, PNG had a single-member constituency, 
first-past-the-post electoral system, which according to DuvergerΩs law is 
supposed to produce a two-party political system. But because of the 
primacy of wantok loyalties, broader coalitions fail to emerge, and 
candidates are elected with as little as 10 per cent of the districtΩs votes. 
(Fukuyama 2007b, p. 6) 

Fukuyama is not alone in suggesting voters in Papua New Guinea vote ethnically in the sense 

that they have a propensity to vote for those from their clan or with whom they share similar 

relational ties. Clans (sometimes the word ΨtribeΩ is also used, appearing to describe the same 

type of entity) are described as playing at least a partial role in shaping votersΩ choices by a 

long list of authors who have studied elections in any detail in Papua New Guinea (for example, 

Harding 1965; Colebatch et al. 1971; Premdas and Steeves 1978; Warry 1987; Burton 1989; 

Standish 1989; Filer 1996; Ketan 1996; Yasi 1996; Anere 1997; Reilly 2001; Gibbs et al. 2004; 

Ketan 2004; Reilly 2006; Kurer 2007; Standish 2007; Allen and Hasnain 2010). Although less 

commonly described, local church-based voting similar to that said to occur in Solomon 

Islands, also appears to be present in instances (for example, Warry 1987; Yasi 1996; Osi 2013). 
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 Specifically, as used people in SƻƭƻƳƻƴ LǎƭŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ tbDΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǿŀƴǘƻƪΩ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ 
ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ  ŀ ƴƻǳƴ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ Ŝƴǘƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŎƭŀƴΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ 
9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ όŀƴŘ ΨƭŀŜƴΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴ LǎƭŀƴŘǎ tƛƧƛƴύΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǿŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨDǊŜŜƴ wƛǾŜǊ /ƭŀƴΩ ƛƴ 
9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴ LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǿŀƴǘƻƪΩ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨDǊŜŜƴ wƛǾŜǊ ²ŀƴǘƻƪΩΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘ 
ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǿŀƴǘƻƪΩ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƛƴƪǎ όƻǎǘŜƴǎƛōƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ōǳǘ 
more often through shared descent groups such as clans). So a Solomon Islander or someone from PNG 
ǿƻǳƭŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ΨƳȅ ǿŀƴǘƻƪΩ όŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜύ ƻǊ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ 
ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ΨƳȅ ǿŀƴǘƻƪǎΩ όƳȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎκƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ Ŏƭŀƴύ ŘŜƴƻǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƛŜΦ 
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 CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƛƴ όCǳƪǳȅŀƳŀ нллуΣ ǇΦ муύ άThe wantok is simply the local version of what 
anthropologists call a segmentary lineage or descent group, which was at one point virtually universal in 
all human societies.έ !ƴŘ όCǳƪǳȅŀƳŀ нллуΣ ǇΦ нмύΥ άIt is therefore perfectly legitimate for Solomon 
Islanders to see the wantok positively as a source of social capitalΧAt the same time, there are certain 
problems that the wantok is completely unable to solve. When a wantok goes up against a Malaysian 
logging company, the logging company wins: it is too easy to bribe a chief into giving away land that is 
not really his, and the kin group cannot organise to enforce collective decisions on land use.έ 
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However, it would be mistaken to suggest that ethnic voting was ubiquitous or that ethnic 

loyalties in the form of clan or church affiliations were all that determined votersΩ choices in 

Papua New Guinea. Indeed a closer look into the literature reveals qualifications and 

contradictions. 

A number of authors suggest that, in many instances, even if clan or similar relational ties 

provide candidates with a core of supporters, as in Solomons, owing to the relative smallness 

of clan groups, successful candidates need to garner support from outside their group too 

(Burton 1989; Standish 1989; Filer 1996; Standish 2007). 

Writing of the 1992 election in the Imbbongu Open electorate Yasi (1996, p. 276) suggests clan 

or kin based ties and localised support were important, coupled with church ties, but that the 

ability to buy votes, presumably of unrelated voters, also mattered:  

Three broad overall implications can be derived from the results of the 
elections in the Imbbongu Electorate in 1992. First, clearly the candidate 
who won and those who came close to winning had the backing of large 
communities and also of organizations such as a party of a church group. 
Second, people did not vote on party basis. They continue to vote primarily 
for the candidate with whom they are associated traditionally. This implies 
that ΨwantokismΩ and kinship are still strong in the minds of the 
constituents. But the support of secondary associations is required to gain 
support beyond the primordial group. Third, the ability to buy votes also 
made a difference. 

Only this combination of ties appears to have been sufficient to give the victor a winning vote 

share. Indeed, as raised in the work of Pollard (2006) and Billy (2002) discussed above in the 

Solomon Islands section, in Papua New Guinea electoral success appears to often require the 

establishment of, or utilisation of, pre-existing  links between relatively small groups to cobble 

together an electoral majority. Burton (1989), for example, describes how allegiances are built 

up, beyond core support bases, by drawing on traditional relational ties. Similarly, Filer (1996) 

details how the successful candidate in the 1987 and 1992 elections in the Nuku Open 

electorate won, despite being from a small ethnic group, through reputation, judicious use of 

material goods to cultivate the support of influential people in communities, and a network 

ostensibly tied to him through the Pangu political party, although the allegiances involved 

appear to have been more to do with personal loyalty than shared party ideology. In a similar 

vein, in a series of detailed studies drawing upon polling station level election results, May 

(1989; 1997; 2006) shows that while minor candidates in the Angoram electorate in East Sepik 

province tend only to be able to win localised (presumably clan or community based) support, 

the secret to electoral success in the constituency has been winning votes from a wide area 

and to win support from outside the candidateΩs clan group.  
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Much of the existing work on elections in Papua New Guinea also suggests that although clan-

based electoral support is a real phenomenon, the support of candidatesΩ co-ethnics is not 

guaranteed. There are many examples of clans and communities failing to unite, standing a 

number of candidates usually to the detriment of electoral success (for example, Burton 1989; 

Filer 1996; Ketan 1996; Haley 1997) as well as evidence, even where groups are largely united, 

of some voters at least who are willing to vote outside their clan (for example, Warry 1987). 

Ketan (2004) encapsulates the complexity by stating first that (p. 246):  

Kin-groups are undoubtedly important in elections. Clan and tribal 
loyaltyΧare of prime importance in directing voters during elections and 
remain the principal resource available to skilled manipulators. It is quite 
normal for election candidates to claim clan-wide support as well as 
significant proportions of other clans and sections from within and outside 
their own tribe.  

Before adding (p. 249): 

A second factor which complicates this process is the fact that those from 
within a candidateΩs primary kin-group are, as individuals, primarily free 
agents who may choose to support an opposing candidate simply because 
of relations which they consider more pragmatic in their own personal 
networks. If they stand to gain more from supporting someone outside 
their own kin-group, as opposed to their own candidate, they will vote that 
way. 

Adding to the complexity, Allen and Hasnain (2010, p. 11) contend that different regions of 

Papua New Guinea experience clan voting to varying extents, with clan voting being much 

more prevalent in the highlands than it is in coastal PNG. The same distinction is also made by 

Saffu (1996) and is interesting, particularly as the argument that clan voting is more prevalent 

in the Highlands where clans are larger (and therefore more likely to be a successful building 

block in electioneering) fits well with Posner (2005) and ChandraΩs (Chandra 2004) theories, 

discussed in the next chapter, of the role played by relative group size in determining the 

electoral salience of different ethnic cleavages. However, other evidence suggests the 

distinction highlighted here is at best one of differences of degree, not category.  There are 

examples of clan-based voting in lowland parts of the country (for example, Premdas and 

Steeves 1978; Anere 1997) and examples of support being won across different clan groups in 

highland electorates (for example, Burton 1989). 

At this point it seems safe to conclude that ethnic voting, in the form of clan and sometimes 

church based voting, while not the sole determinant of voter choice, is present in Papua New 

Guinea, albeit to differing degrees in different regions. Yet one final, apparently contradictory, 

research finding needs to be discussed. This is the finding of political scientist Yaw SaffuΩs 
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survey based work on voter behaviour. Saffu has been responsible for some of the most 

detailed work on elections in Papua New Guinea and in 1982 and 1987 he conducted a survey 

of voters (N=1127 in 1987) from around the country, asking among other questions, why they 

decided to vote for the candidate that they voted for (Saffu 1989). The results of his survey 

stand in contrast to the findings listed above, most of which see a significant (although not all-

encompassing) role for ethnicity in determining voter choices. Although it is hard to be certain 

owing to the way SaffuΩs results tables are laid out, it appears that in 1982 only 12 per cent of 

respondents ranked what Saffu called candidatesΩ ΨprimordialΩ attributes (a category that 

includes ethnic ties) as a major determinant of their choice.73 And in 1987 nine per cent did so 

όŀƭƭ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŀƎŜ муύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭŜŀŘǎ {ŀŦŦǳ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ όǇΦ олύΣ άƳƻƴƻŎŀǳǎŀƭ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

vote in PNG are definitely wrong, and none more so than those that put forward kinship or 

ƭƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎΦέ 

SaffuΩs findings are puzzling when one considers that ethnic voting has been identified by so 

many other authors writing about elections in Papua New Guinea. However, the explanation 

likely lies instead in the issue of social desirability bias τ survey respondentsΩ propensity to 

give answers that they believe interviewers believe are right (Gonzalez-Ocantos et al. 2012). As 

discussed in detail in my methodology chapter this has been identified as a major issue in 

survey-based studies of ethnic voting, with respondents typically significantly understating the 

extent to which they vote ethnically (Posner 2005; Lieberman and Singh 2012). 

This being the case it would seem that a fair summation of the evidence presented thus far in 

this chapter is that in both Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea ethnicity in the form of 

clan and church plays an important role in the decisions that voters make. Yet there is much 

more going on and it would be incorrect to assume that the relationship between ethnicity and 

voting is a simple one. While people often vote for co-ethnics, there are clearly instances when 

they do not, and while ethnic groups such as clans do in instances function as Ψvote banksΩ, 

blocs of support that candidates can count on, this is not inevitable. There are many instances 

of clans, for example, suffering rifts that see them standing several candidates. Also, 

throughout much of Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea, a candidateΩs clan alone is not 

enough to win them an election, support has to be gathered from other groups, either in the 

form of alliances or by winning the loyalties of individual voters.  

                                                           
73

 This number is very similar to that provided in the 2011 RAMSI {ƻƭƻƳƻƴ LǎƭŀƴŘǎ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ {ǳǊǾŜȅ 
(which I discussed above τ ANU Enterprise 2011, p. 135). Because no sustained analysis of this finding is 
ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ {ǳǊǾŜȅΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ {ǳǊǾŜȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ŀǊŜΣ ƛƴ Ƴȅ 
opinion, more meaningful on careful adjustment, I do not make further reference to them here. 
IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ L ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ {ǳǊǾŜȅ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƛƴ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ уΦ 
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All of which means I arrive at this point in the chapter, and my literature survey, having gained 

from existing work some clarity τ voters vote in search of local or personalised support τ and 

some additional insight, which while not providing neat answers is still elucidating: in their 

search for localised or personalised benefits voters do often vote ethnically, for candidates 

from their clans and sometimes their church groups, yet they do not always do this.  

Why do People Vote the Way they Do? 

The next question I pose to the literature is Ψwhy is this the case?Ω Why do voters vote in search 

of local or personal benefit? And why, when they do this, do they τ often but not always τ 

vote ethnically?  

The literature offers a range of explanations for the voter behaviour observed in Western 

Melanesia. For reasons of analytical clarity I have grouped the explanations into two camps: 

cultural expectations and rational choice. I do this because it highlights what I think are clear 

differences in the types of explanations offered. And highlighting these differences helps me 

explain carefully what explanations offer and where their weaknesses lie. Of course, as is often 

the case with taxonomies, my categorisation here imposes an artificial neatness on realty. 

There are a number of authors who offer, sometimes in the same work, both cultural 

explanations and rational choice type explanations (for example, Sillitoe 1983; de Renzio and 

Kavanamur 1999; Ketan 2004; Fukuyama 2007; Dalsgaard 2009) or who contend that both 

types of explanation are compatible (Okole 2002). And, as we shall see in my own subsequent 

analysis, depending on how culture is incorporated, the two do not have to be mutually 

exclusive. But for now, in the interests of clarity I make the distinction.  

I should also note here that I do not discuss in this section one other alternative explanation of 

voter behaviour offered occasionally in some work on Papua New Guinea: that voters vote for 

co-ethnics out of a feeling of irrational pride (for example, Orlegge 1997; Ketan 2004). Rather, 

for reasons of space and flow, in the following chapter I incorporate PNG examples into my 

extended discussion of this type of voter behaviour as it occurs in the political science 

literature more generally. 

The Explanation from Culture  

It is easy to see why culture appears a likely explanation of the choices of Solomon Island 

voters and its Western Melanesian neighbours. Easy, because the social norms and shared 

beliefs of Western Melanesians appear profoundly different from those that comprise the 

cultures of the Western democracies from which their election results differ so markedly. And 

a number of authors can be found offering cultural explanations of Western Melanesian 














































































































































































































































































































































