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Abstract 

This book examines the spread, functioning and impact of 
capitalism in Fiji during the first sixty-five years of British 
colonial rule, 1874-1939 - the period during which the present 
bas_ic structure of Fiji's economy was formed. 

The general argument, based on a core of six self-contained 
case studies, is that Fiji provides an excellent example of 
foreign, corporate capitalist domination of a colonial export 
economy in which white settlers were pushed aside, and from which -
in accordance with early colonial policy design - the indigenous 
population was largely excluded. Most of the benefits of the 
remarkably successful sugar-led export growth accrued to foreigners, 
the colonial state being unable or unwilling to tap into the 
income of the capitalist enclave to any significant extent. Yet, 
as the seventh and final study concludes, it would be wrong to take 
this as support for the popular neo-Marxist proposition that 
capitalist imperialism caused 'underdevelopment'. There was no 
realistic preferable alternative to the form capitalism and 
colonialism actually took in Fiji; and the capitalist colonial 
development which ensued, though exploitative, unhappy and unequal, 
neither impoverished the country nor destroyed long-term develop­
ment prospects. Rather, it increased the absolute level of income 
and laid important foundations for postwar economic expansion. 
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Chapter 1 

In troduc tion 

Fij i was a Bri tish co lony from 1874 until 19 70 . At the 
be ginning o f  the colonial period , its largely se lf-sufficien t  
trib al economy suppor te d  a p opulat ion of ab out 140 , 500 Fij ians, 
who tolerated a shaky frontier e conomy of 1500-2000 whi te se t tlers 
and traders on its coastal fringes .  At the end of the colonial 
perio d ,  Fij i had an export e conomy suppor ting a population of half 
a million , sp lit rough ly equally b e tween indigenous Fij ians (who 
re tained contro l of most o f  the land) and Indians (who grew the 
princip al expor t crop , sugar cane , and were prominent in small-scale 
commercial and service enterpr ise s) . Manufac turing ( including 
raw sugar pr oduct ion) , banking , trade and tourism were largely the 
province o f  a small number of fore ign-owned , p redominantly 
Australian ,  companie s .  The prob lems o f  deve lopmen t i n  a small 
island e conomy with a high ratio o f  expor t production to to tal 
ou tput in the cash se c to r ,  a concen trate d  export production 
struc ture , and a high propensi ty to import ,  were there fore com­
p ounde d by perceived p rob lems o f  fore ign dominat ion and p luralism .  
Sp eci fically , i t  was argue d tha t Fij ian involvemen t in the cash 
e conomy was no t commensurate with Fij ian p oli tical powe r : in 19 6 6 , 
45 per cent o f  the economically active Fij ian p opulation was 
emp loyed who lly or mainly in sub sistence agriculture ( Zwart 
19 6 8 : 65 ) . 

In a book p ub li shed in the y ear o f  poli ti cal independence , 
Fisk ( 19 70 : 1 , 6 2) i dentifie d the distribution rather than the si ze 
of na tional income as ' the most vital and urgent prob lem' facing 
the new nat ion ; and ar gue d  for policie s designe d to increase 
Fij ian par ti cipation in the ' advanced se ctor ' ,  even if some growth 
had to be sacrifie d . Tha t such an argument could be se t down 
so emphatical ly indicate d Fij i was a re latively well off  under­
developed country . I ts vi llage e conomy was charac terize d  no t 
by abj e c t  p overty but by ' sub si stence affluence ' .  And the growth 
performance of the export e conomy had been strong . Be tween 19 5 0  
and 19 70 , expor ts increase d  at  an average annual rate o f  5 . 9 per 
cen t ,  and gross domestic product per c ap i ta at 4 . 5  per cent -
desp ite p opulat ion growth o f  2 . 8  per cent per annum ( Current 
Economic Statistics 19 7 5 ) . As a re sul t ,  Fij i j oined a ' moving 
company ' of fifty-eigh t  o ther countries which had stepped on to 
the wor ld ' s  growth e scalator and by 19 70 re duced their farm 
p opulations from 70 to under 50 per cen t (Lewis 19 78a : 300 ) . 
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Reynolds ( 19 80:9 5 )  has suggeste d  that such strong po stwar 
growth performance s generally were p recede d  by similar per forman ce s  
i n  the period o f  trop i ca l  development be tween 1 8 8 3  and 191 3 ,  when 
exports from Afri ca , the Americas, Asia and the islands o f  Oceania 
increase d  at an average annual rate of 3 . 4  per cen t . The excep tion 
apparently proving the rule was the export performance of sugar 
colonies .  Sugar exports from Maur i tius and the We st Indies 
declined ab so lute ly a s  a result of a 5 7  per cen t  drop in the world 
sugar price and a failure to a dop t new sugar technologies (Lewis 
196 9 ; S tover 19 70 : 50) . And Ward ( 19 71 : 69 )  asserts tha t ' Until 
19 40 the e conomy of Fij i had sho wn  only a very slow and struggling 
rate of growth ' . 

In real i ty ,  Fij i ' s  exports increased at the ra te of 4 . 7  per 
cen t per annum b e tween 1883 and 19 13 ( S tover 19 70 : 49 ) . Thi s  was 
the period during which Fij i ' s  sugar expor t  e conomy developed 
alongsi de the indigenou s  e conomy ,  creating wha t  S tanner ( 19 5 3 : 181 ,  
409 )  later described a s  a ' j ib ing o f  dual e conomies wi thin p lural 
racial and cultural communitie s ' . In 19 39 , a f te r  e conomic 
depression and insti tutional change in the sugar indu stry , the 
Indian popula tion of 9 5 , 000 filled the e conomic roles i t  con tinue d 
to f il l  at independence ; the expor t e conomy was domina te d by half 
a dozen compani es which , with governmen t ,  emp loyed mo st o f  the 
4000 Europ eans in the colony ;  and 10 3 , 000 Fij ians largely remained 
in the village , supplemen ting sub sistence product ion wi th a small 
amoun t o f  cash crop pro duction or wage labouring (Fiji B lue Book 
19 39 ) . 

Fij i ' s  exp or t- led growth there fore began in the nine teenth 
century ; and the str uc ture o f  i t s  expor t e conomy was crea te d  and 
conso lidated be fore 19 39 . Thi s  book pre sents seven historical 
e conomi c studies o f  var ious aspe c t s  of development during the 
formative co lonial perio d ,  18 7 4- 19 39 . The first study documents 
and analyses Fij i ' s  expor t performance over the en tire period , 
with nece ssari ly heavy emphasis on the coun try ' s  transf ormation 
into a one- company sugar co lony . The se cond examines the role o f  
the co lonial e conomy ' s  noncapitalist sector i n  expor t growth, and 
the e f fe cts of growth and colonialism on that sec tor . The third 
describes the fate o f  the European sugar p lanter , with whom hope s 
of sustained white se t tlement lar gely re sted. The four th and 
fifth studies analyse the operat ions o f  big  shipping and merchant 
businesses, re spec tive ly, par ticular ly wi th reference to the ir 
ab ility to con trol marke ts and extract monopoly prof it s .  The 
sixth study inquires in to exchange rate policy in order to 
i llumina te colonial power str uct ure s and how e conomic and 
political eli te s  influence d the course of e conomic development . 
The seventh study describes and assesse s the impact of exp or t  
growth , e spe cially o n  long-term development pro spects.  

The main purpose of the studies is an informative one - to 
find out and describe what happened . Co llectively, they constitute 
a prismati c  exp lora tion o f  imperialism and consequen t colonial 
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deve lopment in Fij i ,  where imperialism i s  def ined generally 
in Warren ' s  ( 19 80 : 3) te rms as the pene trat ion and spread of 
We stern capi talism in to noncapi tal ist or primit ive cap italist 
areas of the world . However ,  I came to Fij i ' s development history 
from an in tere st in the fashionab le proposi tion , held from London 
to Suva , tha t monopoly capital dominate d  the colonized per iphery 
of the world economy in 1870-19 45 , expropriated monopoly prof its,  
and thereby caused ' underdeve lopmen t '  (Frank 19 7 3 ;  Roko tuivuna 
19 7 3 ;  Narsey 19 79 ; Narayan 19 84) . The simp le underdevelopment 
mode l a cted as a resear ch de sign inasmuch as evidence on capital i st 
power and p ro fi tab ility was sough t ou t and made central to the 
histor ical analy sis .  

But the exp lo ration o f  Fij i ' s  colonial economic past is 
no t conducted w ith the tunnel v ision of the paradigmat ical ly 
myopi c ,  who squee ze the evidence in to a pre ferred mode l . The extent 
to which prob lems of e conomic change can be cap tured by closed 
models i s  l imited (Hicks 19 79 : x) ;  and if,  as Clower ( 19 7 3 : 3) 
con tends, e conomic theorists regard e conomic history as ' an oasi s  
o f  intellectual renewal in the desert o f  ab straction ' whi ch is 
their normal working hab i ta t ,  the search for fresh spring s is 
e spe cially no ticeab le amongst developmen t economi sts,  whose 
in tel lectual progress since 19 45 is best de scribe d  as a ' gradual 
lo ss o f  cer tainty ' (Hirshman 19 7 7 : 6 7) . Even the popular argument 
tha t imperialism caused underdevelopmen t has i t s  Marxist critics 
who con tend that ,  rather than be ing the re sult of cap i talist 
exp lo i ta tion , underdevelopmen t is the re sult of insufficient 
exp loi ta tion (Warren 19 80 ; Kay 19 75) . 

To avoi d  de terministi c history founded on simp le yet 
conten tious general theory is not to eschew the u se of e conomic 
mo de ls in histo rical re construc tion ; i t  i s  to use the mode ls 
heur i stically . Room i s  lef t for ob served differences b e tween 
mode l and reality , and for a de ci sion that the mo de l i s  inaccurate 
and in need of modi ficat ion , or that the differences are the 
result of local and unique fac tors . 

Fij i ' s uniqueness has already b een demonstrated in one 
(unexp lored) respec t  - rapid e xpor t growth during a p eriod of 
general sugar colony stagnation . I ts distinc tiveness in ano ther 
respect  is we ll e stab lished . The imperial impact was no t a story 
of ruthle ss exp lo i tation and dispossession o f  an indigenous 
peop le . It would have b een had the white  se ttlers had their way : 
on the eve of Fij i ' s  uncondi tional cession, they laid c laim to 
one-fif th o f  the coun try and much more of the accessib le ,  cultiv­
ab le and mo st fertile area (Ward 196 9 : 12) ; and they ant icipated 
a future under British rule in whi ch a re nm.ant Fij ian popula tion , 
devastated by introduced disease , would work for them as p lanta­
tion lab ourers ' free ' of the ' wi l l  of the chi ef ' ( S carr 19 7 3 : 140) . 
But the administrative , land , lab our and taxation policie s  
insti tuted between 1 8 7 5  and 1880 by the f irst governor , Sir Arthur 
Gordon , all ran coun ter to se t tle r expe ctations,  and were supported 
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by successive governors almo st t o  the turn o f  the century ,  no tably 
by John Bates Thurston , the man who h ad been invo lved in pre­
colonial a t temp ts at independent , indigenous governmen t ,  and who 
righ t ly re garde d himself as having be fore Gor don ' s arrival ' "rough­
hewe d "  the fore st log ready for the hand of the master-builder ' 
( S tanmore 189 7-19 12: vol 2, 281) . Set tlers'  complaints o f  grievous 
mistreatment at the hands of colonial government were as ine f fe c tual 
as they were persistent (CSO 7 30 / 18 78 , 519 / 1879 , 1588/ 1884 , 194 / 1 886 , 
390/ 1886 ; S carr 1980a: 110-1 3 ,  1 7 7-9) . Petit ions to the Queen and 
the Secretary of State for the Colonies, campaigns in the co lonial 
and Brit ish press, pleas for annexation by New Zealand , Victoria or 
New South Wales - all were frust rated by an of ficial maj ority in the 
Fij i Legislative Council and support from a Colonial Office whi ch 
found Gordon ' s  policies ' rather a large p ill ' to swallow , but which 
it did swallow in order to give Go rdon the change to govern the 
Fij ians rather than kill them off ( Gillion 19 6 2 : 11) . And though the 
Gordon-Thur ston orthodoxy came under threat in the early twentie th 
century , i t  was to survive , if only through the comb ined e f fe c t  o f  
i ts own ine rtia and Fij ian ini tiative i n  the face o f  governors who 
e spouse d  a philosophy of individualism without havin g  the resources 
to pu t it in to practice (Macnaugh t 1982) .  

At the foundation o f  the Gordon-Thurston or thodoxy lay a 
bel i ef in the de sirab ili ty of gradual ,  in ternally-genera ted change , 
and a spe cifi c fear of the e ffe cts of the se t tler on indigenous 
so c ie ty. Gordon , a de termined S co ts aristocrat with governor ship s 
of New Brunswick ,  Trinidad and Maur itius behind him ( Chapman 1 9 6 4) , 
on ly had to read an accoun t  of the dispossession and ill- trea tment 
of the Yasawas peop le a t  the hands o f  whi te se t tler s  during the 
p er iod 1868- 74 to fin d  Fij ian eviden ce of the b eginnings of the 
de tribali zation an d ultimate demise of ano ther indigenous race 
( S tanmore 189 7-19 1 2 :  vo l 1 ,  499 -50 2) . Ind ire c t  rule - main tenance 
o f  chi efs in au thor i ty and preservat ion of tradi tional laws, customs 
(minus the wor st aspec t s) and so cial organi zation - was thus a 
moral imperative . I t  was also expedient , for eastern F ij i ' s  close 
app roxima tion to the Scottish /Polynesian conical clan system 
( S ahlins 196 8 : 24-5 ) provide d a cheap means of admini st ration , and 
the governor was de sperate to move the colony from b udge t de ficit 
to balance and then surp lus in or der to  pay o ff a re luc tant ly 
given establ i shment grant from a par simonious Imperial government , 
and to p ermit developmen t-oriented p ublic works ( S tanmore 189 7-
19 12: vo l 1, 177-80) . Addi tionally , Gordon p re sided over a 
suspicious, disaf fe cted Fij ian population outnumbering se t tlers by 
a hundred to one , and had but one company of Royal Engineers at 
his disposal : administrat ion solely in the interests of whi te 
se t tlers simply was no t sa fe (Gi llion 19 6 2 : 4) . With ne cessi ty on 
the side of j ust ice , then , Fij ian custom was codified in the 18 7 7  
Native Regu la tions; and Fij ian soc ial struc ture was standard i ze d ,  
p lausib ly extended b y  the innovation o f  a Counci l o f  Chief s ,  and 
made the basis of the Fij ian Administra tion. 
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The administrative mode l shown schemati cally in Figure 1 . 1  
was, for all i t s  impose d  uni formi ty , adop te d by Fij ians and 
' de fende d tenaciously for a cen tury as the bulwark • . .  o f  every thing 
tha t  was still distinc tive ly Fij ian ' (Macnaugh t 1982: 4) . But the 
chan ces o f  a slow , se lec tive and sustainab le Fij ian response to 
external for ces would have been minimal wi thout complemen tary and 
similarly j udicious compromise s in the formulation of land , labour 
and taxa tion poli cies.  Gordon e stab lish ed a connnission to inve sti­
ga te European land claims and , sweep ing away the awe-inspiring 
comp lexities of actual Fij ian lan d tenure systems with the custom­
de f ining assistance o f  the Counc il o f  Chie f s ,  introduce d  a Lands 
Ordinance whi ch made the mataqali the landowning unit , made Fij ian 
land inalienab le excep t  through the Crown , and p ermi t te d  lease s  
only u p  to twen ty-one y ears (France 19 6 8 ;  Heath 19 74 : 85 ;  Legge 
1958 : 19 9 ) . As a suppor t  to chi efly con tro l of village manpower ,  
labour ordinance s limited Fij ian emp loyment on p lanta tions to a 
maximum o f  one y ear and imposed re strictions on labour movemen t 
which an ti c ipate d  la ter developmen ts in the British Empire : 
would-be wage lab ourers had to give one mon th ' s  notice o f  an 
in ten tion to accep t paid emp loyment offere d  by a license d  re crui ter ,  
and had t o  en ter into a labour contrac t  before a magistrate ( Des 
Voeux 190 3 : 335 ; S carr 19 80a : 65- 7 ; S tahl 19 5 1 : 5 ) . 

Finally , Gordon rej e cted the usual h ead tax in favour o f  
a tax-in-kind sy stem under which the government annual ly asse ssed 
the revenue required from each province according to its re source 
b ase ,  called for tenders from mer chants on the price they were 
willing to o f fer on sp ecif i c  crop s, and then calcula ted the volume 
of produce required from each province , leaving it  to provincial 
and distri ct cotmcils to  sub divide the assessments ( S carr 19 80a : 28 ) . 
In princip le , as Gordon ob served in wri ting to London in 18 78 
(C08 3 / 16 ) , this simul taneously satisfied the government ' s  immedia te 
nee d  for revenue , meant that Fij ians me t tax connni tmen ts by 
p ro du cing on their own land as members of village connnuni ties, and 
introduced new crop s to the village e conomy , thereby providing a 
demonstration effe c t  which po ten tially led t o  growing discre tionary 
cash production . It also led to increase s  in farm-ga te prices 
of up to 100 p er cen t as merchant s  c omp ete d for the tax con tract 
(CSO 1 35 / 18 80 ) . 

Ye t although poli cies aimed at protecting the noncapital i st 
se ctor were pu t in p lace , and imp o se d  ser ious constraints on the 
se t tler c onnnuni ty , they were no t in tende d to inhibi t  p lantation 
developmen t .  On the con trary , Gordon re garde d such development as 
the b asis of ' civi li zation ' in Fij i ( S tanmore 189 7-19 12 : vo l 1 ,  16 7 ,  
178 , 184) , and a s  the source o f  the t rade growth ensuring , through 
cust oms dut ies, the government ' s  financ ial viab ility - for the 
overriding obj ective o f  slow , ' spontaneous' change in Fij ian 
society mean t that Fij ian tax revenue could no t be re lied upon to 
keep p ace wi th anti cipa ted long-run increase s  in government 
spending (CSO 19 45 / 18 80 ;  Fiji Colonial Report 1880: 14) . What was 
nee ded was a genera t ion of p lanters wi th cap i tal to develop the 



6 

Figure 1 . 1  '!he stru cture o f  colonial government 
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�embership up to 1904 consi sted of a maximum of four nominated 
uno f fi c ia l  European member s and at least an equal numbe r  of 
o f f i cial members . 

b
O f f i cial member s of the Leg i s lative Counci l .  

c
Cons i sted o f  the Governor , a minimum o f  two memb e r s  o f  the 
Leg i s l ative Counc i l ,  and s ix nomine es . Thi s  b ody , e s tablishe d  by 
the 1876 Native Af fairs Ordinance , had the power to c od i fy cus tom 
as co nveyed by the Counc i l  of Ch ie fs . 

d
The Council was conceived by colonial government as the apex of 
a s o c io-political pyrami d beg inning at the b ase w i th extende d 
fami l ies (i toka toka) and proceeding in orderly fashion to more 
inclus ive des cent group s  (mataqali) r e cogn i z e d  as the propr i etary 
landh o l d ing units , whi ch in turn were agg re ga te d  into the widest 
k inship groups (yavusa) res i ding together i n  v illage s e t tlements 
(yavutu). Yavusa were the subdivis ions of dis tr i c t  confedera tions 
(vanua) , themselves united into chie fdoms (mata.ni tu) . 



land rather generously confirmed as freehold by the Land Claims 
Connnission (almost 50 per cen t of the area c laimed) , and with 
a cce ss to a cheap , reliab le labo ur supp ly ( Des Voeux 190 3 : 35 8-9 ; 
Le gge 195 8 : 19 3- 4) . 
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Preven ting any mark ed increase in the seven to eigh t  hund red 
Fij ians annua lly engaging on European p lan tations, whi le at  the 
same time providing cheap labour , dic tated re liance on outside 
sources.  Melanesian lab our had been use d from 1860 , but the 
re-engagemen t rate was low , the Fij i wage rate compare d unfavourab ly 
wi th the Queensland rate and , no doub t par t ly in consequence , the 
supply was unre liab le (Fiji Royal Gazette 18 7 8 :  vo l 4 ;  Fiji Times 
16 March 1 8 7 8) . Indeed , i t  was the 18 7 7  failure of supply whi ch 
p romp ted Go rdon to turn to an obvious a lternat ive - impor tation 
of abundant Indian indenture d lab our (Gi llion 19 6 2: 14) . As to 
capita l ,  the governor knew we ll that the se tt ler connnuni ty remained 
insolven t in the wake of the early 1870s ' great cotton failure ' 
( S tokes 196 8) , and was no t surprised by the very limite d demand for 
the first Indian immigran ts who arrived in Fij i on 15 May 1 87 9  
(Gillion 19 6 2 : 15 ) . H e  already had connnitted government i n  princ ip le 
to a sub sidy o f  one- third of the co st of introducing and repatria t ­
ing Indian labour - and i n  p ractice too , b y  paying sub sidies out 
of curren t revenue in anticipa tion of an Imperial loan to finance 
labour immigration , large-scale p lantation development , and sugar 
mi l l  construc tion . The loan was not ra ised until 188 1 ,  however , 
and then was allocate d  p rimar ily to paying off  the deb ts o f  the 
pre colonial government .  An inadequate £ 10 , 000 was allo cated to 
labour immigration , whi le nothing was available for agri cultural 
advances ( S tanmore 189 7-19 12: vol 2, 1 28 ;  Ordinances 1880 ) . 
Mo st of the 415 , 000 acres o f  European freeho ld was uncultivat ed 
and near the coast or a river . Labour could be had for a shilling 
a day . Af ter the que lling of disturbances in inland Vi ti Levu in 
April-August 187 6 , p eace had been established ( S carr 1980a : 5 1) . 
But impoverished p lanters could not ob tain fur ther advance s from 
undercapital ize d merchant companies themse lve s indeb ted to 
Austral ian , New Zealand and German companies (Knapman 19 76a ; 
S carr 19 7 2) . 

In any case , in so far as the future lay wi th sugar , large­
sca le mi lling faci li tie s  demanded capital ou tlays beyond the most 
viab le p lante r . Experience with several smal l  sugar milling 
compani es in 1878-80 showed that if sufficient mill ing c apaci ty 
were to be provi ded for p lanters, and for Fij ians in need of cane 
as a cash cr op , a large fore ign company had to be coaxed into 
c oming to Fij i (CSO 1 8 37 / 18 79 , 1879 / 18 79 , 10 6 6 / 1880 ; Moynagh 
19 81 : 15 ) . Aft er some ini tial hesi ta tion,  the Co lonial Sugar 
Ref ining Company (CSR) , a Sydney-based partnership of unlimi ted 
liab ility forme d in 1855 wi th a cap i tal o f  £ 150 , 000 and interlock ­
ing direc tor ship s wi th maj or banking and mercan tile interests 
(Lowndes 195 6 : 13) , pur chase d  land in the Rewa River delta in 1880 , 
and within two y ears had erec ted a mil l  at Nausori which was 
expec ted to draw mo st of i t s  supp ly from Europ ean p lant ers on the 
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river (CSO 250 6 / 188 2) . The company's inve stment was de fensive , 
as E .W .  Knox, general manage r  from 1880 unti l  19 20 ,  exp lained : 
' as sugar will be produced in Fij i  soone r or la ter which will come 
into competition wi th ours, it is a question whe ther it will no t b e  
be tter for u s  t o  take a share i n  the devel opment o f  the industry 
and in the profi ts' (Moynagh 19 81 : 29 ) . 

The share was to b e  a large one . At the end o f  i ts first 
crushing season, CSR had driven the accurately-named Pioneer mi ll 
ou t of business by ab sorb ing th e avai lab le cane supp ly ( C SO 16 23/  
1882) ; i t  had b ough t  out a maj or compe ti tor , S tanlake Lee & Co . ,  
whi ch move d to Navua under the name of the Fij i Sugar Co . and 
re lied heavily on CSR financial and managerial suppor t (Mo ynagh 
1981 : 3 3 ;  CSO 239 7/ 188 2) ; and , b y  uni latera lly appointing a gove rn­
ment scribe to do double duty as scribe to the ' Grea t Company' , 
it already had about i t  the aura o f  ' the o ther government ' ( CS O  
108 / 188 3) . CSR ' s  impac t  on Fij i ' s  economic devel opment was dramatic . 
The increase in sugar exports from £ 59 , 000 in 188 2  to £ 176 , 000 
in 1883 ac counted for approxima te ly 7 5  per cent of the to tal 
increase in domesti c expor ts fr om £ 16 3 , 000 to £320 , 000 , and made 
sugar Fij i ' s  maj or export COililllodi ty (McHarg 19 6 8 : 323-4 ) . No tice 
was given of CSR ' s  continued dominance o f  sugar produc tion when , 
in 188 3 ,  the c ompany announced p lan s for a se cond mil l  on the dry 
side of Vi ti Levu at Rarawai , Ba (Lowndes 19 56 : 32) . 

Le ss than a de cade af ter Fij i ' s  annexa tion,  then,  i t  was 
apparent that the Gordon-Thur ston version o f  Pax Britannica would 
have as i ts obverse the developmen t by Australian cap ital of a form 
of  enclave e conomy . Thi s  was to be the means for maintaining 
continuity of Fij ian so cial tradi tion in the midst of economic 
change . Moreover , development b y  big  business was a means more 
reliab le and perhap s more easily regulated than development b y  
penny cap ital . Gordon had ob serve d the effects o f  export pri ce 
f luctuat ions on under cap i talized se t t lers lacking , in his e stimation ,  
charac ter and energy (Young 19 70 : 148) ; and experienc ed the diffi­
cult ies of enforc ing lab our regula tions on large numbers of  small 
emp loyers . Harnessing the Fij i economy to a few large companie s 
run b y  re spec tab le corporate manager s  wou ld ,  i t  was hoped , 
insulate i t  more e ffectively from marke t f luc tua tions, and at the 
same time provide targets which could withstand a few shots from 
the governmen t dire ction , particularly in the ma t ter of taxa tion 
(Chapman 1964 : 21 1) . This, at least , was the vision . 



Chap t er 2 

Capi talist export  growth : the dominance of the 
Co lonial Sugar Re fining Company 

At the end of Sir Arthur Gor don ' s formative governorship 
o f  Fij i ( 1875-80) , the precondi tions for p lantation development 
were me t .  European p lanters owned over 400 , 000 acres of we t ,  
arab le land . Sugar cane and copra seeme d sui

.
tab le p lantation 

cr op s. A plent i ful supply of cheap Indian inden ture d labour was 
avai lab le . And capital was f lowing into the colony : p re-eminently , 
the Colonial Sugar Re fining Company (CSR) was prepare d to p rovide 
the sub stantial p ro cessing facili ties e ssential to sugar expor t 
growth . Thi s  chapter do cuments the sub sequent performance of 
the colonial e conomy through a quanti tative analysis of expor t 
growth and f lu c tua tions designed to e labo ra te an estab li shed fac t  
o f  Fij i ' s  pre- 19 40 growth hi story - that be tween 1883 and 19 1 3 ,  
exports increased b y  an annual average of 4 . 7 per cent ( S tover 
19 70 : 49 ) . 

Data and methodology 

Use ful analy si s  of export  growth and instab ili ty over the 
65-year per iod under considera tion must p ro ceed in terms o f  sub­
p er iod s, since it i s  hardly very enli gh tening to no te that Fij i ' s  
to tal domestic exports in 19 39 were thirty times the ir 18 75 value , 
and that fluctuations around the trend for the entire period 
average d 14 p er cen t o f  mean annual trend value s. Four sub­
period s have been i dentified on the basi s  of visual inspection of 
export sca tter diagrams and in the ligh t o f  maj or events in Fij i ' s  
e conomic history ; and b e cause t he growth and instab ili ty records 
of sub-p eriods are to be compared ,  the same form of trend line has 
been f i t ted to each sub-period . In Fij i ' s  case , a simp le linear 
trend best fitted the data of all sub-p eriods.  ( Semi-log trends 
faile d  to produce a b e t ter f i t  for any o f  the latter . )  The 
instab ility index,  I ,  which measure s shor t- term f luc tuations around 
the medilllll- term trend of exports, is the s tandard error o f  the 
func tion 

Y a + b X  (Y = exports; X = year s) · 

divide d  by mean expor ts for the sub-period . The export growth 
rat e , g ,  is measure d  by the regre ssion coe fficient divided by 
mean export s (Knapman and S chiavo-Campo 19 8 3) • 

9 
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Table 2.1 Growth and instability of Fiji's exports, 1875-1939 

1875-1906 
1906-1915 
1915-1934 
1934-1939 

1876-1906 
1906-1915 
1915-1934 
19 34-19 39 

1876-1906 
1906-1915 
1915-1934 
1934-1939 

1875-1906 
1906-1915 
1915-1934 
1934-1939 

1876-1906 
1906-1915 
1915-1934 
1934-1939 

1876-1906 
1906-1915 
1915-1934 
1934-1939 

1876-1906 
1906-1915 
1915-1934 
1934-1939 

a 

92 ,877 
688,267 

2,125,212 
1, 296. 705 

a 

23,538 
429,956 

1,465,678 
1,058,350 

a 

-5,508 
49,241 
72,085 

126 ,808 

a 

34.9 
9.0 

19.9 
8.4 

a 

28,586 
184,492 
459. 887 
214,870 

a 

2,444 
12,275 
17,765 
27,004 

a 

11. 7 
14.9 
25.2 

7.5 

A. Total domestic exports (value) 

b 

17,644 
89,643 

-36,068 
215,998 

y 
366, 359 

1,091,661 
1,782,565 
1,836. 701 

B. Sugar exports (value) 

b 

15,144 
70, 160 

-26,879 
49' 231 

y 
250,699 
745,675 

1,210, 330 
1,181,428 

r 

0.94 
0.95 

-0.44 
0.98 

r 

0.92 
0.92 

-0 .37 
0 .81 

C. Sugar exports (volume) 

b 

1,696 
4,668 
1,144 

806 

y 
19,929 
70,245 
82,953 

128,823 

r 

0.96 
0.82 
0.27 
0.10 

D. Sugar price (unit value) 

b 

-1.03 
0.32 

-0.49 
0.33 

y 
19 .5 
10.5 
15 .2 

9.2 

E. Copra exports (value) 

b 

2,542 
4,565 

-7,333 
12. 991 

y 
66, 712 

205,033 
390, 225 
247,348 

r 

-0.91 
0.93 

-0.53 
0.64 

r 

0.65 
0.28 

-0.26 
0.24 

F. Copra exports (volume) 

b 

247 
43 

393 
948 

y 
6,153 

12,470 
21,502 
29,373 

r 

0.73 
0.05 
0.41 
0.42 

G. Copra price (unit value) 

b 

-0.056 
0. 381 

-0.734 
0.282 

y 
10.8 
16.6 
18.2 

8.2 

r 

-0.24 
0.39 

-0.70 
0.20 

g 

0.048 
0.082 

-0.020 
0.118 

g 

0.060 
0.094 

-0.022 
0.042 

g 

0.085 
0.066 
0.014 
0.006 

g 

-0.053 
0.030 

-0.032 
0.036 

g 

0.038 
0.022 

-0.019 
0.053 

g 

0.040 
0.003 
0.018 
0.032 

g 

-0.005 
0.023 

-0.040 
0.034 

I 
0.157 
0.080 
0.237 
0.037 

I 
0.232 
a.us 
0.322 
0.051 

I 
0.235 
0.132 
0.286 
0.109 

I 
0.219 
0.036 
0.357 
0.071 

I 
0.399 
0.222 
0 .396 
0.364 

I 
0.333 
0.211 
0.221 
0.117 

I 

0.188 
0.157 
0.265 
0.293 

Note: The first period is 1876-1906 for the major exports because of a lack of data for 

1875. Values are in pounds sterling, volume in tons. The symbol r refers of course to 
the correlation coeffic ient. Y = the arithmetic mean value, i.e. average exports. 



Trends were fit te d  to da ta from McHarg ( 19 6 8 : 323-4) on 
total domestic expor ts by value , and sugar and copra exports by 
valu e ,  vo ltnne and price ,  with the results shown in Tab le 2 . 1 .  

Early colonial growth , 18 75-1906 

The ear ly co lonial period showed a high ly unstab le overall 
expor t growth rate of 4 . 8  per cen t per annum . This re f lected 
f aste r and unstab le growth in sugar expor ts,  and slower , even 
more unstab le , growth in cop ra exports.  

11 

Accounting for an average 59 per cent of to tal domestic 
exports throughout the perio d 1876-1906 , sugar exports grew a t  an 
annual average rate o f  6 per cent despite an annua l  average price 
fal l  o f  5 . 3  per cen t and considerab le price instab ili ty . Value 
growth resu lte d from the rapid 8 . 5  per cent per annum increase in 
the sugar exp ort quantum , which also f luctuated considerab ly , 
though volume instab ili ty was o f f  se t to some exten t by compensa ting 
pr i ce movements . 

The se cular decline and instab ility of the sugar price meant 
the demise o f  smal l-scale , und ercapi talized and uncompe ti tive 
mills, which in addi tion had to contend wi th irregulari ty of 
supp ly and consequent variat ions in the degree of capacity 
utiliza tion . Par ti cularly de structive were the 18 80 s and 1890s 
sugar· price slumps brough t ab ou t by government-sub sidized bee t 
sugar p roduct ion and expor t  in con tinen tal Europe - an external 
development conf licting wi th and outwe ighing the du ty-free 
treatment of British sugar impor t s  from 18 74 to 190 1  ( Deerr 19 50 : 
443,  504) . Twenty Fij i sugar mi lls clo sed between 187 3 and the 
mid-1890 s, and the two remaining non-CSR mills were taken over by 
me tropolitan compani es. The Fij i Sugar Company - which had 
re lied on CSR for managerial assistance ,  for the financing of its 
lab our supp ly , and for the p urchase of its output - mortgaged i ts 
freeho ld land and movab le proper ty to CSR in 189 6 and ul timate ly 
sold ou t to the British Co lumb ia S ugar Re fining Company , which 
reopened i t  as the Vancouver-Fij i Sugar Company in 190 6 ; and the 
Penang mi ll was sol d  to the Me lb ourne Trust Company in 189 6 
(Moynagh 19 81 : 31-3 ; CSR 29 33 , 2746) . Only CSR had expanded by 
opening a new mill at  Labasa in 189 4 .  In 1900 , the company 
claimed inve stments of £ 1 . 1  million in the co lony , including the 
three mills whi ch drew on a cul tivated sugar cane area of over 
20 , 000 acres - compared with a cultivate d area of about 7000 
acre s in 188 3 . It emp loyed th ree-quar ters ( 4500) of the Indian 
inden ture d lab ourers in Fij i ,  and bought cane from Europ ean 
plan ter s who employe d the o ther quar ter . It a ccounte d for 88 per 
cen t of the sugar and spirit shipped from Fij i in 189 9 , and as a 
re finer purchased the raw sugar i t  did not produce at its own 
mi l ls .  Since sugar and spiri t  exports we re 7 4  p er cen t of total 
expo rts in that ye ar , CSR was dire c t ly responsib le for 65 per 
cent of the Crown Co lony ' s  to tal expor ts (CSR 29 34 , 3508 , 3509 , 
3514) . 
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The expansion of the sugar exp ort quanttnn i s  therefore very 
much the s tory o f  CSR ' s  success in not only surviving the large st 
p rice f all o f  any tropi cal crop in the late nine teenth century 
( S tover 19 70 : 50) , but expanding through i t : in fact , a simple 
regres sion analysis of data in Lowndes ( 195 6 : 4 35 - 7) shows that the 
growth rate of output from CSR mi lls in the period 1876-1906  
exac tly mat ched the rate for  the expor t q uantum . Moreover , a 
foundation for fur the r growth in the early twentie th cen tury was 
laid by the erec tion of a f our th mill at  Lautoka , whi ch began 
crushing cane in 19 0 3  from 10 , 000 acres already acquire d by 1900 
and progressively b rough t  under cultivat ion. Mil l  capaci ty and 
the cultivated area also were increased at Rarawai from 190 2  (CSR 
29 34) . Bu t capi tal reso ur ces to ride out trade fluctuations,  
expanded mi ll capac ity , and simp le extensions o f  cultivated area 
us ing fixed proport ions of labour cheap in money terms, were not 
sufficient conditions for profi tab ility in the face of comp e ti tion 
from b ee t  sugar and the perio di c declines in expor t demand . With 
wor ld demand for cane sugar e lastic and fal ling , raw sugar 
produ cer s cou ld s tay in busines s  in the long term only if they 
be came more cost-compe ti tive - i f , in o ther words, input pri ces 
fell and/ or te chno logy improve d. 

Li ttle wonder that CSR as a near-monopsoni sti c mille r  aime d 
a t  keeping cane prices as low as was still commensurate wi th 
calling forth an adequate supply to utili ze mi lls to capa city ; and 
as a grower CSR,  like European p lanters, had a ve sted intere s t  in 
keeping money wages down , increasing the intensi ty of labour 
e f fort , and lengthening the working day .  The exp lo i ta tion o f  
labour and it s consequence s are well documente d  (Ali 19 79 , 1980 ; 
Gillion 196 2; Lal 19 80 ; Naidu 19 80 ; Narsey 19 79 ) . Herded at nigh t 
in to filthy , crowde d barracks they cal led bro the ls,  and driven to 
the cane f ields a t  dawn, labourers worked at least a nine-hour day 
in an ef for t to comp le te ' tasks' whi ch in law were supposed to take 
six hour s. I f  exce pt ional lab ourers comp l eted the work in six 
hours , the task was increased.  The pay for a comp leted task was 
one shi lling , four pence be low the r ate in Bri tish Guiana (Beachey 
19 5 7 : 101) , and we ll below the free lab our marke t wage rate ; but 
over tasking was the rule , so that actual p lanta tion wages were 
be low the s tatutory minimum , ranging from an average seven pence 
to  ten pen ce per day in the 18 80 s and 1890s.  Up to one-half of 
the women and one- third of the men did no t earn sufficient income 
to cover minimum food expenses. The infant mor tali ty rate was 
20 per cent , and the overa ll dea th rate for p eop le in their 
twenties rose as high as 5 per cen t ,  roughly doub le the rate for 
the free Indian popula tion. C lo se to 10 per cen t of adul t 
immigrants died wi thin five years o f  arrival in Fij i .  Inevi tab le 
labour discontent was suppressed by corpora l punishment on the 
p lantat ion , and by 1886 government legis lation des cribed in the 
Fiji Times as ' p osi tively unique in the hi story of Fij i ( i . e . )  
an Ordinance framed in the in terest o f  the emp loy ers ' (Gi lli on 
19 6 2 : 8 3) . I t  became illegal for groups of more than five laboure rs 
to complain of i ll-trea tment ; and h eavier penal tie s were imposed 
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for insuf ficient work . Wi th government inspection of plantations 
to tally inadequate , and the scale s of j ust ice weighted in favour 
of the European employer , the narak (hell) of indenture wa s 
int ensif ied by f ine s and imprisonment , and extended by the periods 
spent in prison or ab sent from work . Before 19 12, 20-25 per cent 
of indentured Indians had their t ime in coercive lab our prolonged -
by an average 111 days in 1904 . 

Prof it-making or lo ss-minimizat ion during the sugar sltnnp 
was done , then , by placing an underpaid Indian at the receiving 
end of an Aust ralian over seer ' s  whip or swagger st ick . And it was 
done at a frightful cost : the suic i de rate amongst Indian i dentured 
labourer s in Fij i between 1902 and 19 12 was six t ime s the rate 
amongst free Indians in Fij i ,  and f i fteen times the rate in the 
Indian province from which mo st immigrant s came . However ,  a 
critical f ac t or in CSR ' s suc cess, and one insufficiently emphasized 
or ignored comp letely in existing analy ses, was technical innovat ion 
in response t o  unfavourab le demand conditions, coupled a f ter 1890 
with a policy of financing expansion in Fij i by reinvesting profi t s  
made there , ra ther than b y  b orrowing ( Day 1948 ; CSR 29 35 , 3528) . 

C SR's general manager , E .W .  Knox , ob served in 1886 that with 
beet sugar and Java sugar pr ices in Sydney at or b elow £ 10 10 s per 
ton ,  the rati o of sugar cane input ( in t ons) to raw sugar output ( in 
tons) had to b e  r ed uced below 10 to 1 i f  a moderate profit  of 
ar ound 5 per cent were to be earned on cap ital emp loyed . Nausor i 
mill ' s  ratio in the previous year had b een 11 . 5  to 1 ( CSR 3505 ) . 
The required reduction could b e  b rought about by crushing swee ter 
cane, or from increasing th e efficiency of extracting sugar in 
the cane . In the early colonial p eriod , it was the lat ter which 
was cruc ial to CSR ' s  international competitiveness . Af ter the 
g eneral manager ' s  visi t  to the West Indi es in 187 7 ,  doub le crushing 
was in trodu ced . Sco ttish and German chemi sts were appointed and 
began soph isti cated scienti fic analy sis of sucrose in cane inputs 
and of sucrose outp ut in th e form of raw sugar . In 1884 , CSR 
patented a sugar cane di ffusion apparatus for extracting sugar 
from cane . And f ollowing an 1885 visi t  by the general manager to 
German beet f ac t ories, chemists in all mi lls were assigned a 
senior managerial role . The result was a one-third reduct ion in 
losses from raw sugar manufac ture b e tween 1886 and 1889 . For 
every 100 tons of cane with a pure ob tainab le sugar conten t  (POCS ) 
of 10 per cent,  wherea s say three tons may have been lost in 1886 
( to take an arithmetical ly convenient example) , only two tons were 
lost in 1889. Further innovations in raw sugar manufacture 
fo llowed in the 189 0s,  including th e introducti on of the shredder -
a precrushing preparatory device - and treb le cru shing ( Day 19 48 : 6 ;  
Lowndes 19 5 6 : 35-6 , 41 3 ;  CSO 279 3/ 1884) . 

Applied research on cane cultivat ion b egan in the la te 
1880 s: fertilizer trials, soi l  analy sis,  green manuring , cane 
nur series and Javanese experience all pointed to the benefits of 
local knowledge and intensive cu ltivation in procuring heavier9 
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sweet er crop s .  From 1888 , one of CSR ' s head office chemi st s  
worked full t ime on manuring and t reatment o f  CSR p lantations and 
on appropriate cane varieti es.  The mo st important innovat ion in 
cultivation technology of th e ear ly colonial period aro se out 
of thi s res earch and the continued chemical book-keeping at the 
mi lls : the introduction by 190 2  of Badi la in p lace of Malab ar 
cane as the dominant variety in the Lautoka , Rarawai and Labasa 
mi ll areas.  The sugar cont ent of crop s in the latt er areas 
thereafter was consi stently much higher than that of the more rain­
tolerant Malabar crops on the Rewa , ensuring the greater prof i t­
ab ility o f  the dry-side mi ll s, and encouraging the search for 
st ill fur ther improvements , symb olized by the estab lislnnent o f  a 
p lant-breeding station at Rarawai in 1904 (CSR 2262) . 

The comb ined ef fect of technical improvements in milling and 
cult ivat ion is illustrated by the fac t that , in 1906 , the ratio 
o f  cane crushed to raw sugar output at Naus ori mi ll had fallen to 
8 . 9 from 11 . 5  in 1885 . At Rarawai it  was 7 . 8 ;  at Lab asa , about 
7 . 5 ;  and at Lautoka,  in a poor y ear , it was 8 . 5 (Lownde s 19 5 6 : 40 ,  
75 ; CSR 219 1 ,  3524) . The associated cos t  saving s to CSR were 
sub s tantial . Wi th a cane price of ten shi llings per ton , the 
lowest  cos t per ton of cane crushed achieved up to 1887 was 
al leged ly 17 s 6 d , according to confidential information supp lied by 
Knox to the co lonial government (CSR 2190 ) . Given a yield of one 
t on of raw sugar to ten tons of cane , the co st  of raw sugar at  
the mi ll the refore was £ 8  15s per ton . Given a y ield of one to 
eigh t however ,  the cos t  of raw sugar at the mi ll , other things 
equa l ,  fell to £ 7 , a 20 p er cent cos t  saving crucial to CSR ' s  
realizat ion o f  pro f i t s .  And of th e la tter ' s  pr imacy there was no 
doub t .  Writing to  a Fij i mi ll manag er , Knox was empha tic that 

any busines s und ertaking must be run on business and not on 
philanthropic principles . If it is to stand up , i t  must 
stand on its own feet , i . e .  on its prof i t- earning capaci ty . •. 

• • •  Ther e is of course something to be said in favour 
of adopting such an expedient as watering the capital while 
th e epidemi c of f labby sentimentalism now raging promo tes 
malicious and untruthful cr it icism ; but I have never ye t 
been ab le to convince myself that it would be good for us 
t o  adopt this course ,  so as to reduce the rate o f  dividend 
declared . . .  ( CSR 1053). 

In th e period 1887-98, CSR pr o f i ts in Fij i would have needed no 
art i f icial reduct ion, even i f  they had been taxab le (which they 
were not unti l 1921). Knox ' s  private calculations showe d a total 
gross profit  of £545,331 on average capital employ ed of £882,000, 
or 5.2 per cent. Net of depreciation at 2.2 per cent, the profit 
rat e  was barely 3 per cent . Had the capital been b orrowed at 
5 per cent , there fore , ne t pro f i ts would have failed to cover 
in terest charg es (CSR 2934). 
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Fij i ' s s econd maj or export , copra , was produced in rough ly 
equal shares by Fij ian villagers and European p lanters , and 
marketed through European mer chant compani es . From 18 76 to 19 06 , 
i t  accounted for an average 21 p er cent o f  total domes tic expor ts , 
expanding by value at an annual rate of 3 . 8  per cent . This was 
achi eved be cause of a 4 p er cent per annum increase in the expor t 
quant um in the face of virtual secular stagnation in the copra 
price . But it  was the mo s t  unstab le growth of any sub-p eriod 
before 19 39 as a result of the extremely high ins tab ili ty of expor t 
produc tion, exacerbated in turn by price ins tab ility . 

The growth in the copra export quantum ref lected an exp ans ion 
in produc t ion in so uthern Vanua Levu and the eastern is lands of 
Fij i ,  whi ch followed the 1870 s  cot ton collap se and whi ch was 
encouraged by rising prices in 18 76-80 . Nine ty- six per cen t of the 
coconut acreage cultiva ted by Europeans in 1882 was in this region 
(Fiji B lue Book 1882) ; and i t  was here tha t mo st of the Fij ian 
tax copra was collected . Copra ' s  continued hegemony was guaranteed 
by the s imp lici ty of i t s  produc tion te chno logy , the compatib ili ty 
of the coconut palm wi th o ther crop growing , relatively low lab our 
requiremen ts and , above all , by the rela tive imperviousne ss of 
coconut palm produ ctivity to considerab le variations in labour 
inputs to plantation maintenan ce (Brookfield 19 74 : 1 35-50) . Mo s t  
impo rtantly for the Europ ean p lanter , the lat ter made reliance on 
short- term contract Fij ian labour commercially viable . 

Th e 1880s copra p rice s lump , drough t in the Lau group 
be tween 1883 and 1886 , and hurricane s in 1886 and 1888 , led to th e 
bankrup tcy of s ome p lanters and some of their merchant cre di tors , 
mo st  no tably the Hennings company - once ref erred to as the 
creators of Fij ian connnerce (Knapman 19 76a ; S carr 19 72) . But 
when the copra price began its recovery in the late 1890s , output 
was increas ed read ily . The cultivated area was extended to o ,  
though many young trees were lost to disease ( Twy ford and Wrigh t 
196 5 :  185) . 

However , the great varia tion in the expor t vo lume, reinf or ced 
by price instab ility , compelled increasing concentration in copra 
marketing . Wi l liam Hennings , wri ting to a colonial offi cial in 
1883 (Hennings Papers) , had predi c ted tha t ' the bes t part of th e 
country will be in the hands of a few big compani es bef ore long ' . 
Hi s company ' s  Lau trading ne twork was taken over by an i tinerant 
trader in the 189 0s , only to be taken over again in 190 1  by 
Henry Marks , one of Fij i ' s  paramount mer chants , whose la ter ( 19 20) 
amalgamation wi th Morri s ,  Heds trom & Co . would create the largest 
merchant company in the co lony (Knapman 19 76 a : 31) . 

' Golden age ' growth , 1906-15 

The p eriod down to World War I was charac terized by fast 
expor t growth and relatively mi ld f luctuat ions , largely as a 
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result of the most rapid sugar expor t growth o f  any o f  the sub­
p eriods.  On the supply side , sugar growth reflected a reasonably 
stab le 6 . 6  per cent annual increase in the volume of expor t s .  
Thi s  was large ly b r 0ught ab out by fur ther ( 4 . 1  p er cent annual 
average) increases in the cultivated area through tramway 
exten sions linking Lautoka with Rarawai and with Sigatoka ( Day 
1948) , so that by 1915 approximately 62,000 acres were devoted 
t o  sugar cane growing , compared with 40,000 acres in 1906 (Fiji 
Blue Books) . The area represented most of the f irst-class land 
within Fij i ' s present cane perimeter (Ward 1965:30) . Export vo lume 
growth was a lso the pay-of f of devel opments in the early colonial 
p eriod - the increase in cane growing and milling capacity , and 
the exp erimen tation and innovation in cane growing . Aside from 
the introduct ion o f  quadrup le crushing at Labasa mill by 1910, and 
the p lanting of some H . 109 cane by 1911, mi lling technology and 
eq uipment and cane varieties changed li ttle during the p eriod 
( Day 1948 ; CSR 2076, 3524) . Bu t mere installa tion was no guarantee 
of e ff icient op eration , and there were si gni ficant gains in milling 
effi ciency through learning-by-doing . Simi larly , it took time 
f or p lanter s to adop t Bad ila cane and more intensive cultivation , 
par ticu larly the use of manure . Again , however ,  cost savings were 
sub stantial . The sugar cane/raw sugar rat io at Rarawai mill fell 
steadi ly from 7 .8 in 1906 to 6 .6 in 1913; and at Lautoka it 
dropped from 8 . 5  in 1906 to 7 . 0 in 1915 (CSR 2636-2640, 2135-2142) . 
Using the figure given above for co st p er t on of cane crushed , 
the cost saving wa s at lea st 12 . 5  p er cent . 

On the external demand side , England had undermined the 
b eet sugar a scendancy by p lacing an emb argo on imports of sub sidi ze d  
sugar i n  1902, which culminated i n  the 1903 B russels Sugar 
Convention and the banning of sugar expor t b ounties (Lowndes 
1956:57; Timoshenko and Swerling 1957:238) . The associated shi f t  
i n  demand f or cane sugar led to i t s  renewe d pre dominance in world 
sugar produ ct ion; and the sugar price stabi lized and then increase d . 
Co st-effici ency and the average annual price ri se of 3 p er cent 
increa se d  the profitab ility of CSR ' s  Fij i op erations. Knox 
inf ormed the co lonial governor in 1912 that ne t prof i t  on cap it al 
emp loyed was almo st 6 p er cent in the period 1901-11 ( CS R  2935) . 
In fac t ,  the figure was 9 per cent ; and i t  increased fur ther during 
1911-15 (Knapman 1983:49-50 ; Moynagh 1981:65-7) . The early 
twenti eth century , then , may be labe lled a p eriod of ' go lden age ' 
growth because of sugar expor t expansion and CSR profitab ility -
not be cause i t  b rough t great improvements to p lantation labour ' s  
living standards.  Over tasking was reduce d a s  a result o f  more 
effe ctive government inspection, a break-up of CSR estates, and 
e conomic prosp eri ty ;  and by 1908, labourers were earning the 
statu tory min imum wage . To earn it , however , they st ill had to 
work hours beyond the legal limit , and to live in conditions 
which 'were r egarded as dep lorab le by the more sensit ive men at 
the time ' (Gi llion 1962:129) . 
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Living condi tions of the rela tively few Indian labo urer s 
on cop ra p lantati ons allegedly we re worse than those on s ugar 
p lan tat ions ( Gi llion 1962:103) ,  p robably be cause the money wage 
level was even more crucial to  the profi tab ili ty of p lanta tions 
growing a crop much less r es pons ive than sugar to p roduc tivi ty­
improving biolog ical con trol ,  and be cause Fij i ' s copra se ctor was 
only mildly expans ionary . The copra expor t  g rowth rate in 1906-15 
was 2 . 2  per cen t ,  and resul te d  almo s t  en tirely from demand-side 
deve lopment s .  Most  important , technical innovat ions permitting 
the use of vegetab le fat s  in margarine manufacture led to an 
increased European demand for palm and coconut oil , which more than 
of fse t the growth in West Afric an supp ly (Wi lson 1954: vo l 2, 102) . 
The Fij i copra pri ce rose 2 . 3  p er cent p er annum and encouraged 
Eur opean p lanters to expand the ir cultivate d acreage . Coconu t  
palms took six y ear s or s o  t o  bear , however ; and the immediat e  
overall output increase was negligib le . A s  i n  the y ears 1876-1906, 
the notab le feature o f  copra exports , and one which continued to 
dis t inguish them from s ugar exports , was tha t volume instab ility 
exceeded price instab ility . 

The ' swing era ' , 1915-34 

These years exhib ited ab solute decline and by f ar the 
greates t deg ree of export f luctua tions in Fij i ' s modern e conomic 
hi story (Knapman and S chiavo- Campo 1983) , with both sugar and 
copra expor t earning s highly unstab le and lower at the end than 
at the beginning of the p eriod . 

The fal l  in sugar export earnings was the outcome of 
negligib le volume growth and a secular p rice decline o f  over 
3 per cent p er annum . World War I devas tated the sugar beet 
economy of c ont inental Europe and led to  a rapid rise in sugar 
pri ces pe aking in 1920 . Ini tially there was a marked supply 
response , CSR mi lls ' production increasing t o  a record 114,000 
t ons in 1916 (Lowndes 1956:435-7) . But in that year the British 
colonial government in India terminated Indian indentured labo ur 
immigration , a move whi ch would ultimately comp el a maj or 
institu tional change in the s ugar indus try from a plantation to  
a small farmer mode of produc tion . In the shor t run , produc tion 
fe l l  as money wages for free labour rose 67 p er cent b e tween 1914 
and 1920, the p lanted area o f  CSR es ta tes decline d ,  and Europ ean 
p lanters gave up their leaseholds or s o ld their freeho ld land 
(CSR 3127) . A two-thirds crop was expe cte d in 1918, and the 1919 
raw sugar outp ut of CSR mi lls was the lowe s t  sin ce 1906 (CSR 3528) . 
Then, in January 1920, the co lonial governmen t c ancelle d  exis ting 
indentures . S tr ikes by Fij i Indians followed in the Suva-Rewa 
district in the same month and , in 1921, throughout the s ugar 
di s tricts , b asically because money wage rises had been swamped 
by pr ice increases (Ali 1980 ; Gi llion 1977 ; Fiji Royal Gazette 
1921) . The s ugar cane area under cul tivation consequently dec lined 
at a time when European beet sugar produc tion was recovering 
and for cing prices down . 
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Labour supply di fficult ie s , the drop in the sugar price , 
and the 1920 incr ease to £1 per ton of the sugar export duty 
levied from 1916 , ne cessi tat ed a decis ion b y  the B ri tish Co llllllbia 
S ugar Refining Company which CSR itself had anticipated making . 
In January 1922, the presi den t o f  t he forme r  company inf orme d 
CSR ' s  general manager that ' our patience is exhaus ted , and rather 
than risk furthe r expendi ture o f  capital under s uch unsettled 
and uncert ain condi tions , we have decided to close down ' ( C SR 2923) . 
CSR had already s topped furth er capi tal expendi ture in Fij i ( CSR 
3534) and had adopt ed a precau tionary f inancial policy . Knox to ld 
the co lonial governor in 1919 (CSR 2935) : 

it b eho ves us to husband , as far as possib le ,  any windfall 
derived from high prices , so that ·  in the event of col lapse , 
we may be in a posi tion to re turn to our shareho lders as 
large a propor tion as pos sib le of the capital they have s unk 
in the Co lony . 

Such husb anding and repatria tion of capital was under taken very 
succes sf ully thro ugh the formation of a sub s i diary company , the 
Co lonial Sugar Ref ining Company (Fij i and New Zealand) Ltd . In 
i t s  shor t life from March 1915 to May 1923 , the sub s idiary re turned 
to parent company shareho lders a to tal of £7 .7  million in dividends , 
bonuses and capi tal repayment s on an initial capital outlay of 
£3 . 5  mi llion - or an a verage 15 p er cent p er annlllll (CSR 3534) . This 
re turn was exc lus ive of any allocations to hidden reserves and was 
made from raw sugar sales to CSR ' s  Auckland refinery a t  prices 
we ll be low open-market le vels . 

Nei ther s upply-side nor demand-side devel opments in the 
p eriod irrnnediately subsequent to liquida tion of the CSR s ub s idiary 
were cause for op timism . The 1923 crop was less than one- third 
of mi ll capac ity , forcing Rarawai mi ll into comp lete idleness ; 
les s than one-quar ter o f  CSR es tate land had been p lanted for 
the 1924 season ;  and in 1924 Bri tain be gan sub s idized bee t  
produ ct ion ( C S R  3528) . I n  March of the same year , Knox announced 
the wri ting down of CSR ' s  asse ts in Fij i from £2 .8 mil lion to 
£1 .1 mil lion ,  largely to impress the Co lonia l Office wi th the 
gravi ty of the sugar s itua t ion (CSR 3529 ; Moynagh 1981 : 118) . He 
followed it up two months later with a s tatemen t to shareho lders 
that CSR would have to wi thdraw from Fij i if the sugar fell to 
its 19 13 le ve l  (CSR 3529) . For the next two y ears the p ri ce h eaded 
in precise ly that d irection ,  claiming the Penang mill and lea ving 
CSR the sole sugar mil ler in Fij i by 1926 . Yet while CSR would 
not purchase the Bri tish Co llllllbia company ' s  mil l  at what the 
p res ident of the parent company regarded as a ' sacrifice price ' ,  
it  did buy the Penang mi ll and land . At base the decis ion of 
cou rse ref le cted the mill ' s  pos i tion on the profitab le dry side 
of Vi ti Le vu . Navua had been too we t for cane growing from the 
beginning . But the take-over also indicated a turn-around in 
CSR ' s perception of i ts futur e in Fij i ,  for it was essentially 
pre-emp t i ve :  purchase of the mi ll and land forestalled any 



possibility of pineapple growing on high quality cane land that 
CSR now wanted to b e  cultivat ed by Indians (Moynagh 19 8 1 : 134) . 
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Knox , in his capaci ty as chairman of the b oard of dire ctors , 
had vis ited the Co lonial Of f i ce in 19 2 2  and per suad ed the Secretary 
of S tate for the Coloni es , Wins ton Churchill , to abo lish the sugar 
export duty withou t consult ing the co lonial government in Fij i 
(CSR 29 2 3 ;  Moynagh 19 8 1 : 112 ; Legis lative Counci l Debates 19 2 3) . 
Tax re lief was followed from 19 2 3  by utili zat ion of the Bri tish 
pref erence on Empire-grown s ugar , which was s tab ilized at £3 15 s 
per ton in 19 25  and ,  allowing for transport cos ts , secured a price 
f or Fij i sugar b e tween £ 1  15 s and £2 per ton above ex-Empire prices 
( Day 19 48 ; Moynagh 19 8 1 : 11 3 ;  CSR 29 23) . CSR ' s  chief Fij i inspector 
argue d that wi th this assis tance and its enormous reserves from 
the prospe ro us war y ears , the company c ould re-es tab lish the sugar 
indus try on a se cure basis  without indentured lab our , provided 
it r eversed i ts p o li cy o f  awai ting a decision on renewal of 
immigration . CSR es ta tes could attract only 60 to 65 per cent of 
the labour used during the indenture period in cir cums tances 
wh ere - des pite labour- saving technical innova tion primarily 
involving the sub s ti tution of trac tor for horse power - 130 per 
cent was needed to res tore es tates to full product ion . The s imp le 
fact was tha t free Indians who could lease land from Fij ians 
or Europeans would do so in pre ference to wage labouring , so tha t 
s ugar recovery depended on independ ent grower cooperation and the 
leas ing to Indians of land CSR could not cultivate on the planta tion 
sys tem (CSR 29 2 3) . 

Supply from Indian growers was encourage d by a 3s 6 d  bonus 
on the base price of 10s per ton of cane and by CSR advances at  
the low in teres t rate of 5 p er cent (CSR 29 23) , with the area 
cultivated by indep endent grower s increasing from 17 , 000 acres 
in 19 23  to 34 , 000 in 19 34 (CSR 3524) . The cane insp ector ' s  
ini tiative was no t lo st  on Knox , who from 189 1 had experimented 
with the sub division that by 19 17 he recognize d as es sential : 

we mus t concent ra te our ef forts on the at temp ts to render 
the industry as far as practicab le independent of fur ther 
immigration by sett ling the lands with growe rs who will 
cons ti tute their own lab our for ce for the cultiva tion and 
harves ting of the crop (CSR 29 35 ) . 

Be twe en 19 2 3  and 19 3 3 ,  CSR leased 36 , 000 acres o f  i ts land to 
Indians ; and by the end of 19 34 company tenants holding ten-year 
leases of ten-acre f arms accounted for 5 3  per cent of the 84 , 500 
acres und er cane cu ltivation . Growers leasing generally smaller 
ar eas of non-CSR land accounted for 40 per cen t ,  and CSR for 
j us t  6 per cent (Moynagh 19 81 : 1 2 3) . 

The renewal of output growth in the lat e 1920s and a minor 
re covery of the sugar p rice in 19 2 7-2 8 produced a resurgence in 
expor t earnings to war-time levels . But the basic price trend 
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was downward throughout the p eriod of ins ti tutional change ;  and 
when Fij i suf fered the b ack lash of the Great Depress ion , the sugar 
pr ice p lumme te d . The effects of the fall were comp ounded on the 
supply side by hurr icanes at Labasa in 1929 and at Ba in 19 31 ( Day 
19 4 8) . Bo th were re f lected in CSR ' s  profitab ili ty . While the 
company paid a 12 . 5  p er cen t dividend throughout 19 25-34 , this was 
sustainab le in the thirties largely b ecause of the ef fect o f  
compound in teres t o n  the re tained profi ts of forty years . Ab so lute 
profits  on as sets valued at £3 mi llion averaged £ 306 , 00 0  in 19 26-27 
and 19 29 , f el l  t o  £ 40 , 000 in the y ear ending 31 Mar ch 19 30 , and 
s tayed wel l  under pre-Depression levels for the res t of the decade 
( CSR 29 35 ; CO 83/ 189 ; Moynagh 19 81 : 6 6 ,  148) . 

Two ext ernal developmen ts kep t C SR ,  and there fore the Fij i  
e conomy , from feeling the f ul l  for ce of the Depress ion . Firs t ,  
the deprecia tion o f  the Aus tral ian ,  New Zealand and Fij i pounds 
agains t s terling b e tween 19 29 and 19 33 ensured CSR would cover 
variable c os t s  and depreciation (CSR 3529) . Se co nd ,  a ne t p rof i t  
on sugar exports was ass ured b y  the introdu c tion i n  19 32 o f  an 
addi tional Imper ial preference ,  set at £ 3  5 s  per ton on a q uo ta o f  
5 5 , 000 tons i n  19 34 ( Day 19 48) . The importance of a she l tere d  
market in Bri ta in and Canada to the maintenance o f  the economi c  
and poli tical s tatus quo i n  Fij i was revealed i n  the fate of the 
sugar expor t e conomie s which so ld on the open marke t .  Though they 
agreed to reduc e s urp lus sugar s t o cks , they failed to prevent a 
continued price fal l . Severe economic contrac tion resul t ed , and 
o f ten le d to p o litical unres t .  Java ' s  19 3 1-32 s ugar expor t  
tonnage , for example , was 1 7  p er cent o f  the 19 28-29 leve l 
( Kind leb erger 19 7 3 : 9 4) . In contras t ,  Fij i ' s  19 3 1  s ugar export 
t onnage was 5 6  per cen t  of the 19 28 leve l ,  despite a serious 
hurricane , and rose to a record leve l in 19 32  (Fiji B lue Books) . 
Such a relatively strong export p erformance ref l ec te d  a minimal 
fall and rapid r ecovery in Fij i ' s  cane s upp ly b e twe en 19 29 and 19 32 , 
due in large measure to C SR keeping the cane pri ce s tab le at i t s  
19 2 3  leve l a s  Indian sett lement proceeded . Thus , as Moynagh 
( 19 8 1 : 147)  observes : 

Unlike the overwhe lming maj or ity o f  peasant cash farmers 
in the tropics , cane growers in Fij i did no t experience 
a fall in their incomes as a result of the depres s ion . 
Their earnings r emained re latively s tab le apart from 
f luctuations caused by weather condit ions . 

This is not saying much though . Ten thousand tenant farmers '  
earnings undoub tedly were higher than the collec tive earnings of 
themse lves , their wives , and their children would have been under 
indenture . They had exchanged the dis cip line of the plan tation 
barracks for the fr eedom of di sp ersed thatch hut s  and tin shacks 
(Ali 19 80 : 15 ;  Gi l lion 19 6 2 : 142- 3) . But their lack o f  cap ital 
and tenan t s ta tus meant that their ins titutionalized pover ty had 
mere ly change d i ts form . From a company perspective , CSR ' s  
tenancy agreemen t ,  credi t  ex tens ion , use of unpaid tenants ' labour 
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in cane cutting and mi l ling , and s tri c t  supervision of cultivation 
practices , cons ti tuted benevo lent paternalism of b enefi t to both 
part ies b e cause i t  ensured continued high cane yie lds . From a 
tenant ' s  perspec tive , a ll this was inden ture in dis guise , CSR ' s  
method o f  shi fting cultivation risks whi le s imultaneous ly ensuring 
that cane could be bought cheaper than it could be grown on c ompany 
p lantat ions . As one Indian visi tor to Fij i put i t  in 19 38 , ' I  had 
no idea t i ll I went to Fij i of the enormo us power wielded by the 
C . S . R .  Co . I ts tenants are no better than labourers and comp letely 
under i ts thumb ' ( Gi llion 19 7 7 : 16 1) . I f  a re calci trant tenant 
could be brou gh t  into line by thr eat o f  eviction ,  the self-wi lled 
' con tractor ' on a Fij ian lease faced CSR r efusal to buy his cane . 

And c ane sale was imperative because the contractor was cer tain 
to be h eavi ly indeb ted . Like the CSR tenant ,  he borrowed to 
lease land , to build a house , to buy seed and equipment ,  and to 
live during the twelve to eigh teen months be fore harves t .  He 
b orrowed mor e if there was a natural disas ter or if chi ldren were 
marri ed . He borrowed , moreover , at  annual ra tes of interes t up 
to 60 p er cent - from Europ eans , and from the Punj ab i farmers and 
Guj arat i s torekeepers who had p aid their own passage to Fij i and 
never experienced indentured labour ( Gi llion 19 7 7 : 16 2-3) . 

The Indian cane-grower ' s  commercial s urvival margin was 
therefore narrow . As ear ly as 19 30 , several growers in Nadroga 
abandoned the ir farms on the eve of harves t be cause moneylenders 
had obta ined wri ts of at tachment over cane proceeds payab le by 
CSR, leaving no returns to the growers and the loan principal still  
to  be paid off  (CSO 1135 / 19 30 ) . The survival margin got  narrower 
as population pres sure on available cane land developed from the 
19 30s , cr ea ting a r eserve army of replacement tenants searching 
for employment in the mone tary sec tor of the co lonial economy 
(Moynagh 19 81 : 155-9 ) . 

Some employment opportuni ties had opened up on copra 
p lantati ons af ter 190 5 ,  when government put Indian lab our within 
r each of th e small- scale Europ ean p lanter by introducing a system 
of deferr ed payments for a limi t of thir ty labourers . By 19 16 -
four years af ter the importation of Melanesian labour ceased -
one-third o f  indentured Indians were working outs ide of sugar 
p lan tations in the growing of other expor t crop s , in domes tic 
service , and in mi scellaneous occupations ( Gi llion 196 2 : 10 1-2) . 
The copra economy offered no growth in emp loyment opportunities 
thereaf ter,  however . Se cular decline and considerab le ins tab ility 
characterized copra expor t earnings be tween 19 15 and 19 34 , with 
sl ow volume growth b eing outweighed by a s ub s tantial 4 p er cent 
pe r annum price de cline and volume ins tab i li ty being reinfor ced 
y et again by price ins tab ili ty . 

Whi le Sou th Seas copra generally rece ived a lower price 
than copra from anyo th er region becaus e the sundrying technique 
in a humid c limat e caused an unduly high free fatty acid content 
( United Sta tes , Tariff  Connnission 19 32 : 79 ;  MH ,  Circular Book 1) , 
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cop ra shared in the high prices and profits resulting from the 
pos twar world scramb le for primary products , the 19 20 copra pri ce 
b e ing 5 6  per cent above i ts 19 13 leve l (Fiji B lue Books) . The 
boom ended when consump tion and s tock demand were satisf ied and 
shipping prob lems we re eliminated , sending the copra pri ce 
plumme ting in 19 21 and 19 2 2 . Price recovery and s tab ili ty came 
wi th the rapid expans ion o f  world trade from 19 25 to 19 29 , but the 
Wal l  St ree t crash caused a running down of primary product s to cks 
and a rapid fal l  in the copra price ( Rowe 19 6 5 : 7 8-9 , 85 ) . Arres ted 
only temporar ily when B ri tain went off th e go ld s tandard in 19 31,  
the pr i ce f al l  accelerated down to 19 34 when , a t  2 2  p er cent o f  
i ts 19 1 3  level , the copra price was the lowe s t  i t  had ever been in 
Fij i ' s colonial economi c his tory . 

Supp ly-side developments were a function of the copra price 
movement .  The area plan ted to coconuts expanded up to 19 20 , b ut 
li ttle new planting occurred thereaf ter (Ward 19 6 5 : 31) ; and export 
vo lume changes ref lected th e harves ting response to price changes .  
Ou tput recovered and s tab i lized in the late 19 20s , despite a 
threat to the coconut indus try ' s  exis tence from the Levuana moth 
( C SO F2/ 243) , but then dropp ed rapid ly between 19 29 and 19 3 4 ,  taking 
plantat ion p rofitab ility with i t .  Morris ,  Heds trom ' s manager 
contended that , up to the 19 21 s lump , pro f i ts on the several 
mil lion pounds inves ted in co pra produc tion had been ' reasonab ly 
s ecure ' ,  though not large (CSO F 2 / 4 5 / 6 6 ) . By the end of 19 30 , 
however , devel opment work on thi s mer chant company ' s  esta tes had 
ceased : despi te the fact tha t wage ra tes in June 19 31 were less 
than half th e going ra te of a y ear befor e ,  the p rof i t  margin was 
insu ffici ent to warrant more than minimal maintenanc e (MH , Circu lar 
Book 3) . S ome maj or Taveuni p lanters , unab le to  mee t interes t 
p ayments on b ank advances and unwi lling to b orrow fur ther , sold 
o ut . O ther s  took out larger mor t gages , reduced the p lanta tion 
workforce , and utilized more family labour . The small-s cale 
planters who s tayed on in Savu Savu and Lau s imilar ly shif ted 
t oward s a family- farm mode of operation , exchanging the comfor tab le 
li fes tyle f ounded on impor ted goods for a subsis tence exis tence 
f ounded on hun ting , gathering , and root crop p lanting , and 
supp lemen ted by the small cash income from copra and from wage 
employment , parti cular ly on the newly-di scovered goldfields a t  
Yanawai and Tavua . Suc ces s now was measured by retention of 
physical h ealth , of the land , and of a home in want of repair 
(Fiji Times 5 July 19 30 ; McDonne ll 19 80 ; Knapman 19 76a ; Low 19 6 2 ) . 

The retrea t into subsis tence was less painful for Fij ians 
of course , though their doub le or ientation to sub sis tence and cash 
crop produc tion was we ll-es tablished by 19 30 ( see Chap ter 3) . 
High c opra prices had p ermit ted villagers in eas tern Fij i to 
earn cash income for taxes and p ersonal expendi ture with ease . 
In 19 31- 3 3 ,  however , there were shor tfalls in the government and 
provincial taxes , cutbacks in constllllp tion of imp orts , and a 
moo d  of depression whi ch extended from the plan tation to the 
village : 



on all the is les that I touched a t  I fe lt an atmosph ere 
of for lornness and desertion . Even the many copra 
plan tat ions , th at no t so long ag o produced some of the 
bes t copra in the South Seas , were almo st deserted 
( Shepherd 19 34 : 46 ) . 

2 3  

No direct Imperial or co lonial government ass is tan ce a lleviated the 
effects of depress ion . Currency depreciation af forded some relief 
to the copra indu s try , though the final devaluation in 19 33 was 
les s than p lanters had lobbied for ( see Chap ter 7) . Mos t  important , 
the copra p roducer did no t se ll in a she ltered market and so felt 
the full force o f  the Grea t Depress ion : whereas sugar exports in 
19 34 were 5 3  p er cent of the ir 19 28 level , copra exports were 20 
p er cent (Fiji B lue Books) . 

Divers ifie d  growth,  19 34-39 

The remarkab ly smooth and spe edy re covery o f  Fij i ' s expor t 
earnings in the late 19 30s owed much to individual Europ ean 
p rospector s ,  whose exp loratory e fforts in the two main is lands 
earli er in the decade identified commerc ia l  d eposits  of gold . 
Th e d epo s i ts were no t mined by their dis coverer ,  however . It was 
co lonial government policy , app roved by the Secre tary of S tate 
f or the Colonies , that - as John Maynard Heds trom exp lained in 
April 19 35 (MH) - ' th e  Tavua p roposi tion is no t one for a small 
man but mus t  be deve lop ed by peop le with sub stant ial cap i tal ' .  
Pre-eminent were the Aus tralian capitalis ts E . G .  Theo dore , 
P . F .  Cody , John Wren and Frank Packer , who cons tituted the Empe ror 
Group . This company largely was responsib le f or making go ld Fij i ' s 
se cond maj or expor t vir tually overnight : in the y ears 19 36-40 , 
gold earned twi ce as much f oreign exchange as copra and copra 
products , and almost hal f as much as sugar . Returns to foreign 
and domestic  factors o f  p roduct ion were high . The pro fit rate 
on an original inves tment o f  1 . 2  mill ion was well in excess o f  
2 0  per cent between 19 36 and 19 46 ; and Fij ian workers re ceived a 
wage 150 per cent o f  the copra p lanta tion rate ( Usher 194 3 : 69 ;  
S tanner 195 3 : 19 5 ; Fraser 195 4 ;  Low 19 6 2 : 125- 7 ) . 

Sugar exp orts increased at a mode rate and very s tab le rate 
largely as a re sult of a price improvement ; whi le copra exports 
s taged a re covery from their 19 34 nadir be cause of both vo lume and 
pr ice improvements . But the la tter was a very unstab le re covery 
from a hope les s to a de sperate posi tion, in which even the ve ry 
bes t planta tions could bare ly cover working expenses and minimum 
main tenan ce cos ts . An unknown number of p lanters went bankrup t ,  
some se lling land a t  a q uarter o f  its  pur chase price ( Grey 1944 : 7 2) . 
The Savu Savu P lan ters ' Association,  which had run a shipp ing 
servi ce for p lanters on Vanua Levu and Taveuni , was disbanded . 
One maj or merchant company , A . M . Brodziak Ltd , had gone into 
liquidation in 19 29 af ter 60 years in Fij i ( Supreme Court of 
Fij i :  Bankruptcy Action No 1, 19 30 ) . In 19 36 , ano ther company , 
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Brown and Joske , was taken over by the Aus tralian firm W . R .  
Carpenter Ltd . By Wor ld War I I ,  copra marketing was dominated by 
three large merchant compani es - Carpenters , Morris Heds trom , 
and Burns Phi lp ( C SO F2/ 45 / 10 ,  F2 / 45 / 6 6 ; CSO 2118/ 19 30 ) . And 
even these were doing such b ad business that they no longer paid 
cash for c opra - as one member of a p lanter fami ly recollect s :  

We s craped toge ther our small output o f  copra , and went , 
like beggars ,  t o  the merchants , to a ccept the goods they 
chose to give us . Never di d we dream ,  when we came to 
Fij i ,  tha t such a s ta te of af fairs would ever exis t (Low 
196 2 : 15 1) . 

The future seeme d to belong to sugar and go ld , specif i cal ly the 
large companies which pro duced them and lived off  the income they 
generated . 

A retrospective s t.nmnary 

The q uanti ta tive re cord shows , then , that Fij i ,  in common 
w ith many other tropical coun tri es ,  experienced a sequence o f  
g rowth and depression i n  the per iod 1 8 7 5  to 19 39 . Fij i ' s  expor t 
growth was atypica l ,  however ,  in that i t  largely reflec ted sugar 
export growth at a time wh en sugar co loni es generally were an 
excep tion to the rule o f  t rop i cal growth be cause of the ir failure 
to improve productivi ty or develop o ther crops . S imilarly , sugar 
dependence did no t automat ically c ondemn Fij i to the full 
consequences of dep ression and trade ins tab ili ty a f ter World War I .  
Its co lonial s tatus ensured a she l tered export marke t ;  and the 
vert i cal in tegration and pri cing po li cy o f  CSR, wha tever other 
ef fec t s  it  had , res ulted in a s ugar price more s tab le than the 
free marke t pr i ce . The lat ter ' s  ins tab ility index for 19 15-34 , 
calculated from data in Lowndes ( 19 5 6 : 44 3) , was 0 . 56 2 ,  comp ared 
with 0 . 35 7  for the de clared Fij i pri ce . This in turn undoub tedly 
contrib uted to the fact tha t s ugar expo r t  earnings ins tab ility 
general ly resulted from expor t  vo lume ins tab ili ty rather than 
from pri ce ins tab ility . As sugar export expansion in Vi ti Levu 
and Vanua Levu was synonymous wi th the s pread of the money e conomy 
there , s o  was the much more moderate copra expor t  expansion 
synonymous wi th the mone ti zation of the regiona l  e conomy of 
s ou thern Vanua Levu and eas tern Fij i . But the copra economy more 
c lo sely followed the general tropi ca l  pat tern in tha t i t  suffered 
the full effects of depres s ion and vulnerab i li ty to external 
pri ce f luc tuations . 

The foregoing s urvey o f  Fij i ' s  e conomi c h i s tory also makes 
i t  clear in general t erms that foreign cap ital and labour were the 
cr ucial agents of the documen ted expor t expansion . Europe an 
p lan tat ion development was of maj or quant itative importance to 
copra expor t growth ; and mer chan t oligop o ly charact eri zed copra 
mark eting . Aus tralian capital develop ed the go ld indus try in the 
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19 30 s . Mos t  impor tantly , CSR capital and techno logy and Indian 
labour - f irs t on p lanta tions and then on sma ll-scale farms - were 
res pons ibl e  for the transf orma tion of Fij i into an export economy 
heavi ly dependent on sugar . As company management recognized , 
immigration of indentured Indian lab our ' had been resp onsib le for 
p racti cally the whole devel opment of the country , and . . .  everyb ody 
in the Colony had grea tly benefi ted by , and in a very large measure 
live d on , the pr imary indu stries carried on by Indian labour ' 
(CSR 29 2 3) . A British governmen t commi t tee inves tigating Indian 
emigrat ion to Crown Coloni es even offered the b old counterf actual 
proposi tion tha t 'wi thout the he lp of the Indian coo lie the Co lony 
mus t have remained in a s ta te of comparative s tagna tion '  ( Gillion 
1962 : 16 5 ) . Conventional wisdom had it that the latter charact er­
ized the indigenous ec onomy . 



Chap ter 3 

Continuity and change in the noncapitalist economy 

From the beginning of colonial rule , government policy on 
indigenous economic developmen t aimed at a contro lled and gentle 
integration of Fij ians in to the wo rld capi tali st  e conomy through 
c ash- cropp ing on Fij ian-owned land . Rapid expor t development was 
lef t to transnational capi tal and impor ted labour ; but contrary 
to some opinion ( C lammer 19 7 3 : 19 9- 200 ; France 19 69 ) , a s tatic 
dualism of noncapi talis t and capi tali s t  se ctors was never p lanne d . 
This chapter examines what actually happene d to the noncapi talist 
economy between 18 7 4  and 19 39 , what role Fij ians p layed in expor t 
growth ,  how this role was c onditioned by colonial economic poli cy , 
what e f fects any mone tary ac tivity had on tribal society , and 
how Fij ians reacted to e conomic depr es s ion . I t  begins by advancing 
a re levant model of the noncapi tal is t economy .  

A model o f  the noncapi tal i s t  economy 

Tribal-based and p easant-based expo rt development have been 
commonly explained by the vent-for- surp lus model of internationa l 
tr ade in whi ch trade creates new taste pat terns and thereby 
s t imulates increas ing ut ili zation of a general s urp lus produc tive 
capac ity (Myin t 19 71) . In the Fisk ( 19 7 5 )  formulat ion p resented 
graphically in Figure 3 . 1 , the produc tion f unc tion of a closed 
tr ib al e conomy pr oducing food from a given land area , techno logy 
and cap i tal is shown as OT . OD shows the ' tradit ional ' outp ut 
demand s of vary ing s i zes of popula tion , assuming that the labour 
force is a cons tant p roportion of population ,  and that per worke r 
demand and the refore output are cons tant at Lp 1 D 1 / 0LP 1 · The 
per worker demand cons i s ts of a b io logical minimum neces sary to 
sus tain the workforce , p lus output ne cessary to achieve socially 
accep tab le s tandards of f ood , clo thing and she lter , p lus output 
necessary for ceremonial es sential to the reproduction of tribal 
so cie ty . This demand , and any addi tional output to cover the 
r i sk of a bad season , p laces a cei ling on produc tion . At low 
p erson/ land ratios , therefore,  the e conomy may be des igna ted 
' affluent ' .  In the case o f  a population level consonant with 
labour force Lp 1 ,  for example , potential output is Lp 1 S 1 ,  b ut 
aggrega te demand and hence actual output is Lp 1 D 1 . The latter 
output could be p roduced by a labour input of OA 1 . imp lying 
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A 1 LP 1 is surp lus - which in prac tice would be revealed in shor t 
working day s rather than as unemp loyed individuals . As Basil 
Thomson ( 19 0 8 : 8 3) put i t  with some exaggeration at a time of Fij ian 
popula ti on decline , ' The earth need only be ti ckled to laugh back 
in harves t ' . The t ime involved in preco lonial Fij i was ,  according 
to Baylis s- Smi th ' s  est imate ( 1980 : 79-80) , abo ut three hours per 
worker per day - a figure typical of agriculturally-based societies 
( Sahlins 19 78 : 17) . 

Figure 3 . 1  Maximum and actual production in a noncapitalist 
economy 

Output 

Thi s  mode l has two crucial , and related , imp lications . 
Firs t ,  th e trib al lab our force is working b elow its capacity 
b ecause of a lack of incent ives , not because of ' insufficient 
moral f ibre,  or laziness , or other reprehensib le forms of 
irrationality ' ( Fisk 19 75 : 83) . Given a f elt  need f or cash in the 
pos t-European con tact per iod , tribesp eople may ut ilize surp lus 
labo ur t ime in casual wage employment or , more likely , in cash 
crop product ion . Second , so long as monetary act ivity involve s 
the use of surp lus domestic resources , s uch activity is compatib le 
with the maint enance of exi sting trib al socio-economic structures 
( Dewey and Hopkins 19 7 8 : 7 3) . Lab our mi grat ion does no t create 
excessive burdens on the res ident village work force ; and cash 
crops can b e  s old on a s trict pecuniary basis t o  strangers , who 
a ls o  supply imp ort ed goods which can be consl.lllled , or can enter into 
an es tab lished exchange system operating on substantively different 
princip les ( Gregory 19 81) . What Fij ians call ' the way of the 
land ' can be adap ted to encompass ' the path of money ' so that , 
con trary to th e predi ctions of Marxi s t  and dep endency paradi gms 
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( Fos ter-Car ter 19 78) , increasing integration into the world 
capi talist economy does not necessar i ly caus e disintegrat ion o f  
local s truc tures . Herein , perhaps , l i e s  an exp lana tion o f  th e 
common p os t-World War II impression of Fij ian society , that ' for 
many rural Fij ians a century of alien occupation had made surpris­
ingly lit tle dif ference in the private f orms of social life ' 
( S tanner 19 5 3 : 176 ) . 

Model and reality 

In pr ecolonial Fij i ,  with a populat ion probab ly never 
exceeding 400 , 000 (McArthur 19 6 7 : 4- 7 ) , and upwards of one million 
acres suitab le for cu lt ivat ion , subsistence af fluence was p os s ib le . 
But it was not always realizab le . Nor was the trib al economy 
comp let ely unifonn and unchanging . 

Defence took precedence over opulence , f or ' comparatively 
large areas of good ferti le soi l of easy reli ef and we ll-drained 
which c ould have supported large populat ions , charac teris tically 
show no evidence of ancient se t t lement s '  ( Twy ford and Wright 
196 5 : 17 1) . And where there is evidence of dense set tlements on 
such soi ls , there is also evidence tha t opulence frequent ly 
enough was trans fonned by the depreda tions of war into scarcity,  
a s  exemp lif ied by the trib al political economy of the Rewa delta . 
Here , in the mi d-nine teenth century , a populat ion of between 
35 , 000 and 40 , 000 live d 6 80-775  to the square mile of cultivab le 
land (Par ry 19 7 7 : 7 3) wi thin a poli tical confederat ion (matanitu) 
under threat from the expansi onary coastal federa tion (vanua) of 
Bau ( Scarr 19 7 3 : 24-6 ) . Neither popula tion densities nor tribal 
s ocio-polit ical organization and its ceremonial demands could be 
suppor ted by an extens ive shi f ting cul tivat ion sy stem in an 
envi ronment of frequent f looding and high water tab les . S o  the 
Rewan population, to use Brookf ield ' s  ( 19 7 2a : 34) termino logy , 
moved up the hi erarchy of feasib le agricultural e cosys tems t o  th e 
intensive cult iva tion of f lood- , wind- , and salt-tolerant giant 
swamp taro (via kana) in gardens whi ch could be used semi­
continuous ly . Because the via garden comp lex could be a perplexing 
maze of mounds and ditch es to the intruder , and b ecaus e th e corm 
was s torab le f or up to fif teen months wi thout deterioration ,  the 
trade-off between subsi stence product ion and def ence was eased 
somewhat . But war far e caused food s carci ty nonetheless , as 
European mi ss ionar ies recorded ( Parry 19 7 7 : 24) , perhaps wi th some 
exaggerat ion : 

The Bau people . . .  made great havoc among th e gardens and 
p lan tations of the adheren ts of Rewa . . .  for months , nay 
years in s uc cession the people have be en prevented by war 
from attending the ir gardens , during whi ch period they 
sub sisted on such wild roo ts and fruits as th e neighbourhood 
supplied . 
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The e conomic benefi ts of pacificat ion under co lonialism 
therefor e do no t have to b e  laboured . Nor does the p op ulation 
decline which preceded and heralded the es tab lishment of co lonial 
r ule in Fij i ,  and caus ed the disintensification of the Rewan 
agricu ltural sy stem .  

Land and population . The Fij ian p op ulation in 1874 was 
140 , 00 0 . I t  dec lined to around 110 , 000 as a result of th e 18 75 
meas les epidemic , fell to a census low of 84 , 500 in 19 2 1 ,  and then 
recovered to 9 8 , 000 in 19 36 (McAr thur 196 7 : 20 ,  2 7-8) . The total 
land area availab le to  suppor t Fij ians was 3 . 8 million acres 
(Ward 1965 : 118) . Consequently , at no time between 1874 and 19 39 
di d crude Fij ian population densi t ies exceed the low 1874 figure 
of 22 persons per square mile . For a sub s is t ence e conomy b ased 
on shifting cu ltivation , this imp lied a land surp lus in exces s  
of 30 acres p er capita ( Lasaga 19 6 3 : 45 ,  9 0 , 147 ; Twyf ord and 
Wright 19 6 5 : 2 12) . 

However , land was nei ther uni formly arab le nor equally 
dis trib uted . Data presented in Tab le 3 . 1  show that the s parsely 
populated provinces (Map 2 )  of Colo Nor th , Co lo Wes t ,  Namos i  and 
Macuata had th e highes t acr eages p er landowning unit and per 
cap i ta ;  and that Kadavu, Lomaivi ti , Rewa and Tailevu S outh had 
th e lowest . In the latter provinces , and undoub tedly in the 
p rov ince of Lau , relatively high proportions of landowning uni t s  
owne d les s than 4 0  acres o f  land - 5 3  per cent for Rewa , 4 3  
p er cent for Tai levu S outh , 3 9  p e r  cent f o r  Kadavu , and 38 p e r  cent 
for Lomaiv i ti , compared with an average of 16 per cent for the 
o ther thir teen provin ces (Reports of the Native Lands Corronission , 
National Archives o f  Fij i [NAF ] ) .  Per capi ta landholdings averaged 
9 . 5 acres , compared with a colony average of 40 acres . Impor tant ly 
though , th e rat io of usab le to available land in these p rovinces 
was relatively high . Only about one-fifth of Fij i ' s land , or 9 
acres p er head o f  pre- 19 39 Fij ian popula tions , was sui ted to 
agricu ltur e ;  and the first-class part - 64 p er cent owned by 
Fij ians - was concen trat ed in the delta plains of the main rivers , 
paramount amongs t  whi ch was the Rewa ( Ro th 19 5 3 : 89 ,  9 1 ;  World Bank 
19 7 7 : 1 ; Ward 19 6 5 : 121) . Fur the r ,  the fer tile vo lcanic is lands 
of Kadavu , Loma iviti and Lau were fringed with s andy coa s tal 
f lats which could be p lanted to coconu ts . Six ac res in eas tern 
Fij i or on the Rewa River therefore could provide sub sis tenc e and 
a cash income far in excess of s ix acres in , say , Colo Wes t . And 
the acreage was there for development : at the end of an age of 
expor t growth ( 18 75-19 15) b ased on sugar and cop ra ,  30 , 000 acres 
of cane land and 70 , 000 acres of co conut land remained avai lab le 
for immediate cultivation ( Dalton 19 19 : 2) . 

Never the less , landlessnes s  in the mids t of an overall land 
s urplus was a di s tinct possib ility . Data pr esented in Tab le 3 . 2 
show that in five of the ei ght Rewa di s tric ts , landholdings p er 
cap ita were les s than 2 . 3  acres , the lowest  being 1 . 1  acres . Not 
surprisingly , righ ts over land in Rewa province were more s pecific 
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Tab le 3 . 1  Fij ian landholdings by p rovince 

Province 

Ba 
Bua 
Cakaudrove 
Colo Eas t 
Colo Nor th 
Colo We s t  
Kadavu 
Lomaivi ti 
Macua ta 
Nadroga 
Nai tas iri 
Namos i  
Ra 
Rew a 
Serua 
Tai le vu North 
Tailevu South 
Colony average 

Average area 
. . a 

p er owning uni t 
( acres )  

9 33 
848 
7 75 
5 76 

19 6 1  
1782 

233 
140 

1134 
724  
626  

1862 
336 
169 
6 9 8  
314 

75 
776  

a
Thi s  was us ually the mataqaZi . 

Acreage 
of 19 36 
b orn in 

p er capita 
pop ulat ion 
p rovince 

33 
6 8  
5 4  
5 3  
76 
83 
15 
11 
9 2  
30 
6 1  
9 7  
3 3  

6 
2 1  
1 7  

6 
40 

Note : The data in the t ab le refer only to the area 
s urvey ed by the Native Lands Commis s ion . The to tal 
acreage invo lved was 3 , 5 4 3 , 385 . Approximately 200 , 000 
acre s in Ba and Colo We st we re not s urveyed . ' Large ' 
areas in Serua were not surveyed ei ther . Lau province 
is omi tted b ecause the final Lands Commis s ion repor t i s  
y e t  t o  app ear . 

Sou rce : Reports of Native Lands Commission; W .  Burrows , 
A Report on the Fijian Census, 1936 ,  Suva , Government 
Printer , 19 36 . 
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than elsewhere in the co lony , c laims on indivi dual p lots  being so 
s trong as to lead Land Corrnnissioner s to describ e  tenur e as 
individualized , even after popula tion decline had reduced pressure 
on lan d reso urces and lef t a Fij ian with five to ten p lo ts where 
pre-Cession h e  had only one ( CS O  316 3 / 189 3 ;  Thoms on 19 08 : 36 6-82) . 
In three of seven Tailevu South distri cts holdings were under 4 . 6 
acres per capita,  th e lowe s t  be ing 2 . 6 acres . Mor eover there were 
in tra-dis tri ct inequali ti es as we ll . For example , a 19 2 7  Repor t of 
the Native Lands Corrnnis sion showe d that in Tokatoka di s tri ct , 
Tailevu South , wher e the average mataqaZi of eleven people had 2 . 6 
acres p er capita,  thirty-two mataqaZi had less than 1 . 7  acres p er 
capi ta , seventeen had between 1 . 8  and 3 . 5  acres , ten had b e tween 
3 . 6 and 5 . 4 acres , and six had over 5 . 5 acres p er cap i ta . 
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Tab le 3 . 2  Fij ian landhold ings in Rewa and Tailevu South 

Prov ince 

Rew a 

Tai levu 
Sou th 

Di stri ct 

Rew a 
Vutia 
Toga 
No co 
Bureb asaga 
Dreketi 
Suva 
Saw au 

Tokat oka 
Nausori 
Nake lo 
Nuku 
Namata 
Bure tu 
Dravo 

S ource : As for Tab le 3 . 1 .  

Average ar ea Acreage p er 
of mataqaU capita of 19 36 
holdings ( acres) mataqali p opulation 

43 1 . 3  
32 1 . 2  
90 6 . 4 
39 1 . 1  
5 3  2 . 3  
69 1 . 1  

820 40 . 5  
172 6 . 2 

28  2 . 6 
9 8  6 . 5 
6 7  4 . 0 
4 7  6 . 6 

150 18 . 1  
so 3 . 8  
82 7 . 5 

In pr eco lonial times , s uch a low average acreage p er head 
and such inequali ty of distrib ution , if it exis ted , would not have 
been p rob lematic . The acreage was suffi cient f or subsistence 
needs ; and cus tomary tenure ensured that land cultivated by a 
mataqali in dec line could revert to th e veikau ( ' f orest ' )  category 
and sub sequent ly b e  cul tivated by an ascendant mataqa li . But 
colonial land p o licy cas t the complexity o f  customary t enure in a 
simp le mould by des ignating mataqali owners in p erpetui ty of areas 
to which they laid s uc ce s sful claim , and b y  making inter-group 
trans fers of land i llega l :  di fferential growth rates of mataqali 
populations and needs could no longer be me t ,  in princip le , by 
reallocation of land (Ward 196 5 : 133-4) . In p racti ce , the policy 
was s low in imp lementat ion ( France 196 9 : 16 5- 7 5 ) ; and there was no 
need to refuse supp licant s the use of land when it was in surp lus . 
However , colonial land legislat ion was les s  like ly to be ignored 
where the surp lus was small , and where its cash va lue was mos t  
appre ciated because superior land quali ty and geographic posi tion 
had made contact wi th the capitalist  e conomy rela tively int ense 
and , th erefore , the rise in Fij ian exp ectations rela tively rapid . 
It is amongst the Fij ians o f  Rewa , Tai levu South , Kadavu , Lomaivit i ,  
and Lau that the sequences , forms and processes o f  chang e in 
tribal economy under co lonialism can be identified most readi ly . 

Fij ian invo lvemen t in mone tary activity ,  1875-19 0 1 . 
Coloni alism did no t introduce exchange to Fij ian economy . There 
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was precolonial trade between memb ers o f  soverei gn tribal 
political uni ts (Macnaught 19 82 : 69 ) ; and there was a we ll-estab­
li shed long distance trade between Fij i ,  Tonga and Samoa ( Thompson 
19 72 : 2 3-4) . Foo d ,  s andalwood and b�che-de-mer trading in the 
lat e eigh te en th and ear ly nineteenth cen turies ar e also relatively 
well do ctllllen ted as examples o f  the eagerness o f  Fij ians ' response 
to the oppor tuni ty to acq uire European manufactures , particularly 
weapons and tools which improved the efficiency of f ood and 
handic raft produc tion (Ward 19 7 2 ;  Shineberg 19 6 7 : 7 , 10-12 , 16 ) . 
When Charles Wilke s o f  the Uni ted S tates Exp loring Expedition 
called at the Lauan is land of Vanua Balavu in 1840 , he found tha t 

The chi ef of the pr incipal villag e  is a mild , good old man , 
who af for ded a ll the facilities in his power , and the 
natives were glad to communicate and trade their taro , 
yams , pigs , etc • . . •  

The ar ticles mos t in reque s t  are muske ts , p owder ,  ball , 
and f luit s  [sic ] ,  whales ' tee th , p lane irons , vermi lion , 
bu ttons , b o t t les , trunks and cnes ts , looking-glasses , axes , 
ha tchets , cloth g imlets , f ish-hooks , knives and scissors . 

But,  he added , 

There is . • . no cer tain and regular demand , the natives a t  
one time pref erring one thing , and another ano th er , and 
some times refus ing to trade al together . Their tastes are 
in fact capri cious (Wi lkes 1845 : 2 50 , 3 5 7 ) . 

The prob lem ,  then , in analysing indigenous parti cipation in 
co lonial export g rowth i s  to identi fy the constraints to further , 
s us tained exchange . Accept ing the Fisk model as a reasonab ly 
accurate s imp li fica tion of Fij ian tribal e conomy , the se cons traints 
were demands i de :  involvement in mone tary ac tivi ty dep ended on the 
extent to which cash-purchased goods entered ceremonial exchange 
and p ersonal consump tion , and on the demands of authority external 
to th e vi llage . 

An immediate demand was p laced on Fij ian labour by the f irs t 
colonial governor , S ir Ar thur Gor don , who required Fij ians to 
p lant a chie f ' s  garden on the grand s cale in order to meet the 
tax-in-kind whi ch was seen as the es sential shor t-term solution 
to the colony ' s  revenue deficiency . Judged in terms o f  the dual 
obj ective s  of raising revenue and s timula ting Fij ian cash crop 
p roduc tion , the sys tem was a succes s . Taxes fell shor t in 1876 b ut 
increased rapidly in 18 7 7- 79 to a level almos t  equal to imp or t 
duties , and thereaf ter h eld s teady in the range £ 17-2 1 , 000 unt i l  
the ear ly twent ie th century (Fijia B lue Books) . Moreover , the 
ac tual growth in Fij ian cash crop produc tion for taxation purposes 
was faster than the tax rece ipt data alone s ugges t .  Fij ians 
consis ten tly re ce ived refunds of crop procee ds in excess of tax 
assessments , and these increased from an annual average of £2 700 
in 18 76 -84 to over £ 12 , 000 in 189 2- 190 2  ( S carr 19 80a : l5 3 ,  284 ;  
Macnaugh t 19 8 2 : 2 2) . Inc lusive o f  refunds , the value o f  Fij ian cash 
crop pro duc tion to meet dir ect taxes grew from around £ 18 , 800 in 
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188 1 to  about £ 3 1 , 000 in 190 1 ,  giving an annual average growth 
rate of 2 p er cent . In per capi ta terms , the rate was 3 . 9 per 
cen t ,  compar ed wi th a 7 . 4  per cent average annual increase in total 
domestic exports per capita (Fiji B lue Books) . It was no t 
s p ec tacular growth , but it was never intended to be . Nor was i t  
insigni fi cant . The direct tax on Fij ians s till accounted for a 
s ubs tantial 17 p er cent of government revenue in 190 1  (Fiji B lue 
Books) ,  despite the growth of the p lantation enclave economy . 
Also , tax refunds provi ded cash income o f  6 d  per capita in 1881 , 
ls 5 d  in 189 1 ,  and 2s 6d in 1901 - small but no t inconsequen tial 
amounts . 

As for the co lony at large , th e growth in c ompul sory Fij ian 
cash crop pro duction primar ily r eflected increased produc tion of 
the two maj or s taples , s ugar and copra . Tax cane cultiva tion 
began on th e Rewa and Navua river s and extended to  B a ,  Ra and 
Macuata provinces as mi lling facili ties b ecame avai lab le . Fij ian 
cane ou tput in 1884 , at 9000 tons , accounted for 12 per cent of 
the to tal Fij i crush , and grew to 15 , 500 tons in 1900 , or 6 per 
cent o f  the to tal Fij i crush (CSO 2 39 6 / 1890 ; Moynagh 19 81 : 34) . 
Dire ct da ta on Fij ian copra produc t ion are no t availab le ,  but 
es timates can b e  made by deduct ing copra tonnage produc ed by 
European planta tions from the copra export vo ltmle , b o th as given 
in the Fiji B lue Books . On these data , the growth rate in Fij ian­
produced copra expor ts was 3 . 2  per cent p er anntml be tween 1882 
and 19 0 1 ,  compared with 3 . 7  per cent per anntml for to tal copra 
export vo lume , so tha t the Fij ian contrib ution to expanding copra 
exports rough ly matched the Europ eans . This is conf irme d by da ta 
on acr eage p lanted to co conut palms : Fij ian groves covered 26 , 000 
acres by 19 00 , ha lf the to tal acreage p lan ted to that date (Ward 
19 6 5 : 155 ; Sno dgrass 19 28 : app endix,  Tab le 1) . 

Not all of the above-mentioned growth was for tax purposes . 
Part of Fij ians ' cash income wen t t o  th e Me tho dis t Church , whi ch 
by 18 74 claimed 89 per cen t o f  the to tal Fij ian population as i ts 
own and which , through the chief s ,  reques ted that a ti the , 
p referab ly in cash , be presented at the annual vakamisione.ri 
collect ion ( Thornley 19 79 : 19 ) . £ 2600 was donate d annually in the 
18 70 s , an d £4400 in the 1890 s . Caesar clear ly came firs t ;  but the 
church in Fij i was financial ly successful none the le ss . As 
donat ions rose , church expenses remaine d s tab le ,  and by 19 0 2  half 
of the vakamisione.ri co llection could be sent in s uppor t of over­
s eas mis s ion work . It was then the chief s ' complaint tha t  the 
lat ter was a drain on Fij i ' s  resources ( Thornley 19 79 : 26 5 ) . They 
no doub t could see a need for cash to be retained in the indigenous 
economy in order to mee t consump tion demand ,  some of it pragma tic­
a lly c onspi cuous . An ear ly enthus iasm for owning and opera ting 
s choone rs and cutters for carriage of commercial and tax copra , 
inter-is land voyages , and os tenta tious weal th disp lays , continue d 
down to the 19 20s (Couper 19 6 7 : 120) , much to the annoyance of 
tho se se lf-contradic tory members o f  the Europ ean Chamber of 
Commerce who dep lored Fij ians ' ' laziness ' whi le complaining o f  
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unfair compe tition from Fij ian vessels which were no t s ub j e c t  
to  licensing fees and mas ters ' r equirements . B u t  Co lonial 
Se cretary Thurs ton would not re connnend shackling of Fij ians whose 
s o cio-economic activit ies posed no threat to the int egr ity of 
vi llage so cie ty (CSO 10 36 / 18 8 3) . 

Ne i ther did these Fij ians confine the ir enthus iasm f or the new 
to sai ling ships . In Lau in the late 1870s , copra generated an 
after-tax cash income per h ead o f  the 7100 pop ula tion o f  ab out £ 1 ,  
and permi tted an early extension o f  import expendi ture from drapery 
and hardware to b read , tea , cof fee , sugar , soap , and preserved 
meats and fish . Expendi ture on these trade goods probably 
approached 14s p er cap i ta ,  with the r emaining cash going on b oat s 
and church collections (Knapman 19 76b : l76) . The larges t trade 
ac counts were the accounts of chi efs ; and it was only when the 
latter go t into deb t that merchan ts c ould hope to dic ta te to , 
rather than wholly depend on , the chief and the village manpower 
he contro l led . Indee d ,  in the few ear ly cases of suspens ion or 
of punishment of a chie f for undue exercise of authori ty , Thurs ton 
contende d that ' i t has invariab ly prove d that a trader ( the 
chi ef ' s  credi tor) was the prime mover in the wrong-doing ' (Jou:rrnal 
of the Legisla tive Counci l 18 86 ) . Commoner Fij ians , too , des ired 
goo ds o f  utilitar ian and mere curios i ty value , though con sumption 
remained large ly dis cre tionary and therefore esp ecial ly sens i tive 
to terms of trade changes . A trader on Moala complained in 1881 
that ' i f copra sho ul d go up a t  all I would be ab le to se cure a 
good quanti ty b ut at the p resent price the na tives will no t 
con tinue to make i t ' (Hennings Papers ) . Fij ians a ls o  were no t slow 
to di scern price differences b etween comp e ting traders and to shift  
their bus iness according ly (Knapman 19 76b : l 7 7 ) . 

This i s  not to sugge s t  the emergence of e conomic man in late 
nine teenth- century Lau . Chie fs de termined product ion direct ly or 
indire c tly thro ugh village h eadmen ;  they regulated i t  through 
restric tions on harves ting of crops and killing of pigs ; and they 
connnanded manpower . The Fij ian today says of the chief s  tha t ' In 
o lden times they had no land . They did no t need it b ecause they 
had people ' (Knapman and Walter 19 80 : 205 ) . Individual effort 
was alway s par t of , and identi fie d  with , corporate group p roduction 
at the fami lial , clan ,  vil lage and fe deration leve ls . Pro duc tion 
had a redis tributive orient at ion , and trade according ly adhe re d 
to the pr inciple o f  a gift e conomy , that i t  is bet ter to give 
than receive : 

Kereke re and other kindred transactions ob literate 
the material inequality among househo lds and regions by 
transforming it in to so cial inequali ty ,  thus promot ing the 
general ·economic we lfare even as they s truc ture society 
i tself ( Sah lins 19 6 2 : 146 ) . 

Impor t goods simp ly were presented for acctnnulation and re­
di s trib ution a longside tradi tional goods ; and like the individual 
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consump tion o f  preserved meats , b iscuits , bread , tea and sugar , 
they app ear to have been large ly supp lementary t o  sub s is tence 
pro duct ion (Thomson 1908 : 3 38) . 

Wha t ,  then , was the degree of general Fij ian invo lvemen t in 
mone tary ac tivi ty af ter 25 years of modera te growth in Fij ian cash 
crop produc tion, c onsis ting mainly of growth in sugar cane 
produc tion at 40 per cent of the co lony growth ra te , and o f  growth 
in copra outpu t at a rate equal ling the colony rate ? Tab le 3 . 3  
p resents s ome es tima tes o f  money flows in 190 1  prepared by the 
Acting Colonial Se cretary whi ch s uggest  tha t the be fore- tax 
per capita cash income of 9 4 , 39 7  Fij ians was £1 5s 8d . Seventy per 
cen t  of this income came from cash crop produc tion for expor t .  Of 
the 17 . 9  per cent of the income from wages , abou t two- thirds was 
money paid to short-term contrac t labour , and about one- th ird 

Tab le 3 . 3  Money f lows in the indigenous e conomy , 190 1  

Income 
Expor t income 
Wages 
Rent 
Mi sce llaneous 

a 

Expendi tu re 
Direct tax 
Church contribut ions 
Boats 
Chur ch bui ldings 
Imp or ted cons ump tion 

goodsb 

£ 

85 , 19 6  
2 1 , 6 6 4  

7 , 700 
6 , 6 7 3  

12 1 , 233  

19 ' 240 
5 , 000 
1 , 100 
3 , 900 

9 1 , 9 9 3  
12 1 , 2 3 3  

% o f  total 

70 . 3 
17 . 9  

6 . 4  
5 . 5 

100 . l  

15 . 9  
4 . 1  
0 . 9 
3 . 2  

75 . 9  
100 . 0  

aincludes £ 4500 designated a s  ' Moneys paid t o  natives not under 
con trac t  &c . & c . ' ,  presumably a ca tch-all for income of permanen t 
wage emp loyees and o f  those i llegally ab sen t from villages ; 
£ 1000 in ' Na tive Market Re ceipts ' ; £825 in freigh t  earnings ; and 
£ 348 in land sale proceeds . 

b
Drap ery import s acco unted for an es timated 60 p er cent , mea ts for 
15 p er ce nt , b iscui ts for 8 per cent , and hardware , cro ckery , tea , 
sugar , sal t , soap , kerosene et c .  for 17 p er cen t . The indire c t  
tax pai d b y  Fij ians o n  these goods was es timated at £12 , 12 7 . 

Sour ce :  W . L .  Allardy ce , ' Memorandum on the Native Taxa tion Sys tem ' , 
6 De c .  190 2 ,  en cl . Jackson to Co lonial Office , despa tch no . 38 , 
23 Apri l ,  19 0 3 ,  C08 3/ 76 . 
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was government wage payments . Outs ide o f  the Fij ian Adminis trat ion , 
therefore , there was vir tually no permanent wage emp loyment . Li ttle 
income was re ceived from land leases ,  of which only 100 covering 
13 , 000 acres were issue d  betwe en 1875 and 189 5 (Bisse t t  19 35 : 4 3) . 
Close to 16 per cent o f  Fij ians ' cash income went dire ct ly to  
governmen t through the tax-in-kind sys tem . Bu t Fij ians also 
made a s igni ficant contrib ution to indirect taxes , s ince their 
after- tax income was spent on imported goods , pre dominantly drapery . 
The £ 12 , 127 es timate d to have been paid in impor t duties by Fij ians 
in 190 1  was 18  per cen t o f  to tal revenue from impor t du ties that 
year (Fiji Blue Book) . On a per capita basis , it was 2s 7d . Wi th 
the direct tax o f  4s p er capita added ,  Fij ians paid taxes con­
s iderably in exce s s  of the cos t o f  running the Fij ian Adminis trat ion . 
Thurs ton, governor from 1888 to 189 7 ,  admi tted that in the form 
of dir ect taxes a lone , the Fij ian paid more than the ' cos t o f  
governing him '  (Journal of the Legis lative Council 1886) . To 
Thur s ton, this was evi dence of the suc ces s  of the tax-in-kind 
sys tem . To his succes sors , however , i t  provided fur ther proof 
tha t the sy s tem and the chi efs who act ed as government tax 
expropria tors were oppressive . 

S oc io-economic change , 1900-39 . Governor O ' Brien ( 189 7-1901) 
de fine d  Fij ian poli tical autonomy as ' the governing o f  the na tives 
through the Ch iefs and for the Chi efs ' - chiefs whose imposi tion 
of what Governor im Thurn ( 1904-10) called ' iron cus toms ' allegedly 
preven te d Fij ians ' adap tation to the modern competi tive world 
(Fiji, Correspond.enee 190 4) . All Fij i ' s  governors b e tween 189 7 
and 19 42  share d these bel iefs , and p roffered a vision o f  an 
alternat ive yeoman society in whi ch Fij ians would be 

hardworking , indivi dual ly se lf-sufficient , thri f ty farmers 
and ar tisans , loyal to their social sup eriors and devo ted 
to their fami lies in the privacy of p i c ture sque , c lean 
li t t le co t tages - with separate bedrooms (Macnaugh t 19 82 : 15 ) . 

The lar ge-scale , no t to s ay def t ,  so cia l  engineering require d to 
produce s uch a transformation of tribal society p roved b eyond the 
resources of twentieth- century c olonial governments . Governor 
Des Voeux ( 18 80-85)  had ,  af ter all ,  ob serve d :  

The chi efs represent the army and navy , and p rac ti cally 
the police of the coun try . The maintenance of their 
inf luence is therefore ne cessary even on these somewhat 
selfish grounds a lone (Fiji Royal Gazette 1884 : vol 10) . 

Ye t des pi te the contradiction between the long-term po licy 
obj e c tive and f inancial expediency , the rhe tori c  o f  capita lis t 
democracy driving out chi efly dynast icism and of cash dr iving out 
cus tom was omnipresent in the p eriod 1900-40 . An d  colonial 
governmen t could s ti l l  tinker wi th Fij ian society in ways expected 
to push it in the right direct ion , that is , towards comp le tely 
individua li s tic invo lvement in monetary ac tivity for p ersonal 
acquisition . 
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Fij ian se lf-r ule was at tacked by the ap pointmen t of European 
Provincia l Ins pe c tors , then As sis tan t  Na tive Commiss ioners , and 
f inally Provincial Commiss ioners ; and by the effe ctive abo lition 
be tween 19 15 and 1926 of the separate Fij ian Adminis tra tion 
(Macnaugh t 19 82 ) . Roko comp laine d tha t ' new white men wi thout 
know ledg e  have taken charge of our affairs ' ( S carr 19 84 : 110 ) , but 
the se men remained , their power di scomfiting and prevai ling over 
tha t  of the Roko in ma tters of co lonial adminis tra tion . Par ticu­
lar ly imp or tant in the la tter respect was the way European off icials 
cou ld dismiss Bu li wi thout reference to Roko . Originally the 
reco gnized chi ef s of the vanua , corre sponding with the tikina they 
governed as ' of f i cial ' chief s ,  Buli at the end of the period 
1900-40 were official chi efs who frequently la cked an adequa te 
traditional ra tionale . If Ra tu Sukuna ' s  s tri c t  assessmen t is 
accep tab le , le ss than 20 per cen t of the Buli in 19 45 could 
le gi tima te ly claim the honorific title , Ra tu ( Scarr 19 80b : l45 ) . 
Dual leadership ther efore developed in what Macnaught ( 19 8 2 : 5 ) calls 
' the s tronges t unit of local governmen t ' , increasing the number of 
chiefs in it and consequently the demands on its resources . No t 
only chiefs by bir th could cons crip t goods and servi ces f rom the 
people , but also chi efs by adminis tra tive appointment , the Buli , 
were permi t ted o f ficial la la . It was a p erverse result , cons ider­
ing tha t governmen t had aime d at freeing the Fij ian commoner 
from the steel grip o f  chiefs . 

The fact was tha t  the chiefs by and large remained as they 
had been de s cribed at th e 1880 Council of Chiefs mee ting ( NAF) -
' the s trength and vo i ce of the land ' . Ceremonial was , in Hocart ' s  
( 195 2 : 6 ) e s t imatation , the s tronges t  emot iona l in teres t o f  
Fij ians , and the chief s tood at i ts centre : ' If reverence and 
devo tion ar e require d ,  as we ll as a belie f  in the supernatural , 
to make up religion , then the true re ligion of the Fij ians is 
the servi ce of th e chief ' . Yet co lonial governmen t s truck at the 
Fij ian e conomi c independence whi ch was the foundation o f  ceremonial 
by al lowing a lienation of land from 1905 and by seeking to res trict 
the kindred transac tions whi ch cons ti tut ed the r edis tributive 
sys tem .  The former policy was reversed in 1909 ; b ut the la tter 
pers is te d . In ter-provincial exchanges we re banned or regulate d ,  
and inter-island exchanges within provin ces prohib ited . In 
southern Lau , this severe ly res tric te d  the opportunities for 
producers of craf t goods on limestone is lands to ob tain food 
s upp lies through trade with the vo lc anic is lands , and fo rced 
grea ter re liance on cash-p urchased food impor ts in is lands con­
spi cuous for the ir re source scarcity ( Thompson 1 9 49 : 262-3) . Bans 
could not always be imp lemen ted effe ctively though , and government 
interference either did no t extend to dis trict and village 
redis tr ibut ive sys tems , or  was neatly cir cumven te d if it did : 
a Europ ean-ini tiated dis cus sion o f  the dangers of kerekere 
( ' reque s ting ' goods from friends or relat ives )  led the Tailevu 
Provincial Council meeting in April 1899 to pass a motion that 
in future it  be banned ( Tailevu PCR 189 9 ,  NAF) - b ut only in so  
far as it involve d European goods . The e conomic foundation of  
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the hierar chical Fij ian so cial s truc ture consequently remained 
large ly undis turbe d ,  and con tinued to encompass monetary activity , 
as in Rewa and Tai levu, where tax re funds hab i tually were ear­
marke d for feas t expenses (Macna�ght 19 82 : 40 ;  Tailevu PCR 1900 , 
NAF) . 

It was at the interface o f  the indigenous and colonial 
economi es that twenti eth- century colonial government was to 
produce an obvious and pe rmanent e conomi c change , because for once 
i ts aim was co nsis tent with Fij ian preferences . Pres sures on 
the tax-in-kind sys tem had b een bui lding in the late nine teenth 
cen tury as a re sul t of operational prob lems and considerab le 
in te r-p rovincial di f ferences in the work e f fort required to raise 
tax produce . Fij ians c omp lained that the tax re fund was a year 
or more in corning and was sub j e c t  to the app rop riat ions of Fij ian 
Adminis tration officials ( Joyce 19 7 1 : 6 3 ;  CSO 607/ 189 2 ) . There 
were also grumblings ab out the heavier inci dence of the tax in 
kind as popula tion de cline d an d assessments remained unchange d .  
Bu t the e f fe ctive comp lain ts ab o ut the oppressiveness o f  the tax 
came from the dis tri c ts where governmen t had identi fied sugar 
as the appropriate export good . Cane was a techno logically a lien 
crop , espe cially labour-in tensive when grown in two-acre f ie lds 
withou t th e as sis tance of horsepower ; and from the outse t Fij ians 
had t o  b e  caj o led in to growing i t  by reluc tant Buli , sup ervised 
in turn by Europ ean tax inspectors who on occasion us urped the 
role o f  chi ef to see that cane was indeed grown (CSO 2936/ 1880 , 
1731/ 189 1 ,  6 75 / 189 2 ) . That the labour e f fort require d to 
raise tax cane was considerab ly greater than that requir ed to 
raise other tax produce was admitted by Europ ean tax inspe ctors 
( see Tab le 3 . 3) :  34 per cent o f  Fij ian taxpayers p aid their tax 
in cane and earned an equal r efund by working thir ty days per 
annum; 40 p er cent of taxpayers paid a h igh er tax in copra - equal 
to 53 per cent of the total dire c t  tax - and earne d an equal 
re fund by working s ix days p er annum ; whi le Fij ians paying tax in 
maize , yaqona (kava) and tob acco worked fourteen to twenty days . 
Fur ther , in Nai tas iri , Ra , Narnosi , Serua and Tailevu S outh 
provinces , distances o f  ten to twenty mile s had to be travelled 
to cane f ields , temporary houses and food gardens being es tab­
li she d once the dis tance excee ded three miles . European 
insp ectors like W . L .  Allardyc e consequently f ound themselves 
driving Fij ians to the field s ,  only to mee t wi th res is tance on 
arrival : 

They [ the Narno si p eople ] were a mo st  unreas onab le , uncouth , 
and untractable lo t ,  they smashed the trucks and they 
bent the trarnline , they skulked ,  they p ractised every known 
na t ive wile and a good many o thers whi ch they had learnt 
f rorn the European , but I was quite as determine d that 
they should pro duce cane as they were de termined to make 
the attemp t a fai lure ( CSO 382 5 / 189 6 ) . 

The batt le was con s tan t ,  addit ionally fuelle d  by clashes between 
yarn and cane p lanting and ,  more impor tant ly , by the increas ing 
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d i ffi cu lty of ga1n1ng ready acces s to cane land . On the Rewa , 
eigh t  of the fif teen designated cane-growing dis tricts owned all 
the land s ui tab le for cane cul tiva tion . The other seven dis tricts , 
unab le to pro duce al terna tive expor t  crops , had to ren t from the 
owning dis tri cts ; and as free Indian settlement grew , they were 
force d  to pay actual rentals up to seven times the leve l of the 
theoretical government-imp osed cei ling ( Tai levu PCR 189 9 , 190 2 , 
NAF) . Here , and in Lau , some land le s s  groups f ound i t  necessary 
to buy req uis ite tax pro duce with the proceeds of wag e labouring 
or food sales (CSO 39 30 / 189 2 ;  Macnaugh t 19 82 : 26 ) . 

The se were the pressures leading to a reques t by the 190 2  
Counc i l  o f  Chi efs tha t payment o f  taxes in kind b e  op tional - a 
req ue s t  whi ch fe ll on the re cep tive ears of Governor Jackson 
( 1902-04) , who informed the Co lonial Offi ce in 190 3 (C08 3 / 76 )  
that the tax-in-kind system was , ' under p roper condi tions , the 
easies t to the Native and best sui ted to the Communal Sy s tem ' , but 
who though t Fij ians were overassessed , particularly in the s ugar 
dis tri cts , and wer e there fore too long under the he els of 
chiefly tax expropriators . If re leased from onerous tax ob liga­
tions , Jackson reasone d ,  Fij ians would have the time to develop as 
individua ls . Edward Knox ,  Genera l  Manager of the Co lonial S ugar 
Refining Company , disagreed , favouring paymen t o f  taxes in kind 
'because this makes the Fij ian do s ome work and re tains the tribal 
contr ol ' ( CSR 29 34) . The ves ted interes t of CSR in continued cane 
supp lies from Fij ians was c lear , but  the s upplies were too 
insigni ficant a proport ion of the to ta l crush to warrant active 
lobbying of goverrnnen t ;  and wi th the Se cre tary of S tate ' s  approval , 
Jackson reduced the tax burden and a cceded to the chiefs ' reques t 
on condit ion that app licat ions for tax payments in cash be 
considered on their merits . S ince Fij ians proved adep t at  
arguing their case , this meant the effective abandonment of a 
co lonial taxa tion po licy aimed a t  main taining village s o cial 
cohe sion in favour of a po licy giving freer p lay to economic for ces . 
At Provincial Councils around the co untry Fij ians c laimed that 
' the result [ from tax gardens ] does no t pay for the troub l e  and 
time expende d '  ( Tailevu PCR 19 04 , NAF) ; and one by one , villages 
were gran ted p ermiss ion to pay taxes in cash . By the end of 1906 , 
not one of the forty-one vi llages in Tai levu S outh was s till 
paying tax-in-kind ( Tailevu PCR 1906 , NAF) . The same was true 
in Macuata , Namosi , Serua , the Colo provinces and , from 1907 , in 
Lau (RepoPts of Native Lands Corrorzission ; Lau PCR 190 7 ,  NAF) . 
Af ter 19 1 2 ,  law legitimated actual prac tice throughout the colony 
by making cash payment of tax ob ligatory (Macnaugh t 19 8 2 : 2 7 ) . 

The sharp drop in Fij ian dire ct taxes when assessments were 
reduced , the s ubsequent s tagnation in tax contrib utions , the end 
o f  tax re funds - all these co lonial government had promo ted and 
expecte d .  S imilarly , the cessa tion of Fij ian cane cult iva tion 
surprised no one : indicating the general tren d ,  outpu t on the Rewa 
fc l-� from the 1890s leve l o f  abo ut 10 , 000 tons annually to an 
estimated 4400 tons in 1904 , and no cane s upply was expec ted from 
Fij ians on the river in 1906 ( CSR 2260 ) . The shock to an ar tle s s  
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governmen t came when Fij ians did not automa tically and rapidly 
b los som into e conomic men of yeoman mould . I t  turned out in stead 
that Thurs ton ' s pre s ump t ion was corre c t . Abandorunent of the tax­
in-kind sys tem p ermitted and encouraged the growth of ' b ands o f  
migra tory he lots ' (CSO 135/ 1880 ) , especially where lack of a 
conveni en t  cash crop and p roximi ty to urban areas made migration 
attractive anyway . 

In Tai levu South , the BuZis ' perennial comp laint at Provincial 
Council mee t ings af ter 190 2  was o f  young men ' s  semi-permanent 
ab sence from the province . The law requiring Fij ians no t to b e  
away from their vi l lages f o r  more than sixty days could be skir ted 
by return on the fif ty-ninth day and di sappearance on the 
sixty- firs t .  Ab sen tees frequently me t the ir tax and o ther 
immediate cash nee ds by labouring on a Europ ean p lantation and 
engineering dismissa l  when suf ficient cash was a ccumulated . They 
turned up in town , th eir cash spent on collars , ties and walking 
s t i cks in emulation of some provincial chi efs , ready to impress 
the ladies at  the Suva Me thodis t Jub i lee Church . In the Provincial 
Commissioner ' s  view , there were two ' loafers ' for every gainfully 
employed Tailevu man in Suva ; s o  it was not long before the money 
availab le in their pocke ts and from the pocke ts of emp loyed 
kindred ran out . They then retreate d  to the village for f ood and 
s he lter , having contributed nothing to food produc tion and house­
building , and bringing no money with whi ch to pay provincial 
rates or to p lacate the o lder , harder-working res ident villagers , 
whose cash for taxes , boa t s ,  chur ch ,  ceremonial , educa tion and 
personal consump tion came from their own cash-cropping or local 
wage-labouring, if they were not in re ceip t of rent ( Tai levu PCR 
190 8 ,  1909 , NAF) . 

Tailevu ' s  European Connniss ioner was s tunne d to f ind the 
ab sentees ' no t  actuated by any desire to individualise themselves 
and b e t ter th eir position'  ( Tai levu PCR 1909 , NAF) . But when 
resi den t villagers s ugges ted at the 19 10 Tai levu Provincial 
Council mee ting that at  leas t ab sentees should be compelle d  to 
pay cash in lieu of services to chiefs , they me t with the response 
that such compuls ion ' would re tar d  the process of individual isation ' 
(CSO 124 2/ 19 10) . That mind les s  incantation be came a stock reply 
to all  future attemp ts to re s trict labo uring away from villages 
for long periods , des pite the lat ter ' s  dele terious effects on 
village e conomy and socie ty , the mo st obvious of whi ch was the 
de terioration o f  hous ing : 

The small iron-roofed houses are a poor s ub s titute f or 
the ar tis tic tha tched house , but i t  is be coming increas ingly 
diff i cult for the people to get these built , and there seems 
to be no alternative but t o  encourage the iron roof ( Tailevu 
PCR 19 26 , NAF) . 

Government already had p rovided s uch encouragemen t in 19 12 by 
removing the remaining constraints on v illagers ' mob ility through­
ou t the colony : male ab senteeism was no longer an offence ; 
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Fij ians no longer require d Bulis ' permi ss ion to s ign a lab ouring 
contra c t ;  and emp loyers were no longer ob liged to return labourers 
to the ir village s on expiry of contract (Macnaugh t 19 82 : 9 1) . 

The financial expe dient of indire c t  rule compelled government 
to support village work programs and chi ef s ' righ ts to pers onal 
lala . Bu t in the intere s ts of creep ing individualism it clear ly 
had crea ted a legal framework conduc ive to the eros ion of village 
so ci ety . The ambivalence towards chi efs was s imi larly evident 
in government ' s  response to a maj or threa t to the neo tradit ional 
vi llage order which came from wi thin - a response moreover whi ch 
laid bare the real na ture of the co lonia l concep tion of Fij ian 
deve lopmen t .  

In 19 1 3 ,  Ap olosi  R .  Nawai , a mission-educated commoner 
from Ra working as a carpen ter in Rewa and Tai levu ,  began 
championing his view of the commoners '  cause , urging them to 
oc cupy the centre of the co lonial economy as cultivators and 
merchants ru ling their own lives , ins tead of dwe lling on its 
fringe s as idle landlords and wage-labourers s ub servient to 
chi efs and whites . He es tab lished the Vi ti Company as the means 
to cap ture the impor t-exp or t  trad e from Europ ean merchants and , 
wi se ly ob ta ining the patronage of some chiefs d isaffe cted with 
co lonial government be cause they e i ther had no t found or had lost 
government emp loyment ,  drew co lony-wide suppor t .  Hundreds of 
Fij ians so ld bananas to  the Company at half the market pri ce ; and 
even le t them ro t when the Company ran into difficulties , rather 
than se ll them to Europ ean midd lemen . Thousands of Fij ians 
ralli ed to suppor t a p latf orm of Vi ti Company s tores in eve ry 
vil lage , provincial shipb uilding yards , and Company schools . It  
was the kind of individual enterp rise colonial o f f i cials s aid 
they longed f or . And for a shor t time governmen t allowed the 
pr ospect of a chi efles s , bus iness-oriente d Fij ian society to 
override its  concern with Apo los i ' s  commi tment to independent 
deve lopment . But political independence from chiefs and white 
rulers was anathema to  th e strained ruling allianc e ;  and economic 
independen ce was anathema to whi te planters and merchants who 
resen ted Fij ian business rivalry . The Me thodi s t  Mis s ion also 
came out in opposit ion to Apolos i ,  for he cap tured Fij ians ' souls 
and the ir church dona tions . So Apolosi was exi le d - from May 
19 15 to Sep tember 1916 , again ( on trumpe d-up charges) from 19 17 
to 19 2 4 ,  again from 19 30 to 1940 , and finally from 1940 to 19 46 , 
the y ear of his death . In his ab sence , Fij ian pro to-na tionalism 
fade d into parochial po lit i cs , and Fij ian economic independence 
remained that of the s ub s i s tence economy (Alexander 19 2 7 ;  
Couper 19 6 8 ;  Macnaugh t 19 82 : 75-9 2) . 

Cash- cropp ing continued to provide a smal l supp lementary 
outpu t to mee t taxes , ceremonial needs and personal expenditure . 
In the copra dis tricts , a price improvemen t be tween 190 6  and 19 15 
seeme d to  be ab sorbed by the European merchants who contro lled 
proces sing , mark eting and transport ( Tab le 2 . 1 ;  Lau P CR 19 06) , 
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so that Fij ians were dis courage d from rapidly extending monetary 
activi ty un ti l the pos twar COilllllodi ty price b oom , when copra pr ices 
peaked at  £ 35 per ton and stayed well above the 18 76- 1906 average 
( Tab le 2 . 1) . The Fij ian output res ponse was marked and reasonab ly 
we ll sus ta ine d as improved terms of trade s timula ted great ly 
increased cash c onsl.llllp t ion . ' Everyone s tr ove to b uy as much as 
pos sib le from the s tore , and the nl.llllber of importe d ar ticles whi ch 
a group p ossessed was limi ted only by i ts ab i li ty to pay the 
pr ice in copra ' ( Thompson 19 7 2 : 9 2 ) . Some boa t-owners cleared 
their deb t s  and began transport ing their own p roduc e ,  inducing 
further improvemen t in the terms of trad e . Of ten , busine s s  was 
comb ine d wi th p leas ure , as Ratu Sukuna ob served : ' I t was no 
unconunon sigh t to see two or three cut ters in Levuka full of 
Lauans on ho liday to the o ld cap ital , and a ll with money ' ( S carr 
1980b : l01) . And there were s igns that provi sion was being made 
f or future consumpt ion as previous ly hand- to-mouth mone tary 
activity was extended : Fij ians ' total deposits at the Lomaloma 
b ranch of the Government Savings Bank increase d  from £ 19 in 19 1 7  
to £ 1200 in 19 28 (Journal of the Legis lative Council 19 17 , 19 28) . 
None of this cons tituted a thtea t to the so cio-economic s tructure 
of a land s urplus tribal e conomy in which cash could be earned by 
s imp ly harves ting , an d extending the plan ting of , a familiar 
food crop . 

In contras t ,  where Fij ians could no t cut copra , increased 
mone tary activity was conunonly synonymous with increase d ab sentee­
i sm ,  typ i cally invo lving lab ouring on six or twelve month 
contracts . Be fore 19 2 1 ,  only 6 p er cen t or s o  of the Fij ian 
popula tion was recorded as living out s ide o f  villages , females 
mostly in domes tic servi ce ,  and males mos t ly in contrac t wage 
emp loyment or attending schoo l  (Boy d  19 11 ; Boyd an d Stewar t 19 2 2 ;  
Burr ows 19 36 ) . In the 19 20s , however , demand for Fij ian labour 
increased in the wake of the 19 20 cancella tion of Indian indentures . 
As early as 19 2 3 ,  an es timated 3000 men ( 15 per cent of taxpayer s )  
had been ab sent f r om  villages f o r  over twelve months . Women 
le f t  too , frequen tly becoming the concub ines of Chinese and 
Europ eans (Macnaugh t  19 82 : 104) . Village ob liga tions were evaded,  
with a consequent reduction in  the level o f  s ub s is tence aff luence , 
s ince s ubsis tence production per res ident worker had to increase 
as the dependency ratio ( consumers /workers) increased . There 
was no f low of cash in to the village in par t ial compensation . 

For the firs t time in the history of Fij i there were 
reports of food shortages in good y ears , whi le the village 
en tered upon a s teady physical decl ine from the s e t t lements 
of sub s tan tial,  high-b uilt heavily thatche d houses of 
o ld Fij i towards the uninsula te d ,  ill-draine d ovens of 
wood and iron that later decades accep ted as norma l . By 
19 2 7  . . • the Se cre tary for Native Af fairs , not ing that the 
government cons idered ' a  s upply o f  labour f or agricultural 
purpose s was of greater impor tan ce than the we lfare of the 
na tives themse lves ' ,  expres se d his fear that the Fij ian 
Adminis tra tion would collap se (Macnaugh t 19 82 : 10 2-3) . 
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Impetus to ab senteeism and consequent erosion of  v illage soc iety 
was g iven in the early thir ties by the growth of gold mining and an 
expanded pub lic works p rogram . By 19 36 some 16 , 729 Fij ians out 
of a total popula tion of 9 7 , 6 5 1  - 17 p er cent - had ' in one way 
or another broken away fr om village life either temp orarily or 
p ermanently '  (Burrows 19 36 ) , largely in order to take up wage 
emp loyment . No tably , Tailevu contributed far more wage emp loyees 
than i ts share of the total lab our f or ce a lone would have 
s ugges ted (Ward 196 5 : 105-7) . There , as e lsewhere , the Fij ian 
yeoman f armer had no t materialize d ,  despi te provi sion from 19 2 7  
f or Fij ians t o  ob tain exemp t ion from coIIllllunal services i n  order 
to  be come coIIllllercial agriculturis ts ,  a measure which , in the 
words of the Co lonial Se cre tary , was intended to extend ' communal 
s ocie ty • . .  from the village green to· the rural area ' ( C SO F2 / 
132) . As agri culturis ts ,  Fij ians remained firmly village-b ase d ,  
with copra cut ting the maj or form o f  mone tary activity . 

The Grea t Depress ion had for ce d  a par tial retrea t from cash­
cropping in eas tern Fij i .  The export p rice of copra fell from £ 20 
per ton in 19 28 to a low o f  £ 5  in 19 34 and , aside from a s ligh t  
re covery i n  19 36- 37 , stay ed low for the res t o f  the decade (Fiji 
Blue Books) . Lauans devoted limited cash income to comp letion of 
a Me thodi s t  centenary church on Lakeba , and to purchase of some 
goods no l onger cons idered luxur ies : 

a few trade ar ticles s uch as b ush knives ,  me tal axes , 
trade clo th , s oap , and cooking pots , have so far proved 
indispensab le ,  and in 19 34 enough copra was pro du ced to 
exchange for these bare necessities ( Thomp s on 19 7 2 : 9 3) . 

Tax payments evidently were regarded as a luxury , no t only by 
absentee wage-earners , bu t also by c ash-croppers . Despite a 
r ed uction in assessmen ts , there wer e  shor tfalls in c ollec ted 
taxe s , whi ch were lower in 19 38-39 than they had been in 18 76  
(Fiji Blue Books) . Ratu Sukuna , Dis trict Commis s ioner of Lau , 
rein troduced tax-in-kind assessmen ts of villages in Lau and 
Lomaivi ti during 19 34 ; and ,  by marke ting in S uva , he doub le d  the 
price previous ly re ceive d for copra . The la tter and coIIllllunal 
copra cu tting greatly reduced Lau ' s  outs tanding tax ob ligations , 
to the surprise of colonia l officials who se a t tention was a t  
las t  drawn to the terms o f  trade a s  a maj or determinant of the 
extent of monetary a c tivity . But S ukuna ' s  s cheme for bypas sing 
the mer chant companies which manipulated those terms neverthele s s  
was rej ected a s  involving unnecessary inter ference with individuals '  
righ ts - a happy coincidence of government ideo logy and sound 
bus iness prac tice as far as Burns Philp company management was 
concerned . From 19 3 8 ,  government unsuccess ful ly reverte d  to 
taxat ion in cash of redu ced money incomes (Macnau gh t 19 8 2 : 136- 7 ;  
Lau PCR 19 34- 7 ,  CSO F2 / 1 75 ) . 

Even in depres s ion , however , the Fij ian popula tion ' s  cash 
income was higher than i t  had been at the turn of the century . 
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The es timated average cash income p er head in 19 36 was £4 15 s 6 d  
( Tab le 3 . 4 ) , an income over three times as high i n  real terms as 
the 190 1  cash income per capita of £1 5s 8d ( Tab le 3 . 3) ,  using 
Lewis ' s  ( 19 6 9 )  world manufactures price index as a def lator . Mos t  
s trik ing i s  t h e  fact tha t ,  between 190 1  and 19 36 , total wages 
r ece ived by Fij ians increased twelvefold , whereas their total cash 
income incr ease d  les s than f our fold . These wages were concentrated 
in the hands of around 7200 Fij ians whose ab sence had the above­
mentioned dis t in ct ive impact on thei r home villages . Ye t it should 
not be inf erred that no thing of signifi cance had changed where 
li t tle wage emp loyment was undertaken . True , eight out of ten 
Fij ians s t i ll lived in vi l lages . Fij ians were on the fringes o f  the 
fully moneti zed co lonial e conomy . But 19 36 incomes from export 
copra and rent were wel l  up on 190 1 ,  roughly £2  15s p er capi ta be ing 
r eceived in the copra distr icts ; and , mos t  imp ortan t ,  the s tandard 
agains t whi ch Fij ians measur ed their satisfaction had shi f ted 
upwards . In Lau, provincial off icials ob served a changed 
' emot ional atti tude to th e economy of daily life ' : 

Table 3 . 4  Money income in the indigenous e conomy , 19 36 

Of f i cial es t .  Wri ter ' s  e s t . % o f  
£ £ total 

Copra sales a 243 , 800 109 , 86 7  2 3 . 6  
Sugar cane sales 2 7 , 0 17 2 7 , 017 5 . 8 
Banana sales 2 3 , 820 2 3 , 820 5 . 1 
Total expor t income 294 , 6 3 7  160 , 704 34 . 5  
Wagesb 26 2 , 080 56 . 2  
Rent 4 3 , 6 5 0  4 3 , 6 5 0  9 . 4 
Total cash income 3 38 , 287 466 , 4 34 100 . 1  

a
Fij ians produced about 60 p er cent of copra expor t  volume ( CSO 
F2/ 179 ) . The official es timate seems to  have multiplied es ti­
mated Fij ian output b y  the f . o . b .  export pri ce . But the 40 , 000 
Fij ians in copra dis tricts received closer to half the f . o . b .  
price . The writer ' s  es tima te is therefore derived by multip lying 
60 per cent of 19 36 cop ra expor t tonnage by half the recorded 
f . o . b .  pric e (Fiji B lue Book) . 

bCalculated on the assump tion that the 7200 p eople li s ted in 
occupations in the 19 36 census earned the minimum wage for un­
ski l led labour of 2 s  a day . S ince the wage rate f or unskilled 
labour actually ranged up to 4s 8 d  a day , and was much higher f or 
ski lled lab o ur (Fiji B lue Book) , and s ince more than 7 200 
probab ly earned wages , the figure in the table is a mos t con­
servative es t imat e . Taking the mean of the common Fij ian wage 
rate range of 14-25 s  per week , the e s t imate of wages income in 
19 36 would become £ 36 5 , 0 40 , assuming the workforce was, 7 200 . 

Source : Off icial es timate s are recorded in Coul ter ( 19 40 : 33-4) . 
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En passant it is intere st ing to no te , for it has its  dash 
of humour and i ts t ouch of patho s as well as it s economi c 
s ignificance , how world depress ion is revealing the rapid 
ch anges in nat ive mat er ial values , hi s increas ing dep endence 
on impor t s  for new found necess i ties , his eagernes s  for 
advice as t o  how these want s may be satisfied . The year 
that has elapsed s ince the las t mee t ing has been prolific 
in nat ive crop s ,  with banana s going to was te , fish and 
tur tle plenti ful , good rains , no s torms or hurr icanes -
all the condi tions , in fact , that only twenty or thir ty 
years ago would have made the period a remarkab le one . The 
attitude now i s  the reverse ( Lau PCR 19 32) . 

And the at ti tude was colony-wide : 

although the Fij ian can still live wi thout much fear of 
starvat ion , h e  is perennially money-poor . This would not 
mat t er if he still  lived in his p r imitive fashion , but his  
contact wi th European civi lizat ion has naturally devel oped 
in him tas tes wh ich can be satisfied only by the use of 
money (Mann 1935 : 11) . 

Involvement in mone tary act ivity ,  and specifically cash­
cropping , may have begun in order that Fij ians could ' tickle their 
palates with new foods and their vani ties wi th printed cali co ' 
( Quain 19 48 : 1) . On the eve of World War II it was quite es sential . 

Conclus ion 

Observers of Fij ian society over the las t century have 
argued that the Fij ian has b een enclosed within a ' r ing fence ' 
( Thomson 1908 : 6 5 ) , that in conseq uence he/ she has been preserved 
as ' a  living specimen in an an thropologi cal museum ' (Mann 19 35 : 10 ) , 
with neither the d i scip line of the s lave nor the energy of the 
free ( Spate 1959 : 2 3) . The crea tor and curator o f  the mus elllil was , 
in this view ,  the firs t c olonial goverrunent : 

The nee-tradi tional Fij ian way of life embodied in a separate 
Fij ian adminis tra tion and regula tions , and the res tri c tions 
on the engagement of Fij ian labour and the alienation of 
Fij ian-owned land , removed any incentive for the Fij ians to 
move towards economi c individualism and adap ta tion to the 
competitive modern wor ld (Gillion 19 7 7 : 2 ) . 

The imp licat ion is that th e Fij ian was trapped , fossil-like in an 
undevelop ed primi tive economy . The his t orical counterfactual 
propos ition is that he would have been re leased had he been 
allowed to a liena te land and then work i t  for the whi te man . 

The mere s tatement of the count erf actual demons trates the 
weakness of the argument . I t  i s  based on the e thno centric and 
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unt enab le premise that a culture of individualism is a ne cessary 
and sufficient condi tion f or development to occur ; and of fers an 
evolutionary gues s in p lace of an examination of the real world . 
Development , as aim and pro ces s ,  doe s not have to mean th e 
trans format ion of se lf-sufficient tribesmen into wage-labourer s .  
Nor does the ab sence of s uch trans formation imp ly tribe smen were 
frozen in neo li thic form .  The model of the trib al economy 
pr esented at the beginning of this chapter charted o ther possi­
b ilities , the actua lity of which was estab li shed by the following 
examination of the facts of change . 

Be tween 1874 and 19 39 there was a growth of a partial and 
selective Fij ian invo lvement in mone tary activity . Fij ians bui lt 
on tradit ional agriculture to mee t new cash demands without 
rending the fab ri c  of tribal so cial re lations . In this way they 
were assisted by nineteenth- century colonial adminis trators who 
appreciated the need for government to surround the ind igenous 
e conomy wi th poli c ies designe d to s uppor t ,  no t corrup t ,  so cial 
cohesion . Some groups , les s  favoured by resource endowment and/ or 
undemanding cash crops , needed a greater degr ee of force to 
ensure cultural cohes ion than did o thers . And these groups 
pro letariani zed firs t and fas ter when twentieth-century co lonial 
admini s trat or s  changed the normat ive cons traints of indigenous 
e�onomy to p ermi t individuals ' pursuit of economic ends contra­
di ctory to village socio-e conomi c goals . Parti cularly from 19 20 
on , a signi fi cant ntnnber of Fij ians be came wage-labourer s and 
p ut th eir home vi llages at risk of s ocial disorgani zation . 

The growth in Fij ian wage emp loyment ,  and the acq uisi tion of 
new consl.llllp ti on hab i t s , were p ort entous changes . In the context 
of population growth , new cash demands would p rove a relent less 
foe of Fij ian subsis tence af f luence in the future (Knapman and 
Walter 1980) . But the fact remained that the vas t  maj ori ty of 
Fij ians still lived in villages , growing their own food , producing 
in exce s s  of ho usehold needs to mee t  the demand for a cer emonial 
surp lus , and incorporat ing some cash-pur chased imports into die t , 
te chnology and ceremonial . Socio-economi c activit ies and au thori ty 
s tr uc tures in the village were therefore preserved . They def ined 
a di stinctively Fij ian domain whi ch wa s more than j us t  a 
trad i tional le f t-over of the preco lonial p eriod , and whi ch 
guaranteed continui ty with the pas t and conf idence in the future -
even though that future included con tinued foreign economi c 
dominion . 



Chap ter 4 

The demise of the whi te sugar p lanter 

From ear ly in the co lonial p eriod , cap i talism in Fij i was 
conspicuously corporate . CSR dominated , and by 1926 monopolized , 
product ion of the co lony ' s  maj or export - raw sugar . However , 
the company did not be gin op erat ions in 1880 with the intention 
of g rowing much sugar cane . CSR policy ,  reaf fi rmed early in 
the twentieth century , was to b uy from individual Europ ean 
plan ters emp loying indent ured Indian labour . The economic rationale 
was that cane was acquired without capita l  out lay on risky cu ltiva­
t ion . The related political rationale was that white  s ugar s e tt lers 
were use ful front- line allies in any battle s  against unwanted 
government int ervention in the sugar indus try (Moynagh 198 1 : 41-2) . 
Fij i ' s  sugar export g rowth , then , was to b e  accomp lished through 
the harnessing of se t tler to corporat e capital . Chap ter 2 
documen te d and analy sed the ac tua l growth and the role o f  corpor­
ate capital in i t . Thi s  chap ter provides a des cr ip tive account 
of the sugar p lanters ' invo lvemen t in export growth , their fortunes , 
and their demis e in the 19 20s when corporate capi tal , true to 
its pro fi t  ethi c ,  turned from white  settlers as readi ly as once i t  
had re tained them . 

Prelude 

In the aft ermath of the early 1870s cotton collapse , 
Europ eans on ab out 6 00 plantat ions sear ched for a new cash crop 
tha t would reduce their indeb tedness . Some were fortunate enough 
to claim land parti ally p lanted to c oconuts by the original 
Fij ian owners ,  so that a li t tle cash income could b e  generated 
from cu tting copra whi le new p lant ings matured . P lanters in 
Fij i ' s  alluvial rive r  valleys had no such option , for the land was 
unsui ted to coc onut palms . Co f fee took several years to matur e ,  
and in any case was quickly eliminated a s  an alternative in 
p lanters ' minds by leaf disease (CSO 160 0 / 189 1) . Mai ze could be 
grown in some areas ; but the general preference was for s ugar 
cane , o f  which there was an indig enous variety . By 1879 , eigh te en 
ou t o f  an 1870 to tal of thirty Rewa River p lan tations we re under 
cane cultivat ion , accounting for 69 p er cent of th e 1800 acres 
p lan te d throughout the co lony (Bri tton 1870 : Fiji Blue Book) . 
Even with such a small area planted , th ere wa s a marketing 
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p rob lem : the two exi sting Rewa mi lls could crush no more than 50 
per cent of the potent ial harve s t ,  and that ine f ficient ly (CSO 
10 48 / 187 7 ,  1 16 5 / 18 7 8 ,  1550 / 1879 , 135 4 / 1880 ) . This was a shor tlive d 
di ffi cul ty , however . In 1880 , CSR decided to erect  a mi ll that 
would treb le mi l ling capacity on the Rewa - on the unders tanding 
that two leading landholders wo uld ke ep 1000 acres of the ir 
p ersonal es tates und er cane for ten years , and that all planters 
woul d accep t a p rice for their cane fixe d  at 10s per ton for 
twelve years (Moynagh 19 81 : 24 ,  43) . 

P lanter acceptance of what they regarded as an inadequate 
cane p rice was a measure of their desperation . A CSR-induced 
reviva l of the Rewa River economy mi gh t  at leas t permi t q ui ck 
sa les o f  freehold land , cap i tal gains sufficient to cance l deb ts ,  
and rapid depar tures from Fij i ,  leaving new owners to live with 
10 s p er ton (Mauds lay 19 30 : 133) . And indeed there was a spe cula­
tive surg e of activity in r esp onse to news of CSR ' s  inve s tment 
decision . S t ores , hote ls , b utchers and bakers app eared in the 
Rewa delta . A newly-formed P lantation and Agri cultural Socie ty 
called for gove rnment financial assis tance with b ridge-building -
in the event , unsucces sfully . New t owns were p lanned , with town 
b locks selling f or up to £50 per acre , whi le the asking price for 
p lantation land s oare d (CSO 2 13 / 18 8 1 ,  132 2 / 18 81 ; Fiji Times , 18 
De c . 1880) . 

Yet be cause of a lack of demand at going p rices , only a f ew 
p lanters lef t Fij i with money from p lan tation sales . One was 
Edward Reece , who s old 1600 acres of his Nai tasiri p lanta tion to 
CSR in 1881 for £ 10 per acre of f lat land . Signi ficantly though , 
th e sale was par t  of an unp lanned and undesired expansion of 
company landholdings b eyond the 9 28 acres acquired for £2 per 
acre in 1880 . Three p lanters had tried to renege on their cane 
con tracts , which guaranteed supp ly o f  a fixed t onnage to the CSR 
mill . More impor tant ,  there was an overall shor tfall in the 1881 
cane plantings p romised by p lanters , p recise ly because they 
lacked the capital to acquire availab le Indian labourers . E .W .  
Knox, CSR ' s  general manager , perhap s exaggera ted when he told the 
prolific  le t ter-wri t er and sometime p lant er , W .  Fi llingham Parr , 
tha t had he foreseen the diffi culties over cane s upply , a 
mi ll would not have b een bui lt ; but he observe d privately that 
CSR now nee ded more land on the Rewa to se cure i ts inves tment ,  
which by the time o f  the firs t crush in 1882 had reached £ 150 , 000 . 
This did no t mean wholesale purchase of freeho ld land on offer . 
Unt i l  a return on inves ted capital was cer tain , Knox was unwilling 
to buy land at the £ 1 5 per acre asking price of the man owning 
more land than anyone else on the river - C . L .  Sahl . Ins tead , 
CSR lease d  860 acres from Sahl and , over coming the reluc tance 
of act ing governor Thurs ton - who comp laine d that CSR seemed to 
want the whole Rewa di s tric t  - secured a lease of 800 acres 
o f  Fij ian land at Navuso . Adding only one des irab le 19 2-acre 
planta tion to  i ts freeho lding s at a p rice of £ 11 per acre , 
the company could then cultivate 3500 acres on i ts own account 
( CSO 1754 / 18 8 3 ;  MS 142 , NAF ;  CSR 2 187) . 
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Concomi tantly , CSR was comp e l led into p rominence as a 
financial intermedi ary by the need to ensure i ts cane supp ly from 
individual p lanter s .  The company lent at  8 per cen t agains t 
property mort gages , and advanced £ 2  per acre for four-month-old cane 
and a further £2 for nine-month-old cane at the rate of 6 per cent 
on the security of the crops . The outstanding mortgagor was Sahl , 
who early in 1882 borrowed £25 , 000 for five years , renewab le for a 
further five , at 7 per cent against property on the Rewa and 
Sigatoka rivers . But his was the plant er ' s  posit ion writ large . 
By April 1882 , before the first crush , CSR had se cured by mort gage 
eight Rewa plantat ions covering 2000 acres , and he ld crop liens over 
most o thers . S ix months later , it added J . C .  Smith ' s  1 300-acre 
plan tation to its lis t of mor tgaged proper ties ; and in March 188 3 
it purchased a 500-acre freehol d  (CSR 2 1 8 7-8 , 219 4 ; MS 142 , NAF ; 
cso 6 3 7 / 1890) . 

At the beginning of the age of expor t growth , therefore , 
CSR as sugar grower owned or leased 4000 acres in th e Rewa 
River val ley ; and as moneylender held mor tgages over 3 300 . The 
lat ter , and crop liens , bound p lan ters in a s truc ture of for ced 
growing out of whi ch they could es cap e only i f  f or tunate enough 
e i ther to f ind a buyer for their land , or to make a financial 
success of i ts cultivat ion .  

Death of a pioneer genera tion : the 1880 s depres s ion 

From the outse t ,  domes tic and internationa l factors worked 
agains t p lanta tion prof itab i lity . Cane yi elds be low exp ectations , 
a low sugar con tent in cane , leaf mould disease , and high 
cu ltivation and transpor t cos ts attributab le in par t to weed 
growth - all res ulted from a Rewa rainf all in excess o f  100 inches 
p er annum . The cost of impor ted labour increased as compe ti tion 
from the Que ens land sugar indus try drove the money wage of 
Me lanes ian labour up to a leve l at which its to tal cos t eq ualled 
tha t of more p len tifu l Indian lab our . Fur ther government 
res tri ctions on the mob ility of Fij ian labour were imposed in 
1883 . Nor did te chnological improvements in cul tivation of fse t 
higher money wag es : only one or two p lanters had previous 
experien ce of cane growing , making management in general and 
cul tiva ti on in particular les s  e f fi ci ent than i t  might have been ;  
and before 189 0 C S R  concentra ted on improving mil ling efficiency 
rather than cultivation techniques . In any case , given the 
uniquenes s  of the eco lo gica l  envirorunent , innova tion proffered 
no immediate panacea . The only change in cult ivation prac tices 
which was made affected p lanters adverse ly ,  at least  in the 
shor t term : in the in tere s ts of producing a sweeter cane CSR 
required a reduct ion in crop s harves te d  fromthree every two y ear s 
t o  one annual ly ( CSR 2188 ; Thie le 1890-90 : 362 ; Des Voeux 190 3 : 3 35 ; 
Moynagh 19 81 : 44) . 

I t  soon be came evident tha t an average cos t  of produc tion 
in excess o f  the cane price threa tene d to undermine the Rewa 
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planter e conomy . P lanters had contracted to se ll cane a t  the f lat 
ra te o f  10s  per ton unt i l  189 2 ;  and though CSR actua lly paid 
higher pri ces f or mos t  o f  the p eriod 1882-90 (Moynagh 19 81 : 4 3 ,  48) , 
the sharp drop in the world sugar price prevented payment of the 
15s p er ton reasonab ly regarded by p lanters as the minimlllll 
ne ces sary to ensure p lanta tion pro f i ts . CSR' s own unit cos t  o f  
production averaged 1 4 s  4d i n  1888-90 ( CSR 2 18 8 ,  219 3) ; and having 
wri t ten o f f  £20 , 000 on p lantation ac count in 188 3 ,  management 
was und ertaking a ho lding operation on the Rewa as it made a 
more carefu l  asse s sment o f  the climat i c  and economi c fac tors 
re levan t to expan sion on the dry s ide of Viti Levu . The company 
success fully took two planters to court for breaking the ir 
contrac ts in 1884 , ceased advances to some planters and , bai ling 
o thers out with fur ther advances , watched the deb t s  accumulate 
as it he ld them t o  th eir contracts ( CSR 2 188 , 2189 ) . 

Inevitab ly , exp loi ta tion o f  p lantation labour intens ified . 
Th er e was always exp loi tation under the indenture sys tem in the 
sense that indentured lab our was paid less than the going free 
marke t wage ( Thie le 1889-90 : 3 74 ; CSR 2 189 ) . But a falling sugar 
price and produc tion cos ts in exces s of the cane price were bound 
to increase its inc idence , for labour cos ts were the mos t  
impor tant co s t  item o n  sugar plan ta tions , espe cially o n  the Rewa 
where th ere was one labourer for every 2 . 3  acres of cane land , 
compared wi th one for every 5 acres in Queens land ( C SR 2206) . 
Planters reduced the hourly money wage rate through redefining 
a ' task ' to the point where nine hours had to be worked ins tead 
of the s tatutory six;  and be cause inadequate s taff ing preven ted 
d etai le d  insp ec tion by immigrat ion officials , they go t away wi th 
it . They also reduced real wages through charging exorbi tant 
rate s f or rations they were ob liged to provide during the firs t 
twelve months o f  a lab ourer ' s  indenture : b e tween 1887 and 189 1 ,  
the adult ration, whi ch c o s t  the employer an average fourpence 
per working day and which could legally be pri ced at fivepence , 
was actually priced at nearly s ixpence ha ' penny , or 8 1  p er cent 
of the adult ma le average earnings of eigh tpence per working 
day ( Gi llion 196 2 : 105 , 109 ; CSO 1329 / 189 4) . 

I t  i s  no t s aying much to point out tha t Indian indentured 
labour was never the le ss materially bet ter off than it had been 
in India . The more re levant ob servat ion is that wage rates 
below the s tatutory minimlllll of ls per task did not ne ces sarily 
make labour cheap . Death , absenteeism and labour ineff iciency 
due to low living standards were quantitatively significant on 
the Rewa . The death rate amongst Melanesian labourers in the 
early 1880s was 32 per cent , reaching 56 per cent at Nai tasiri 
p lantation (CSO 2506 / 188 2) . Death and disease (par ti cularly 
hookworm) amongs t  Indians were such serious prob lems tha t ultimat ely 
the Imperial government threatened ces sation of immigration 
(Gillion 19 6 2 : 9 2) . But the immediate results were apparent in 
days actually worked by Indians under indenture . In 18S8 ,  an 
average one-q uarter o f  the Rewa Sugar Company ' s  workforce was 
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ab sent , si ck o r  i n  gaol ( CSO 8 7 3 / 1888) . A s imi lar propor t ion 
of CSR ' s  work for ce did no t wo rk in the years 1890-9 3 .  For the 
colony as a who le in 1890 , labourers put in j us t  ove r four day s 
out of the five and a half day working week ( CSO 1517 / 189 2 ,  1 329 / 
189 4) . No t s urpris ingly , Knox had no ted already that ' Altoge ther , 
the t ime seems to have come for us to do something more for the 
comfort and h eal th of the coloured labour s taf f ' (Gi llion 19 6 2 : 9 2 ) . 

Th er e was no reversal of the low wages p o li cy ,  however . 
Ou tpu t per man would nee d  t o  have doub le d to leave uni t  cos ts 
unchanged after a doubling of money wages ; an d cane sugar ' s  
in ternational comp eti tivene s s  could be maintained only i f  wages 
in sugar co lonies were suffi ciently low to o ffse t the advantage 
the continenta l  b ee t  sugar producer gaine d from h eavy government 
sub sidies and any pro duc t ivity different ial . Even then , p ro f i t­
ab ility of Rewa p lantations was not guaran teed : ' up to the end 
of 1885 there was not a p lant er on the r iver who could say that he 
r eali ze d  a prof i t ' (M .A . T . E . 1886) . Only the date had to be 
altered when p lante rs ' s upply con trac ts wi th CSR f i nally expired 
in 189 2 .  The de cline in the Rewa p lanter had been as rap i d  as 
the s ugar p rice fal l . European contractors supplied an es tima ted 
82  per cent of the 1885 crush . In 1890 , they s upplied j us t  20 per 
cen t  and cul tivated only 1400 acre s to CSR ' s 3500 (CSR 2 188 , 2 19 3) . 
Parr ' s  p l&nta tion had gone to the Aus tra las ian Mortgage and Agency 
Company in 188 7 ,  and CSR had ceased advan ces to Sahl in mi d-188 8 ,  
short ly af terwar ds a cqui ring two more plantations t o  bring i ts 
landho ldings to 5 000 acres . Many p lanters lef t  Fij i .  Those 
remaining on the rive r cultivated sma ll areas o f  cane ( around 
80 acres ) ,  sub let to free Indians , and tried b anana p lanting . 
The company , mortgage agencies and the b anks now ran th e thir teen 
larger es tate s emp loying inden tured labour (CSR 2 18 8-9 1 ;  CSO 119 2 /  
1890 , 3046 / 189 3 ,  70 / 189 4 ,  1329 / 189 4 ,  345 5 / 1895 ) . 

A new genera tion 

Never the les s , CSR retained a preference for drawing cane 
supp lie s from nominally independen t planters . In ef fec t ,  these 
p lan te rs could be friends at court who would he lp minimi ze , even 
el iminate , taxation . And if a los s  were to be made from cane 
g rowing , be t ter that it be made by some one e lse . P lanters bore 
the r isks of growing ;  they potent ially reduced the mille r ' s  
capital out lay ; and,  it  was thought , they offered the simultaneous 
pos sib ili ties of cane che aper to the mi ller and more profi tab le 
to the grower th rough re duced overheads and be t ter lab our 
rela tions (CSR 2 19 3 ;  Moynagh 19 81 : 41-3 , 5 8-64) . CSR therefore 
o ffered 12s 6 d  per ton to tho se company emp loyees , and res pondents 
to pamphle teers exto lling Fi j i ' s  virtues as an El  Dorado , who 
were prepared to s ign a five-year contract as tenants on company 
land , or as contract ors on o ther land ( CSO 106 8 / 189 2 ;  CSR 219 3) . 
Ini tially , the response was limited . But in the 1890s  CSR 
turned i ts at ten tion to cultiva tion te chno logy ; and as the 
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yie ld-raising e f fe cts  o f  horsepower , manuring , p roper drainage 
and a new rain- to le ran t  cane variety (Malabar) b ecame apparent , s o  
the area cultivated b y  individual planters expanded .  Of the 8000 
acres under cane in 189 8 , j us t  2500 were cultivated by CSR (CSR 
219 3 ,  220 7 ,  2 2 11 ,  2 2 15 , 35 11,  35 2 4 ;  Moynagh 19 8 1 : 46 ,  49 ) . 

CSR regretted c on tracting to pay 12 s 6 d  when the raw sugar 
p ri ce fe l l  fur ther and reduced ne t p ro f i t  on capital emp loyed in 
the ear ly 1890s to around one p er cent , caus ing Knox to remark 
that ' Our Rewa venture . . .  is , and has been , the wors t  inves tmen t  
w e  have made ' ( C SR 220 9 ) . P lanters , though , could make a pro f i t  
in y ears free o f  drough t ,  f lood o r  hurricane . Yie lds averaged 
35 tons per acre on the Rewa in 189 8 ,  compared with 22 on C SR 
plantat ions in 1884 , and permi t ted cos ts to fall as low as 9 s  7d 
p er t on on the Nai tas iri p lantat ion of ex-CSR overseer Pe ter 
Go rdon ( CSR 2 2 11- 1 2 ,  2188) . Ind ee d , low cultivat ion co sts  on CSR 
plantations revi talized the company ' s  hopes of making a grower ' s  
pro f i t  from its  e s tate s (CSR 2 2 12-13) . But wide year- to-year 
fluctua t ions in cos ts on the Rewa promp ted a continuation o f  the 
leasing-out p olicy ; and in any case , CSR ' s  monopsony could be 
used to cap ture as mil ler ' s  profit  par t  of what the company thought 
pos sib le as grower ' s  profi t .  The cane price was regulate d by 
the company , and so too was the rent p aid by tenants leas ing 
CSR land - the extent o f  whi ch h ad increased wi th the a cquisition 
in 1899 o f  Sahl ' s  and Smith' s  p lantations , and of 1200 acres 
h eld by the Australasian Mor tgage and Agency Company ( CSR 22 13) . 
Accor ding ly , in 190 2  CSR re duced the contract price to 10 s per 
ton of cane with a pur e  ob tainable s ugar content (POCS)  of 11 
p er cent . For each percen tage point above 11 , an addi tiona l 
ls 3 d  was t o  be pai d ;  and for each p oint be low ,  ls 8d was to be 
deducted . Ten shi l lings was the minimum Knox though t th e average 
European p lanter could afford to accept and s ince the POCS of 
the dominant Malabar cane was usually closer to 10 per cent , 
this meant in pract i ce a p rice c loser to 8s 6d , the f lat rate paid 
f or Indian-grown cane . CSR executives there fore anticipated 
a large settlemen t of Indian growers ; and to ob tain both cheaper 
c ane and rel ief from carrying an i nd entured labour for ce during 
the o f f- season , they encourage d Indian se t tlemen t by o ffering 
advanc es at 6 per cen t ,  4 per cen t  less than the go ing rate 
ob tainab le from mer chant s ( CSR 2211-12 , 2 2 15 , 2 2 18 , 2260-1) . 

Bu t C SR did not in tend to d isp lace the whit e  p lanter ; and 
to Europeans wi th visions of p lanter pros peri ty , the Indian 
lab o urer was a ciph er , and the emergent Indian cane grower a 
to lerab le fr inge operator - no t a por tent . CSR emp loye es 
continued to take out leases in the b elief that profits  could 
be made . In 1904 European p lanters supp lied 65 p er cent of 
the record amount o f  cane crushed by Nausori mil l , wi th Indian 
growers and CSR es tates c ontributing 20 and 15 per cent , 
resp ective ly ( Gi l lion 19 6 2 : 100 ; Moynagh 19 81 : 50) . The s�are was 
down sligh t ly from 189 8 ,  yet conf irmed the bas i c  fact that af ter 
a serious de cline in importance during the late 18 80 s , the 
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individua l European sugar p lan ter was res tore d  as the maj or cane 
s upp lier on the Rewa . In this , the Rewa experience p ointed to 
co lony-wide developments . 

As on the Rewa , Eur opeans had been confirmed in p ossess ion 
o f  much o f  the fir s t  class land in Fij i ' s  dry zones ( rainfall 
below 100 inche s ) ; and , again as on the Rewa , there was more 
inte re s t  in se l ling cane land than in cult ivat ing it when CSR 
de cide d  to e re c t  mills at  Rarawai ( firs t crush 188 6 )  and Labasa 
( firs t crush 189 4) . Confident of these areas ' prof i tab ility 
af ter trial cane plan tings , the company a cquired 11 , 6 00 acres o f  
freeho ld at B a  in 18 8 3  and 1884 , at  the low p rice of £ 2  lOs - per 
acr e . Reas sured that sugar could be made 'very cheaply ' , it 
sub sequent ly purchased and leased from Fij ians and Europ eans , and 
by 19 06 he ld at least 18 , 00 0  acre s of cane land to supp ly the 
Rarawai mill . Similar contro l over land use was achieved at  
Labasa , wh ere in 1908 C SR he ld leases on 27 , 000 acre s ; and at 
Lautoka , wh ere i t  he ld 16 , 000 acres to supp ly i ts larges t  Fij i 
mill , whi ch began crushing in 190 3  ( CSR 2136 , 2 188-9 0 , 2 19 3 ,  339 1 ,  
339 4 , 4279-89 , 4 29 3-5 , 4 36 3 ;  cso 2 113/ 18 9 2 ) . 

In con trast to the s ituation on the Rewa at the turn 
of the twentie th century , CSR e s tates dominated cane p ro duction 
in northw� s tern Vi ti Levu and Vanua Levu . The lat te r  areas 
a lready accounted for 6 8  per cent of the 25 , 000 a cres under cane 
cultivation . Labasa mi ll drew a ll o f  i ts s upp lies from eigh t  
es ta tes f or some y ears before 1906 ; Rarawai mil l  drew ab out 
one-third o f  i ts crush from whit e  p lanters on non-CSR land ; and 
Lautoka mi ll drew about 20 per cent of i ts supplies from five 
p lanters , no tably R .P . Carr & Co . and H . G .  Carr and J . C .  Doyle , 
who be tween them accounte d  for almo st two- thirds of the inde­
p endently c ultivate d area ( CSR 20 7 6 , 21 34-5 , 26 35 , 26 39 ; 
Brookfie ld 19 74 : 130 ; Moynagh 1981 : 50 ) . 

The limi ted reliance on p lanter supp lies di d no t las t long , 
however . S ub divis ion and lea sing of CSR es tates at Rarawai ,  
Laut oka and Labasa p rocee de d  af ter 1905 for f amiliar reasons . 
Four do zen Australian overseers in their early twen ties and 
anxious to make small for tunes were expected to get more o ut of 
4000 Ind ian labourers on individual p lanta tions than they had 
on es tates ; and the governor himself had informe d  local management 
that leas ing of e s tates would help disarm criticism of CSR 
( CSR 20 7 8 ,  2909 , 3126 , 35 2 7 ;  Moynagh 19 81 : 5 1-2) . This s ame 
governor was re sponsib le for the short live d opening of Fij ian 
land t o  al ienat ion ( 1905-8) and the extension of leases from 
twenty-one to nine ty-nine years which produced , in France ' s  
( 1969 : 15 6 )  words , ' a  fes tive atmosphere among the whi te settlers ' . 
The o ld hand and the ex-CSR emp loyee on his leasehold b o th looked 
forward to ' a  new era o f  prosp er i ty . . .  ushered in on a sub s tantial 
basis ' ( Cyclopedia 1907 : 2 5) . 

Judged by the rate of export growth ,  1906-15 was the go lden 
age anticipated by Fij i ' s  white popula tion , largely be cause of 
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a 7 per cen t annual expansion i n  sugar export tonnage coup le d with 
an annual 3 per cent price rise ( Tab le 2 . 1) .  The exten t of planter 
pro sp er ity varied widely b e twe en regions and amongs t  ind ividuals , 
however ,  and nowhere was i t  sus tained . 

The Rewa p lan ters 

On the Rewa , the output of twenty p lanters under con tract 
to  CSR barely regis tered an upward trend in the y ears 1906 -15 , 
and was charac t erized by y ear -to-year fluctuations as yie lds 
varied and natural disas ters hit ( C SR 2 2 6 2- 70) . Wi th the cane 
price s tab le until 19 15 , p lantat ion profitab ili ty see-sawed 
correspondingly . 

C SR ' s  poli cy of adj us ting price to the sugar content of cane 
encouraged p lan ters to rep lace Ma labar cane w ith the much swee ter 
Badi la varie ty . Whi le suc cessful in the dry zones of Viti Levu 
and Vanua Levu , on the Rewa the switch generally fai led . Badi la 
proved intolerant of the h eavy rainfall ,  was lower-yield ing , and 
s howed unpre dic tab le variations in yield from one p lanta tion to 
ano ther , and from one year to the next (CSR 2 2 70 ) . Bad weather 
s imilarly cut in to p lan ters '  returns . In 190 1 ,  flood ing wiped out 
40 p er cent o f  Freeman ' s  Baulevu crop .  Even more serious was the 
hurricane ear ly in 19 10 which damage d CSR mills and equipmen t ,  
and reduced the Rewa crop both quan ti ta tive ly ( from an expected 
14 2 , 000 tons to 100 , 000) and quali tat ively ( the 19 10 price being 
9 s  6d compare d  with the previous y ear ' s  10s 6 d) . In addition , 
bui ldings were damage d ,  p roper preparat ion o f  land for p lan ting 
prevented , and seed cane f or the 19 11 crop los t (CSR 226 5 ) . 

19 11 was an unusua lly dry year and saw only a limi ted 
re covery in cane output to  111 , 000 tons . Of eigh t whi te p lan ters 
f inanced by CSR, f ive made los ses averaging £ 7 2 2  (CSR 2266) . 
Among s t  the o ther plan ters , the le s s  efficient managers we re 
hardes t hi t .  The mos t  no torious examp le was War ing , one-time 
manager of CSR ' s  Navuso es tate and CSR tenant from 1904 . He was 
in CSR ' s  e s t imat ion a failure in b o th positions , a man whose 
general remedy for p lantation mismanagement was heavy app lications 
of ar ti ficial manure , and who se increasing indeb tedness sat 
ligh tly on his shoulders . Until his takeover in 19 12 , he had 
drawn an annual pension of £ 121 and a living allowance as a tenant 
o f  £ 240 , and los t  no one else ' s  money but CSR ' s  - £9000 in all 
(CSR 2 26 6 , 3126 ) . Thi s  indeb tedness was exceptionally large , 
but through his manager ial incompetence , Waring exaggerated a 
tr uth increasingly apparent to planters : unfavourab le growing 
conditions threa tened every p lantation ' s  produc tivity and through 
tha t ,  the CSR advances on which many depended .  In mi d-19 10 , CSR 
ceased advances to one p lanter who then had to abandon his 
p lantation . Even the Gor don brothers , acknowledged as the most 
s ucce ss ful and exper i enced plan ters on the river after fifteen 
y ears in whi ch they had cleared their deb t s as CSR tenan ts , had 



56 

been set back in 19 10-11 ( CSR 2 26 5-6 ) . 

A reco rd crop o f  14 3 , 000 tons in 19 1 2  was fo llowed by a 
s imi lar output in 19 1 3 ,  des pite a March hurri cane . Prof i tab ility 
was res tored to mos t  p lantations , and with i t  the chance of 
reduc ing ind eb te dness . All b ut one plantat ion ended 19 1 3  with a 
credi t on the y ear ' s  operations , though the cre dit was ins ufficient 
in one case to prevent C SR ceasing advances , and in ano ther to 
reduce indeb tedness to its 1909 level . Bad wea ther the following 
y ear was re garded as largely responsib le for a reversal o f  this 
p erf ormance . Only two p lan ters f inanced by CSR made a p ro fi t . 
One leasehold was trans ferred to the company , and one p lanter had 
to ob tain additional f inance from the Cordons (CSR 2 2 6 7-9 ) . In 
19 15 , f ive of nine p lanters financed _  by CSR los t an average £ 480 
each (CSR 2 2 70) , des pi te the fac t that CSR now pai d  a 2s 6d per 
ton cane bonus , and gave p lanters up to 6d a week p er man in order 
to as sis t with higher labour cos ts result ing from the war- time 
shor tage of indentured labo ur and from increased food prices 
(Moynagh 1981 : 101-2 ; Gi llion 196 2 : 175 ) . Again , low yiel ds due 
to bad weather exp lained poor performance . The Rewa crop in 
19 15 had fallen to its  19 11 level . 

Con trary to their original expe ctations , then,  many whi te 
sugar p lan ters o f  the Rewa delta found increased indeb tednes s 
rather than a small for tune was the end res ul t  o f  years of rising 
at dawn in order to dire c t· indentured lab ourers to the cane fields . 
H . T .  Moltke ' s  expe rience as a CSR tenant was typ ical . The 
asse t s  of his p lanta tion , and hence his ini tial indeb tedness , 
wer e  assessed at £ 3300 a t  the beginning of his tenancy in 1909 . 
At the end of 19 15 , his deb i t  balance was £66 31 : £18 74 o f  the 
diff ere nce was interes t ,  and £ 1434 rep resente d excess of expenses 
over r eceip t s  ( CSR 2 2 70 ) . 

A few men of long experience in running par ticularly 
produ ctive plan tations wePe s ucc essful . During twenty-one years 
at  Naitas iri , Peter Gordon had c leared his init ial take-over 
deb t ,  drawn at leas t the typ ica l  tenan t ' s  living al lowanc e of 
a ro und £ 2 50 a year , had trips to  Europe with his brother , got 
married , and purchased prop er ty in Aus tral ia ( CSR 227 1 ,  3 126) . 
He , his brother , and R . J . Freeman , however , wer e consp icuous 
except ions to the rule ,  and were examp les of the succ ess ful 
p lan ter repute dly found in grea ter numbers in Fij i ' s  dry- zone 
sugar economy . 

The dry-z one p lanters 

No small fortunes wer e ever made in drough t-prone , re la tively 
low-yie lding Vanua Levu , wh ere the fourteen s ugar planters were 
all ex-CSR emp loyees who , desp ite knowing that CSR had found 
es ta te cane growing les s  pro f itab le than an ticipate d ,  were 
attracted by a company policy of charging a rent on the typical 



400-acre leasehold whi ch theore tically l ef t  room to clear £500 
annual ly (CSR 207 6 ,  2909 , 29 32 , 339 1) . 

The original s ix tenants ' f irs t two y ears ' results showed 
them growing cane at an average cos t  of 12s �d per ton ,  and 
re ceiving lls lld (CSR 339 1) . Bad weather in 19 11 prevented the 
ral ly the mill manager felt s ure would eventual ly take p lace . 
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And i n  19 1 2  a hurri cane unroo fe d  four teen o f  the thirty-nine houses 
o n  Labasa ' s residen tial hill , damage d tramlines , ruined mangrove 
swamp reclamations , and cause d  a 10 per cent crop loss . CSR 
management complained o f  dif f i culty in persuading p lan ters to 
follow re cormnended r otation p rac tice and in tens ive cultiva tion , 
rathe r than hoping for a ' b ig year ' from large tonnages on short­
fallowed land . Ye t CSR ' s  overvalua t ion of leaseholds and the 
a ssoc iated rents con tributed to any tendency to mine the land . 
Tenants ' plantations were given an average worth in exc es s o f  
£4500 o n  takeover ;  and rent o n  E .P .  Mas ters ' p lantation , whi ch at  
bes t re turned £4800 annually , was £1400 , leaving £ 250 after working 
expense s were me t .  This meant Mas ters f aced a minimum eigh teen 
years of successful p lant ing in order to clear his deb t to CSR . 
The company accordingly revalued p lantation asse t s  and lowered 
rents at the end of 1912 ( CSR 20 7 8-9 ; Moynagh 19 8 1 : 5 3) . There 
was an overall improvement in the tenants ' posit ion in 19 1 3 ,  
and again i n  19 15 , after a poor 19 14 season . P lanters reduced 
deb ts on both occas ions by an average £ 5 50 . But they each s till 
owed around £ 3500 at the beginning o f  19 16 and consequen tly 
con templated s ix or seven more ye ars o f  f inancial dependence , .  a t  
b e s t  ( CSR 20 79 ) . 

P lanters on Vit i  Levu ' s  dry s ide had fared bet ter . There , 
p lanter numbers increased s teadily between 190 6  and 19 12 as CSR 
tenan ts j oined p lanters on non-CSR land in supp lying the Rarawai 
and Lautoka mills . By 19 13 , a to tal of fifty- four white p lanters 
wer e  reco rded as cultivating 70- 75  p er cent of the cane area , with 
Indian farmers and CSR cul t ivat ing ab out 20 per cent and 10 per 
cen t  respectively (CSR 2 138-9 , 26 38-9 ) . All were favoured by a 
relatively predictab le climate and soils which produced sweet 
cane , especially in the Laut oka area (Ward 19 6 5 : 5 3) . 

CSR s ough t  to appropriate the b ene fits from a climate more 
sui ted to cane by paying dry- zone p lanter s  10 s per ton for cane 
of 13 per cen t  POCS , ins tead of the 10s for 11 per cent POCS paid 
on the Rewa . Even so , b e cause Badila cane was sub s tituted 
p rogressively for lower-yield ing , les s  swee t  Rose Bamboo cane 
and typ i cally reached 14-15 p er cen t POCS , and s inc e the cane 
price increased by ls 3d per ton for every p ercentage point 
increase in POCS , dry- zone p lanters  had a price advantage over 
their Rewa coun terparts of more than a shilling a ton . They also 
had a cos t advantage . Cul tivation cos t s  were lower in the dry 
ar eas b ecause o f  reduced weed growth ; and yields , at lea� t in the 
Lautoka mill area , were higher . Wh ereas a cos t of produc tion 
be low 10s pe r ton was a rarity on the Rewa , it was conrrnon in the 
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Rarawai and especia l ly the Lautoka mill areas . CSR i t self  had 
grown cane on i ts Lautoka es tates at  a cos t of b e tween 7s and 9 s  
per ton (CSR 2 134-6 , 2142 , 26 39 ; Moynagh 19 81 : 146) . 

Li t t le wonder , then , that p lan ta tion land on Vi t i  Levu ' s  
wes te rn s i de was exchanging for £30 p er acre in 19 0 7 , and that 
p lanters supplying Rarawai and Lau toka mills c leared themse lves 
o f  their indeb tednes s  to CSR fairly rapidly . The Carr b rothers , 
in separate partnerships o f  R . P .  Carr & Co . and H . G .  Carr and 
J . C .  Doyle ,  had both rel ied on C SR advances to es tabl ish p lan ta­
tions in 190 3 ,  and both were deb t-free within five years . H . G .  
Carr had begun wi th j u s t  £ 300-400 of his own capital and wi th 
previous experience of sugar plant ing in Jamaica . By 1911 he was 
reputedly the riches t man in Fij i .  Four other plante rs of the time 
we re r educing their average indeb tednes s  by £900 per annum when 
receiv ing 10s l ld per ton of cane (CSR 2 1 36-8,  310 6 , 3126) . 

Sub sequently ,  the pace did no t slacken . P lan ter prosperity 
was revealed mos t  clearly and comprehens ively in the improved 
financial posit ions o f  CSR' s Ba tenan ts over the period 19 1 3-17 . 
Of the ten tenants indeb ted at 1 January 19 1 3 ,  f ive had cleared 
th eir average deb ts of £4 24 4 by 1 January 1918 , and two would clear 
their deb ts in two or three years , o ther things be ing equa l . 
Only th ree were in the position o f  the Labasa tenan ts - facing 
five , ten and fifteen years of continued indeb tedness . The deb t 
r eductions represented income over and ab ove tenants ' living 
expen,ses , house r ent , servan ts ' wages and , in some cases , £ 200 f or 
a ho liday some time b e tween 19 13 and 19 18 . As the Rarawai mill 
manage r ob served , mos t  of the tenan ts were doing exceedingly we ll 
(CSR 2640 , 3 39 5 ) . The same was true of p lanters on non-CSR 
land supp lying Lautoka mill . In 1915 , in cane bonuses a lone , 
thirteen Ba p lanters re ceive d an average £542 ; and s ix had a 
fur ther £ 382  credited to the ir CSR accounts , the remaining seven 
planters be ing fre e  of d eb t  to CSR . An average £ 5 89 was credited 
to f i f teen Lautoka planters ' accounts ,  and an average £ 400 paid 
in cash to an addit ional thirteen p lanters (CSR 2 14 2 , 2640 ) . 

For mos t of the f i fty to sixty dry-zone s ugar p lanters 
of Vi ti Levu , then, 1906-15 had indeed been the prosperous 
period it was fore cas t to be . Some fortunes had been mad e ,  and 
many small for tune s were wi thin grasp . In contras t ,  the thirty 
to for ty su gar p lanters on the Rewa and at Labasa t rus ted in 
good seas ons and the passage of t ime to reduce wha t  seemed to  be 
a persis ten tly high leve l of indeb tedne s s . Time , however ,  was 
no t on the planter ' s  s id e . 

�mise 

19 16 was a b oom year for Fij i ' s  s ugar p lan tation e conomy . 
Cane output reached a record level , and high war- time price s  
were pas se d o n  in part to planters , who re ceived the 19 15 b onus 
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o f  2s 6 d  p e r  ton p lus a n  addi tional deferred bonus (CSR 227 1) . 
But the Bri tish Government had accep ted a re commendat ion from the 
Government of India that the indenture sys tem be ab olishe d :  ' In 
Fij i there were celeb rations among the Ind ians and ef figies labelled 
"coolie" were b urned ' ( Gi llion 19 6 2 :  18 1) . One labelle d  ' white 
p lanter ' appropriat ely could have been b urned a ls o . For the mos t  
e ff icien t p lanter , growing cane o n  the b es t  s o i l  at base depended 
on a s teady supp ly o f  cheap labour to s us tain his living s tandard ; 
and there was no chance of tha t  after al l re cru itment for the 
colonies s topped in March 1 9 1 7 . The dai ly wage of free Indian 
labour rose from ls 6d in 19 14 , to ls 9d in Augus t 19 1 7 ,  to 2s in 
19 18 ( Gi llion 19 6 2 : 18 3 ;  CSR 312 7 ) . 

On the Rewa , the s uc cess ful Gordon brothers an ticipated 
events and qui t the ir planta tions at the end o f  1916 . Two other 
CSR tenants abandoned the ir leaseholds early in 19 1 7 , leaving C SR 
to wr ite of f outs tanding deb ts totalling around £8000 . Mos t  
p lan ters saw out the year i n  an effort to c lear their deb ts , and 
were su ccessful b e cause of a re cord crop and high cane pri ces . 
The n, frigh tene d  by the uncer tainty o f  the labour position , they 
lef t bef ore their p lantat ion asse ts depreciate d further in value . 
By January 19 1 8 ,  0 .  Freeman and A .C .  Pain were the only CSR­
financed plan ters on non-CSR land who remained on what the Fiji 
Times cal led the ' Ruined Rewa ' . Pain was killed in ac tion at 
the front later in the year and left an uncovered p lantation deb t  
in exces s  o f  £ 2000 . Freeman abandoned Navuso a t  the end of the 
y ea r ,  having failed to clear his deb t to CSR at any time s ince 
s tarting in 190 7 , los t £ 1500 o f  his own cap ital , and incurred a 
deb t o f  £ 1300 to G .  Gordon (CSR 22 7 1- 2 ,  3 126) . By then , of the 
10 , 340 acres under cane cul tivation on the Rewa , 51 p er cent was 
on CSR estate s  (over one-third sublet to Indians ) ,  40 per cent was 
on free Indian farms , and only 9 per cen t was on European p lanta­
t ions . C SR management expe c te d  that w ithin a few y ears company 
e s tates would p rovi de 35 per cent o f  the Rewa cane supply , and 
Indian farmers 6 1  per cent (CSR 2 2 7 2-5 ; Cyc Zopedia 1907 : 2 38) . 

Whi te plan ter society disintegrated a t  Labasa as rapidly as 
i t  did on the Rewa , s ince there too poor yield s  and sourer cane 
made cheap labo ur even more cruc ial to p lanta tion p rofi tab ility 
than i t  was in d ry- zone Vi ti Levu . By early 19 18 , only s ix CSR 
tenan ts out o f  four teen remained . Two more re tired a t  the end 
of the year (CSR 2080) . 

The more pro sperous p lanters in dry- zone Vi ti Levu were 
les s  wi lling to leave their p lan tatio ns . They looked t o  re­
ind enture , employment under the Mas ters and Servants Ordinance , 
and the s upply o f  free labour to meet their short- te rm labour 
needs , which they hop ed would be red uced by labour-saving 
te chnical improvements in cult ivation and me t in the long term 
b y  a resump t ion of s ome form of lab our immigra tion . CSR ,tenants 
accep ted one-year exten sions of their leases from the end o f  
19 17 , s o  that whereas b y  January 1918 few white planters were 
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le f t  in the Rewa and Lab asa regions , planters in Ba accounted 
for 63 per cent of the area under cane cult iva tion . The reduc tion 
from 75 per cent in 19 13 result ed no t from a decline in European 
p lanting but from extensions in the Indian- cul tivated area (CSR 
2640) • 

The fac t remained that Indians , including t hose under 
indenture , we re no longer prepared to  lab our f or the whi te p lanter 
f or a sh illing a day . Early in 19 1 7 , a s trike o ccurred on R .P .  
Carr ' s p lantation in demand o f  an increase in wages to ls 6 d  per 
task . In May , free lab ourers at the Lau toka mill went o n  s trike 
for an increase in wages from ls 9 d  to 4s a day ; and were j oined 
by tram gangs and work er s  at the S igatoka limes tone quarry . The 
mill manager was s tunned : ' In all my experience o f  Indian labour 
I have never y et seen any thing approaching so concerted an a ct ion 
where the cas te s and c lasses are mixe d toge ther ' ( CSR 214 3) . 
Forced to use p lanters ' and its own indentured labour to get the 
mill s tar te d and to operate it through June and July , CSR dis­
mi sse d two Punj abi s  considered ring leaders , and was subsequent ly 
succ ess ful in s igning on free Indians - b ut only b y  increas ing 
wage s from ls 6 d  to ls 9 d  in Augus t .  In the int erim ,  the s trikes 
ha d r estricted cultivat ion . Late cane p lanting in 19 1 7  followed 
by f lood in 19 18 caused the yield in the Lautoka mill area to  
drop to  i ts lowe s t  on re cord ( CSR 2143 , 2 145 ) . 

Knox, though he would continue a pub lic figh t  for a 
resump tion of immigration , already had privately conceded de feat 
and inf ormed governor Swee t-Es cot t  tha t fur ther extension of cane 
cultivation was impossib le , and that the sugar sector would have 
to be rendered independent of immigration by se t tling land wi th 
Indian grower s consti tut ing the ir own labour force ( CSR 29 35) . 
For white s ugar p lanters , however , se curing an imported labour 
s upply was a mat ter of survival . Members of the Cane Growers '  
Associa tion o f  Fij i contended that wage increases and lower 
lab our effort had increased labour cultivat ion costs 63 per cent 
by 19 18 , whi le the cane price rema ined s tab le ( CSR 339 7 ) . More­
over , pr ices of impor ted goods had increased 27 per cent on prewar 
pr ices (Fiji Blue Books) , so that money wage gains and tenants '  
living allowances wer e  eroded s ub s tantially . Against the wishes 
o f  CSR management , the co lonial government therefore f inanced 
an Immigrat ion Fund from 19 18 by adding 5s p er ton to exis ting 
sugar and copra expor t duties ( Gillion 19 6 2 : 186 ) . However , the 
bas i c  p rob lem was s till to be solved . On precisely wha t labour 
could Fund money be s pent ?  

Sweet crops in 19 18 and 19 19 contributed to h ealthy f inancial 
results for s ome plan ters , but mos t  CSR tenants s tar te d 1920 with 
a deb t larg er than that of two years before (CSR 2 144 , 2640-1 , 
339 4-5 ) . The same was t rue o f  sixty-s ix Indian growe rs , who were 
carrying deb ts of £ 380 per capita . Leaseho lds reverted to C SR ;  
an d wi th cancella tion o f  exis ting indentures i n  January , p lanter 
p essimism bordered on inac tive fatalism , o� more frequently , had 
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turned into a resolve to  get out . Planters now accounted for 15 
per cent of the reduced cultivat ed area of 2 3 , 000 acres s upp lying 
Lautoka mil l  ( CSR 2 146 , 2641) . 

A temporary reprieve for the r emaining p lanters came when 
s kyro cke ting world sugar p rices encouraged CSR to pay b onuses o f  
l ls per t on and £ 1  per acre under cane , which e ffectively doub led 
the 19 20 cane price , and thus p ermi t ted tenants to reduce deb ts 
s ignif ican tly ( CSR 29 2 3 ,  2 144 , 2640-1 , 3 39 4-5) . However ,  any 
revived hopes of whi te p lanter p rosper ity were los t  in 19 2 1 . A 
fa lling world sugar pri ce p romp t ed CSR to e liminat e the acreage 
bonus and to reduce the cane b onus to 10s p er ton . And a decline 
in Indians ' real wages between 19 13 and 19 20 culminated in the 
' great Indian s trike ' from February to August (Gillion 19 7 7 : 5 3) . 
Planters accepted CSR ' s  advice on res is ting wage demands but did 
not advertise the fact . The letter wri tten by the Pres ident of 
the Cane Growe rs ' Association to the Colonial Secretary in March 
was calculatedly consi stent with the CSR s tand : ' a  victory to the 
mob would not only mean a triumph of employee over emp loyer but an 
immoral vic tory showing the dominance of Indians over Europeans 
unj us t ly gained by numerical superior i ty '  (CSR 3 146 ) . Planters 
never the les s  sough t assuranc es from the company , as they gathere d  
their women and occupied strategi c de fence positions s uch a s  the 
hill near the Rarawai t ennis courts ( CSR 3146 ) • 

CSR ' s  general manager aff irme d i t  was the general aim o f  the 
company to facilitate continued European p lanting . But a CSR 
ci rcular expressed company unders tanding i f  p lanters r esponded to 
the precari ous posi tion b y  q ui t ting their p lantations ; and when 
crushing of the 19 2 1  crop began in Augus t ,  CSR rej e cted p lanter 
reques ts f or p reference in cane cut ting and loading over Indian 
growers , whose own vested interes ts had been ins trumental in 
ensuring a re turn to work by s triking labourers ( C SR 312 7 , 3146 ) . 
The mi ll manager exp lained : ' as a Company we had no separate 
con trac ts for whi te and b lack ' ( CSR 3146 ) . Nor did the company 
hes i tate in expos ing p lanters to the force o f  a maj or slump in 
the wor ld s ugar price at the end of 19 21 . The co st of cane grown 
on CSR e s tates had more than doubled between 19 1 3  and 19 21 , but 
company management confirmed tha t a threatened reduc tion in the 
cane price to the 19 13 level would be made never theles s  ( CSR 
29 2 3) . As the Paaifia Age no ted on 28 November , the res tora tion 
o f  the 19 13 pri ce was ' prac tical ly tantamount to ending the cane 
indu stry , as far as the European growers are concerned ' .  In a 
leader two days later i t  wen t on to complain of the p urity of 
CSR ' s  capitali s t  spiri t : 

to the board o f  directors what is i t  i f  a man is whit e ,  
b lack , o r  b r indle , s o  long a s  the dividend i s  wres ted from 
the far-off soi l of Fij i ,  and the e conomic ou tlook for the 
future , ac cording to the company ' s  doc tr ines , is be�ng 
assured ?  



6 2  

The s tr ike o f  course had hamp ered cult ivation and p lanting 
for the 19 2 2  season , so many p lanters took the advice given in the 
Fiji Times and Herald of 2 Novemb er - to take the 19 2 1  cane payment 
and q uit be fore deb ts increased further . If they needed additional 
encouragemen t to leave , it came early in 19 2 2 . By then it was cl ear 
there would be no resump tion of Indian immigrat ion , and that the 
foundat ion of the p lantation sys tem conseque ntly had been undermined 
(Moynagh 19 81 : 111) . No alt ernat ive , equal ly cheap s upply s ource had 
been located . Sugges ted importa tion o f  Wes t Indians had b een 
rej ected be cause ' they have peculiar ideas on the ir equality wi th 
white folk ' ,  and were expected to d emand half- cas t es ' wages (CSR 
3146 ) . P lan ters had clung to the ' promise ' in Lord Hard inge ' s  
March 19 16 s ta tement in Delhi that the S e cre tary o f  S tate had asked 
the Viceroy of Ind ia to maintain the exis ting sys tem of recruitment 
pending es tab lishment of a s ub s ti tute . Now , as the Cane Growers ' 
As sociation put i t , twenty-nine p lanters o f  dry- zone Vi ti Levu 
s tood , after twenty years residence in mos t  cases , ' grasping at the 
shadow of labour unsupplied ' ( CSR 3106 ) . 

They could not have emp loye d imp orted lab our anyway . CSR 
c eased advances in January 19 22 ; and though advances warranted by 
hardship and the expec ted crop s i z e  were permi t ted late r ,  the 
decis ion left planters w ithout working capi tal and , for those 
whose se curi ties were p ledge d to the company , wi thout a chance o f  
r ais ing it  e lsewhere ( CSR 29 2 3 ,  3146 ) . Long a p o lit ical a lly o f  
C S R ,  the p lan ter community now became a sacrificial lamb . The 19 2 2  
cane pri ce and wage rate offer was made condi tional upon removal 
o f  the sugar export duty imposed s ince 19 16 and increased to £ 1  
per ton i n  19 20 . Given the dominant view - expressed by Maynard 
He dstr om in the Legis lative Council in 19 1 7  - that the p lanter 
was the ' grea tes t asse t of the Co lony and should be preserve d at 
any cost ' ,  CSR ' s  genera l manager exp lained how removal migh t be 
has tened : ' j us t  now it  will be a s  we ll for us no t to hurry abo ut 
smoothing out difficulties bese t t ing the independ ent p lanters ' 
(CSR 29 23) . 

Af ter CSR ' s  gene ral reassurance , epitomi zed in the assertedly 
much used slogan ' Trus t the Company ' ,  planter pess imism turned 
to despair and resen tment .  P lanters felt tha t  CSR, whi ch admit ted 
war - time pro f i ts were very large , had appropriat ed a disproport ion­
ate share o f  the income generated by high war- time s ugar prices , 
leaving them - desp ite sub s tan tial p ro fi t s  in 19 20 - wi th in­
adequate rese rves . And they were dismayed at the b rutal immediacy 
wi th which CSR cho se no longer to prote c t  them from marke t  
viciss itudes (CSR 3106 , 3 146) . P lantation abandonment and prob­
ab le depar ture from Fij i ,  inevi tab le as they we re , had , in the ir 
eyes , been has tened indecently . As R . A . Harricks to ld CSR ' s 
managing dire c to r :  

After one has tackled a bare hill and gradually made a 
comfor tab le home and res ide d  therein for nearly 16 years , 
and has increased one ' s  crop s per a cre over 50% , i t  is not 
an easy ma t ter to de cide to give i t  up (CSR 3106 ) . 



6 3  

But give i t  up he , and others , did . 

The few who s tayed on as p lanters , in de fiance of the trend , 
went f urther into deb t .  S .  Coffey a t  Ba was indeb ted to CSR for 
£ 3465 in January 19 20 , reduce d it to £ 10 2 4  by January 19 2 1 ,  and 
increase d it s tead i ly to £6000 by January 19 25 . Before the s trike 
and s ugar slump , he had been wor th ' some thousands ' according to 
local CSR management . Individual Europeans , aside from several CSR 
tenants taken back in to the company ' s  emp loy , now made money from 
sugar only as landlords to Indian gr owers , themse lves heavi ly in 
deb t and bound for a pover ty whi ch white p lanters had neve r 
exper ience d (CSR 26 4 1 ,  2644 , 3 106 , 3 146) . 

A kind o f  prosperity 

Pro spe ctive whi t e  sett lers were alway s a t trac ted to Fij i by 
two things - ' the halo of romance tha t surrounded a full-b lown 
"p lanter " '  ( Scarr 19 80a : 3) , and the promise of rapid weal th . All 
that was necessary to acquire both ,  so the propaganda wen t ,  was a 
little cap ital and a knowledge of tropical agri culture (CSO 
1068/ 189 2 ) . 

What kep t whi te settlers in Fij i after the 18 70s cot ton 
collapse , and f or ced them into s ugar p lan ting on the Rewa , was 
indeb tednes s .  And i t  was an indeb tednes s  frequently unrel ieved by 
expertise in sugar cane cultiva tion . In 18 86 , one memb er of the 
Levuka Chamber o f  C ommerce contended that the failure o f  the small 
p lan ter was the result o f  the fac t  that he had the same cap i tal 
and les s exper ience than a co ckatoo settler in Aus tralia (Legis­
lative Council Journa l 1886) . Only one or two of the firs t genera­
tion of Rewa sugar p lan ters had had previous exp erience of cane 
growing . Unfounded op timism and general manager ial inefficiency 
had also led in some cases to init ial overextens ion in land 
acquisi tion and cultivation , and s ub sequen t increased borrowing 
agains t  c rop liens and ultimately agains t mor t gages (Thiele 1889-
90 : 362)  . 

But these were factors magni fying the basic non-viab ility 
o f  p lan ta tion ent erprise on the Rewa in the 1880s , a time when 
individual white p lanters and even CSR could not grow cane at a 
profi t ,  despite the maintenance of the s ugar cane price in the 
context o f  a falling world raw sugar price , and des pite intensi­
f ication of the explo i ta t ion of indentured Indian labourers .  
P lan ter indeb tednes s  increased to the point where their land went 
to CSR , and banks and the mortgage compani es . 

The fascination o f  a p lanter life in the Pacific prove d 
compe lling nonethe les s ,  and from the 1890 s  the white sugar p lanter 
conrrnuni ty was reborn as ex-CSR emp loyees took up company p f fers 
of leaseho lds , firs t on the Rewa and then in dry- zone Fij i ,  and 
as new whi te immigrants settle d  on freeho ld land and land leased 
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from Fij ians . Swee ter cane and improved yie lds generally permitted 
a p lantation prof i t  marg in ; but on the Rewa and a t  Lab asa it was 
not lar ge , and bad seasons tended to set p lan ters back . Good 
managemen t and long experience of cultivat ing esp ecially fer ti le 
land were nee ded in these areas if weal th was to be accumulated . 
On this cri terion, only three Rewa p lanter s were suc cess fu l . 
Even in the more prof itab le s ugar cane areas o f  dry- zone Vi ti 
Levu, infer tile land producing s our cane could catch competent 
managers in a web of deb t .  Conversely , incompe ten t management of 
good land could lead to s imilar entrapmen t ,  especially if rent was 
set according to land quality ra ther than p lantation profitab ility . 
However ,  the incompe tent and the unfor tunate wer e  not the fir s t  
to g o  when an end t o  importa tion of indentured Indian labourers 
was announced in March 1916 . A few succes sful p lanters , who though t 
realistically ab ou t f uture p rospects instead o f  c linging to the 
white p lan ter ' s  dream, lef t  Fij i .  For mo s t  of the p lanters who 
rema ined , the y ears o f  prosperity from 1906 to 19 1 5  had le f t  them 
on the verge of ac cumulating savings , and they he ld on in the 
hope that war- time cane p rices would offset rising labour costs 
pending a new system o f  lab our immigration . But CSR s aw i tse lf 
re lying on the small-scale Indian cane grower in the future , and 
by 19 22 whi te p lanters faced Rob son ' s  cho ic e . In one respect , 
they re tired as they had s tar ted - without a compe tency . The 
difference was that they were older , doub ted their ab ili ty to 
succee d  in ano ther occupation, and had families to suppor t . 

Runt ' s  experienc e  as a CSR tenan t exaggerated the truth . 
Given four weeks notice to vaca te h i s  p lantation house , in ill­
health ,  and wi th a young wife and growing chi ldren to supp or t ,  he 
pleaded a poverty which his CSR b enefac tors pre ferred to in terpret 
as a kind of prosperity : ' The Hunts s ta te they have no money ; 
they have a gove rnes s ,  a t  leas t two servan ts , an overseer and 
the ir own living allowance evidently a ll p rovide d by us : they also 
run a mo tor car ' ( CSR 3146 ) . As CSR managemen t comp laine d ,  
' comfor tab le living a t  someone e lse ' s  expense has almo s t  invariab ly 
been the f i rs t  thing our tenants have looked for ' ( CSR 3126 ) . 
That Hunt got i t  mean t tha t , when he j oined other ex-p lanters in 
f orced re tiremen t ,  he could at leas t nurse re co llections of a 
b rie f ,  los t  go lden age - an age ending with a re trea t o f  the white 
s e t t ler frontier in Fij i and a confirmat ion that · the white 
capi talis t grip on the co lonial economy was emphat i cally a corpor­
a te one . 



Chap ter 5 

Shipping dependency 

Steam has tene d the spread of capital ism in Fij i .  Ocean 
shipping was necessary to carry the expor t goods p ro duce d and the 
impor t  goods demanded by the colonial e conomy es tab lishe d and 
e xpande d in the years 1875 -19 15 ;  and late nine te enth-cen tury 
technologi cal changes made s team s up erior to sai l ,  re ducing e conomic 
dis tance by increasing speed and reducing freigh t  ra tes (North 195 8 : 
5 41- 3) . In 18 88 , s teamers already accounted for 7 7  per cent of 
5 1 , 500 tons o f  shipping clear ing Fij i ports . I t  was 9 7  per cent of 
30 3 , 600 tons in 19 12 (Fiji B lue Books ) . 

Ocean-going tonnage reaching Fij i between these year s was 
largely owned and operated by two companies - the Union S team Ship 
Company of New Zealand Ltd (US S )  and the Aus tralasian United S team 
Naviga tion Company (AUSN) . They carried almo s t  all the co lony ' s  
imports and sugar , copra and b anana expor t s . CSR transported the 
bulk of the remaining imports and s ome s ugar in its  own s teamer ; 
b ut USS ships took mo s t  o f  the sugar , and CSR did not import non­
company cargo for fear of USS-AUSN reprisals whi ch , in the 
general manage r ' s  j udgmen t ,  would have caused serious losses in 
the company ' s  Fij i and Queensland bus ines s ( Shipping Commiss ion 
19 1 3 ;  Inter-S tate Commission 19 1 7-18 ; CSR 2 148 , 2 189) . 

The evi dent shipping dominance of USS and AUSN inevitab ly 
aroused the susp i cion amongs t  Fij i p lan ters and merchant s tha t 
collusion - as well as bas i c  commodity bulk and dis tance considera­
tions - determine d  shipping s chedule s  and fre igh t  ra tes . Susp icion 
b ecame cer tainty when freigh t  rates increased subs tantially late 
in 19 13 and , according to Fij i ' s whi te communi ty , threat ened to 
kill the banana export  trade . A maj or government inves tigat ion 
of Fij i ' s  in te rnal and overseas shipping followe d . At the end o f  
i t , U S S  and AUSN s tood accuse d  o f  long-s tanding monopolis tic 
prac tices which had worsened Fij i ' s  terms of trad e and ensured 
them exc es s ive profits . The purpose of this chapter is to assess 
the case against USS and AUSN through an examinat ion o f  their 
operat i ons . 

6 5  
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AUSN and U S S  i n  Fij i : the b eginnings 

For the firs t five year s of British co lonial rule , s teaming 
b e tween Aus tralia,  New Zealand and Fij i was largely the pre serve 
of Aus tralas ian S team Navigation Company (ASN) . Extended in 1880 
to inc lude the Fij i in ter-i sland trade , it was dis tinguished by 
tranq uilli ty in comparison with the turb ulent Aus tralian coas ta l 
trade - until the p eace was dis turbed by James Mills , found er o f  
USS , managing dire ctor from 1875 to 19 13 , and chairman from 19 06 
to 19 36 . Expans ionist and innova tive , Mills bought out the 
Auckland S team Ship Company in 1881 and James McEwen & Co . of 
Me lb ourne in 1882 , taking over the Auckland-Levuka and Melbourne­
Fij i runs , respective ly , and introducing bigge r ships . In 188 3 ,  
USS en tered Fij i ' s in ter-is land trade ; and two year s la ter , the 
comp any won the San Francisco mail con tract ( US S ;  Waters 195 2 ) . 

ASN ,  suffering heavy los ses from cut-throat competi tion 
w ith the Queens land S team Shipping Company (QSS)  in the eas tern 
Aus tralian coas ta l trade , now confronted underutili zed capacity and 
f reight rate wars in the Fij i int er-island and ocean-going trades . 
It s o ld an in ter-is land vessel to G .W .  & B . B . Ni coll in 1885 , only 
to see them link thi s  wi th a Fij i-Sydney service . The resultant 
compe ti tion on the run drove freigh t ra tes down to 50 p er cen t of 
scheduled pre- competi tion rates , increasing the los ses that had 
already led to an ASN offer to sell out to the Bri t ish Indian S team 
Naviation Company (B ISN) . In 1 88 7 ,  ASN and QSS , a B ISN s ub s idiary , 
merge d to f orm AUSN . Competition in the Aus tralian c oas tal trade 
was reduce d ,  and th e capital resources to mee t  comp eti tion in 
the Pacific islands increased . AUSN imme diately introduced an 
extra ' combat ' s teamer on the Sydney-Fij i servi ce and drove the 
Nico lls out of b us ines s .  US S could no t b e  s o  eas ily dispatched 
(McKellar 19 7 7 : 36 ,  6 5-8 , 8 3 ,  109 - 1 1 ;  Buckley and Klugman 19 81 : 33) . 

USS management had anticipated a s low development of the 
Fij i trade , hoping to minimize los ses in the early y ears pending 
the harnes sing of shipping profitab ili ty to export expansion . 
Sugar exports went in sai ling ship s to Sydney and Me lb ourne unti l 
the opening of CSR ' s Auckland re finery in 188 4 re dire cted them to 
New Zealand (Lowndes 1956 : 200 ; USS ) . Copra and fas t-growing 
banana export s  - 70 p er cent European grown ( CSO 187 3 / 18 88 )  -
were des tine d primarily for Sydney and , in th e case o f  copra , 
trans-shipment to Europe . Over 60 per cent o f  Fij i ' s  imports 
came from Australia , parti cularly Sydney ; and only 20 per cent came 
from New Zealand (Fiji Blue Books) . Not surprisingly therefore , 
USS directors saw Sydney as a por t  of call crucial to the capture 
of more Fij i trad e . But because the Sydney-Fij i run was an AUSN 
domain , they eschewed a b la tant drive into i t, living instead with 
the geographic boundari es of the Me lbourne/ New Zealand-Fij i / 
Paci fic Is lands trade , and re lying on reliab ili ty an d cos t-compet i­
tiveness to increase the USS share . USS secured the Fij i gove rn­
ment mai l  con tract between Fij i and Tonga in 1886 , and re ceive d 
an annual s ub sidy to run an inter-is land s teamer in the Fij i 



group . Mos t  importantly ,  in 1888 USS gained a share of the 
sugar trade t o  New Zealand by o f fering a very low freigh t  rate . 
Two y ears later i t  contro lled the trade , shipp ing CSR s ugar ou t 
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o f  Fij i and backload ing wi th coal and CS R s upp lies ( US S ) . USS 
also ga ined a foo tho ld in the Sy dney-Fij i trade in 1888 when 
Presby terian mis sionaries pers uaded the Vi c torian Government that 
a s ub sidized shipping service to the New Heb rides was nee ded to 
counterac t French influence there . USS was granted £ 1200 p er 
annum to call month ly at the New Hebrides en route to Fij i from 
Me lbourne , p rov ide d  that the company p ut in at Sydney . Mis sionary 
arguments s imilarly ind uced the New South Wales Governmen t to 
give AUSN the same s ubsidy for diver ting i t s  Fij i s teamer (Buckley 
and Klugman 198 1 : 5 8 ;  USS) . 

AUSN management took i t  for grante d  tha t a ' fr iendly Company ' 
s uch as USS would not comp ete for cargo in Sydney or cut freigh t 
rate s on the Sydney-Fij i run ,  espe cially s ince tonnage emp loye d 
wa s ' far in exces s o f  requiremen ts ' (USS) . However , indignant AUSN 
pr o tes t at unfair USS compe tition came as soon as the Fij i via New 
Hebrides services b egan . Reacting to repor ts from its  Fij i agent 
that AUSN was poaching the USS Me lbourne trade by o f fering freigh t  
rebates t o  the pre-eminent Fij i mer chant company Henry Marks & Co . ,  
USS undercut AUSN Me lb ourne- Sydney rate s . In all probab i li ty ,  i t  
picked up cargo i n  Sydney a s  well . John Munr o , genera l manager 
of AUSN, claimed that reb ates , if given by th e AUSN Fij i agen t ,  
were no t sanc tioned b y  head office , and demanded USS drop Sydney 
as a port of call . Even though pro tes ta tions of inno cence and 
unprofi tab ili ty were mad e ,  th e AUSN inten tion was never the less 
c lear : in Feb ruary 188 8 the company had secured the suppor t of 
two maj or E uropean banana shipp ers in Fij i by undercut ting the US S 
freigh t ra te and of fering a rebate i f  the shippers used AUSN 
ves se ls exclus ively ; and i t  cut Melbourne-Fij i freigh t  ra tes from 
35 s p.e r  ton in March to 22s 6 d  in May (Waters 19 5 2 ;  USS ) . 

AUSN demands for US S withdrawal from the Sydney-Fij i trade 
wer e  there fore regarded as ou trageous by th e USS boar d ,  which 
in any case was bound by agreement to call at Sydney . Ye t the 
freigh t  rate fall in a trade considered overs upp lied wi th shipping 
threa tened ser ious lo sses . In Aug us t  1888 , Munro sugges ted AUSN 
and USS j oint ly fix freigh t  rates ; and though Mills ini t ially 
was disposed to awai t  anti c ipated AUSN losses from running two 
s te amers b e tween Sy dney and Fij i ,  he was remin ded by a USS London 
board member that comp etition could be mutually disas trous , and 
in Sep t ember agree d to AUSN and USS coordinat ion of t imetab les and 
collus ion on freigh t rates . Practice was inconsis tent wi th po licy 
f or a t ime . USS-AUSN price comp e ti tion continued in the New 
Hebrides inter-island t rade , and flared again in the Aus tralia­
Fij i trade in January 1889 when AUSN began under cu t ting agreed 
freigh t ra tes . USS mat ched AUSN rates and at trac te d the cargo of 
Henry Marks & Co . and of A . M .  Brodziak & Co . ,  ano ther maj or Fij i 
merchant company . But the p rice-cut ting war fare was brief . By 
Ap ril ,  USS and AUSN managemen t had agr eed again that co llus ion was 



6 8  

a pro f i tab le alternative . Freigh t  rates and time tab les were 
set  ac cordingly , and USS permi t ted to carry Sydney cargo so long 
as i t  charged a rate higher than AUSN ' s .  The talk now was o f  
future gentlemanly cooperation w ithin wha t John Munro , wri ting to 
James Mills in Ap ril 1889 ( USS) , dubbe d a ' defensive and o f fensive 
al liance ' .  

Neith er USS nor AUSN management bel ieve d the s ta tus quo to 
be immutab le , however . A por tent of par ticular impor tance was 
the USS ordering in 189 0-9 1 of three ships des igned specif ically for 
the fruit trade to  New Zealand (US S ; Waters 1952 : 2 8) , when AUSN 
was c omp laining of los ing money on bananas . C learly , antagonism 
within coop era tion was the es sence o f  USS -AUSN co llus ion.  The 
companies were , af ter all ,  opponen ts in the Fij i trade , b rough t 
toge ther by the in terdependence whi ch opposition crea te d ,  and which 
prevented each company maximi zing profits  without reference to the 
o ther ' s  ac tions and reac tions . Op timizing profits demanded mutual 
trus t , and an ab sence o f  p rice-cutting comp e ti tion from new entrants 
to the island s trade . 

Price war and co llus ive peace : the 189 0s 

Fierce comp e ti t ion was the rule in Aus tra las ian and S outh 
Paci fic shipp ing during the early 1 890s ; and i t  occurre d in the 
con text o f  agri cultural depression (Buckley and Klugman 19 81 : 6 7 ;  
USS ) . Outpu t of Fij i ' s  two maj or export s taples s tagna te d ,  while 
banana outp ut rose to 799 , 000 bunches in 189 2 only to co llapse 
to 3 8 3 , 000 in 189 3 (Fiji B lue Books) . Shipp ing to carry these 
exports was in over supp ly . Two USS ve ssels in the sugar trade ,  
and five ve s se ls i n  the fruit trade ( two AUSN and three USS ) , 
were j oined by ships under the management o f  Huddart , Parker & 
Co . , agents for th e Canadian-Aus tralian line . If AUSN and USS 
were tempted to cut f reigh t  rates be cause excess capac ity meant 
the cos t of additiona l bus iness was low , James Huddart made 
su ccumb ing to such temp tation a necessity . He ins titute d ,  but 
d i d  no t win ,  a ruthless rate war . 

The Canadian-Aus tral ian line included Fij i in its  Vancouver­
Sydney service from May 189 3 .  USS and AUSN had already los t  
the sub s i dies for calling a t  th e New Hebrides e n  route t o  Fij i 
from Sydney due to economic depress ion in Aus tralia ; and the US S 
Fij i agent comp lained tha t the Me lb ourne fruit trade had collapsed . 
Now, pas sengers and bananas were lo s t  to a third company . AUS N 
took a s teamer o ff the Sydney-Fij i run for a t ime , but fough t b ack 
early in 1894 with freigh t  ra te cuts , followed in Oct ober by 
o ffers o f  freigh t rebates of f rom 10 to 25 per cent to  Fij i 
merchan ts prepare d  to ship exc lus ive ly wi th AUS N .  USS matched the 
AUSN fre igh t rates and reb ate of fers s ince AU SN ra te cutting 
threatened US S ' s  Me lbourne-Fij i trade . Munro of AUSN obj ec ted to 
the USS incurs ion into the Sydney-Fij i trade , and promised an 
e s calation of price war fare ; but be fore the cooperative spirit 
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dis so lved completely i n  unb ridle d  compe tition , Munro and Mills 
nego t iated . The outcome was an exchange of assurance s ,  from US S 
management that i t  would keep out of the Sydney-Fij i trade , and 
from AUSN management that it would ke ep out of USS ' s  newly-opened 
Samoa and Tonga trade (Buck ley and Klugman 19 81 : 59 ,  6 4-5 ; McKe llar 
19 7 7 :  17 8; US S)  . 

In reali ty , USS acquired a large share o f  Sydney-Fij i cargo , 
managemen t claiming i t  s imply had to succumb to comp eti tive pressure 
and the demands of mer chants who were prepared to pay 2s 6d p er ton 
more to ship with USS . Perhaps allege d anti- Semitic remarks by 
AUSN ' s  Suva agent had something to do with the lat ter decision , 
taken by Henry Marks and S .L .  Lazarus o f  A .M .  Brodziak & Co . -
though sentimen t rarely s tood in the way o f  merchant profit . At 
any rate , by early 189 5  Munro was f or ce d  to accep t a USS presence 
in the Sy dney-Fij i trade . In March it was agreed that USS and 
AUSN carry cargo from Melbourne , Sydney and New Zealand to Suva at 
equal rates ; and that the Me lbourne and Sydney trades be divided 
one-third US S and two-thirds AUSN (USS ) . 

Huddar t undermined the agreement by halving Sydney- Fij i 
freigh t rates . USS and AUSN were compe lled to follow sui t , AUSN 
comp laining i t  had no t rec eived a two- thirds share of th e Fij i 
trade anyway , and renewing its  ca ll for US S to re tire from the 
Sydney run . Mi lls , suspecting AUSN and Huddart of co llus ion , and 
mind ful tha t  to initiate a breaking of th e USS-AUSN agreement 
could drive AUSN into comb ined opposi tion , ins tr uc ted b ranch 
managers to adh ere s trict ly to the March guidelines . But th e USS 
Sydney manager de clare d  war to th e knife when , in July , AUSN 
en tered the Tongan trade and began under cutting USS . All the rules 
o f  the game broken,  USS now made a di rect bid fo r the Sydney-Fij i 
trade ( US S ) . 

I t  took ab out two months for USS and AUSN to re learn that 
unres tric ted selfish impulses guarantee d mu tual unprofi tab ili ty -
and f or Huddart ,  on the verge o f  bankrupt cy ,  to accep t the les son . 
Late in Oc tober 1895 , AUSN and USS agre ed each to run a monthly 
s teamer to Fij i ,  and to s hare the trade equally . Huddar t ,  Parker & 
Co . agree d to a fixed fre igh t rate o f  20s per ton o f  general cargo , 
compared wi th the p re- 189 3 ra tes o f  25- 30s , and to a fre igh t on 
bananas o f  9 d  a bunch , les s  15 per cent for maj or shippers ( USS ) . 
AUSN ' s  average dividend had fallen from 4 . 8 per cent in 1888-9 1 to 
zero in 189 2-95 (McKellar 19 7 7 : 20 9 ) . USS , whi ch s uffered Hud dart 
competition in i ts New Zealand-Sydney and New Zealand-Tasmania 
t rade s for three years , had seen its d ividend rat e for the same 
periods fall from 8 . 0  per cen t to a 4 . 8  per cent maintained by 
drawing on the company ' s  insurance fund . The company carr ied 11 . 5  
p er cen t more cargo in l895 than in 189 1 ,  and 2 2 . 5  per cent more 
passenge rs ; but net freigh t  re ce ip ts and passage money were down 
29 per cent and 40 per cent , respective ly ( US S ) . The Oc tober 
accord was expected to reverse the revenue trend . 
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USS management drew no comfor t from AUSN provi sion o f  low 
Suva-Sydney trans-shipmen t rates to Burns Phi lp & Co . ,  which 
b egan unde rcut ting USS in the Tongan trade late in 189 6 . Nor 
did it take lightly the Canadian-Aus tralian line promi se of 
ano ther rate war if i ts share of Sydney-Fij i cargo did no t increase . 
In conc ilia tory mood , US S t erminate d contracts with A .M .  Brodziak & 
Co . and Henry Marks & Co . f ive mon ths ahead of the expiry date 
in order to p ermit s ome cargo reallocation,  and thus to  allay an 
AUSN comp lain t that the Sydney-Fij i t rade had been p rofi tab le 
bef ore US S in terference . But p ro fi t  prospec ts improve d  when 
shipp ing tonnage on the Fij i run was reduce d  wi th Huddar t ,  Parker & 
Co . ' s 1 89 7 bankrup t cy and sub sequent absorp t ion by USS . Co llusion 
be came a b ilatera l  affai r ,  reaf firme d by USS-AUSN agreements on 
freigh t rates and shipp ing s chedules in 1899 and 1900 . Sydney / 
Auckland-Fij i rate s  incre ase d  to 30s per ton o f  general cargo , and 
ls per bunch of bananas ( including ld for wharfage ) ; and rebates 
were o f fered to maj or Fij i merchants (McKe llar 19 7 7 : 17 8-9 ; US S ) . 
Compared with the late 1890 s ,  Fij i banana shippe rs lo st  2d per 
b unch to the shipping compani es ; and Fij i merchan ts ab s orbe d  or 
more prob ab ly passed on a 50 per cent fre igh t rise . Tilis , too , 
was the future pros pec t  s o  long as the USS-AUSN working agreement 
was adh ere d to and was free o f  outs i de compe tition . 

Co llus ion conso lida ted : 19 00- 12 

The continuing interna l threat to the shipping conference 
was dissat is faction wi th the cargo-cap ac i ty ratio so severe that 
it led to fre igh t rate cuts . The firs t examp le in the twentie th 
century ultimately was traceab le to Aus tral ian Fe deration in 1901 , 
when tari ffs on raw sugar and banana impor ts we re introduced in 
order to pro te ct whi te growers in Queensland from cheaper tropical 
output . Since Fij i s ugar went t o  New Zealand , European s ugar 
p lanters were no t af fe c ted . Bu t Fij i b ananas mos t ly went to 
Aus tralia,  and a duty equivalent to 6 d  pe r bunch p rove d almo s t  
p rohib i tive . A Chinese f irm renege d o n  a government contract t o  
mark et bananas . USS-AUSN management agreed tha t the Fij i-Melbourne 
service had to be abandoned . And there was emp loyment for only 
one ve sse l on the Fij i- Sydney run . 

AUSN management sugges te d a j oint US S-AUSN reduc tion in 
banana freights to 6d per b unch as a means of attrac ting cargo ,  
b ut this was rej e cted by th e US S b oard on two grounds . Fir s t , it 
was argued that s uch a reduc tion would sugges t  extortiona te pre­
tariff fre igh t  rates and thus weaken the case for a tariff cut . 
Second,  i t  was assumed that in any c ase a 50 per cent rate fall 
would not produce the de sire d  supp ly re sponse . AUSN then uni­
laterally reduced the freigh t  rate to 8d - to f ind growers did not 
see su ff i ci en t  incentive to inc re ase the quan ti ty supp lied . By 
demons trating the smothering effect  of the Aus tral ian tariff , 
thi s  unexpectedly s treng thened th e case f or a tariff reduc tion ; 
and f i fty-seven p eti tioners , including AUSN and Burns Phi lp , 
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s uc cess fully app ea led t o  the Minister o f  Trade and Cus toms o n  the 
nationalis tic grounds tha t Fij i produce should not be diver te d  t o  
New Zealand, e spe cially s ince Aus tralian plantations had fal len in to 
Chinese hands . The du ty was cut in half , and trade revive d with 
the as sis tance of the 8d fre igh t re luc tantly agreed to by USS as 
the going rate f or the December 1901-January 1902 season (McKe llar 
19 7 7 : 25 7 -8 ; USS ) . The remaining tariff was an omen , an announcemen t 
that the Whi te Aus tral ia policy had to be adde d  to the o ther forces , 
marke t and climatic , de fining the vulnerab ili ty o f  the Fij i banana 
indus try . Bu t pessimism was not the mood of e i ther Fij i ' s whit e  
popula tion or the shipping compani es . USS decided in 190 3  to 
introduce s team turb ines into i ts f lee t ,  and followed with the 
purchase of thre e new and larger vessels , the 29 30- ton Navua in 
190 4 ,  the 3444- ton A tua in 190 6 , and the 4 345-ton Tofua in 1908 . 
AUSN brough t  in the 2 200- ton Suva in 190 6  (US S ; McKe llar 19 7 7 : 25 8 ,  
265 ; Wate rs 195 2 : 55 ) . 

Fleet expansion had come af ter some s train in the USS-AUSN 
alliance during 190 3 , and in the context of a threat from marke t 
forces in the form of char tered ships and new shipp ing line s .  The 
large multinational Unilever could char ter tonnage for copra 
produ ced at the Rab i island planta tion it acquired in 1902 (McKe llar 
19 7 7 : 270 ; Fie ldhouse 19 7 8 : 45 8) . CSR could buy and operate its own 
s hip . Even small shippers could attemp t to run ves se ls in 
competi tion, mo s t  no tab ly Chris tian Kaad , who from 1905 cap tured 
some Sydney-Fij i cargo thr ough a fre igh t quotation of 20s per ton -
10s below the conference rate . But USS-AUSN threatened to outb i d  
Kaad f o r  copra car go by au thori zing the AUSN agents ,  Burns Philp , 
to pay £ 1  per ton above marke t rates ; and effec tively used the 
threat of wi thho lding rebates from mer chants who used non-conference 
ves se ls . As Kaad told the 19 13 Shipping Commission ,  ' They could 
not stop me running the s teamer , but they s topped the merchan ts 
shipping with me ' .  In consequence , Kaad made li ttle impac t  on US S ­
AUSN cargoes i n  the y ears be fore h i s  19 11 amalgamat ion with the 
Burns Philp s ub s i diary , Robbie & Co . Robb ie , Kaad & Co . then 
wi thdrew the s teame r in accordance wi th a 19 10 as surance that 
Burns Philp would no t comp ete wi th AUSN in the Fij i trade (McKellar 
19 7 7 : 25 8 ; Buckley and Klugman 19 81 : 26 0 ; USS ) . 

No o ther local ly-based compe ti tion in o cean-going shipp ing 
was o f fe red af ter the demis e  of Kaad ' s  service . And there was 
lit tle in the way o f  foreign-owned shipping entering Fij i waters 
ou tside of USS and AUSN ve s sels . From 1906 , R . A . Alley & Co . 
called at Fij i on i ts Vancouver-Auck land run ; but dues concess ions 
proved an inadequate of fset to the effe cts of USS compe ti tion 
for Canada-bound s ugar cargo , and in June 1909 Alley withdrew . 
In 19 11 , James Nourse & Co . ,  the carrier of Fij i ' s Indian labour , 
began dive rting s ome United Kingdom cargo from Sydney to Calcutta 
for trans-shipment to Suva . They were countered by US S including 
Suva in its regular Calcut ta-New Zealand service . Only AUSN lo s t  
some cargo ( Shipping Commis sion 19 1 3 ;  McKe llar 19 7 7 : 265 , US S ) . 
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The parame ters of Fij i ' s  shippiug dependence there fore 
remained unchange d in th e ear ly twentie th century . By 190 7 , USS 
and AUSN co llus ion was f ormali ze d  t o  the exten t of pr inting a 
s tr ic t ly private Fij i Sche dule of agreed fre igh t rates and reb ates 
(USS ) . The bas i c  rate f or ge neral cargo Sydney-Fij i was 30 s per 
ton , p lus 10s for Me lbo urne cargo tran s-shipped a t  Sydney and 
7 s  6d for New Zealand cargo t rans-shipped at Auckland . '!We lve 
months af ter shipmen t ,  Fij i importers rece ived a f lat reb ate of 
15 p er cen t .  The freigh t  rate on copra was s e t  a t  17 s 6 d  per ton 
for independent shippers , and 15s f or contrac ted shippers . The 
ra te on b ananas was lld per bunch . Only CSR and the Vancouver Fij i 
Sugar Company go t special treatmen t ,  b o th receiving 15 per cent 
off the s tandar d rate on general cargo . CSR also ob taine d low 
rat es on sugar and coal - a bene fit it co uld , and did , maintain b y  
threatening to  introduce a second s teamer in s upport of the company 
ves se l  Fiona should rates become unaccep tab le (Shipping Commission , 
19 1 3 ;  McKe llar 19 77 : 260) . 

Fij i ' s  re latively minor export ers could no t hope to b reak 
the Fij i conference ' s  agreed s ched ule o f  ra tes . The Pacific is lands 
trades were no t a ne gligib le part of USS-AUSN total bus ines s , and 
grew in pro fitab ility as company co llusion was conso lidated : 15 
p er cent of USS to tal shipping tonnage was employed in the islands 
in 1898-19 00 , and an average 10 per cent in 190 1- 15 , while the 
i slands contribu tion to total operating pro f it s  rose from 8 to 11 
per cen t ,  respe ctive ly (US S ) . Yet , c learly , US S-AUSN withdrawal 
from the i s lands wou ld not have s ignal led the companie s '  demise . 
It would have deprived Fij i shipp ers of crucial infras truc ture 
which they ha d neither the re sources nor the unity to rep lace . A 
19 08 prospectus for a local Wes tern Pacif i c  S teamship Company 
r emained no tional because support came from some b anana p lanters 
only on o ccasions when USS-AUSN shipp ing capacity fe ll shor t of 
cargo supp ly , and be cause mer chants had a ve s te d  in teres t in 
k eeping reb ates on cargo sh ipp ed in dependab le first  class tonnage . 
In the ab sence of e ffe ct ive compe tition , USS and AUSN det ermined 
the freq uency, capacity , sp eed and pr ice of the Fij i shipp ing 
servi ce (McKe llar 19 7 7 : 17 7 ,  260 ; Shipping Commission, 1 9 1 3) . 

Shipper s  were no t always critical of the consequences . They 
welcomed the Navua in 1904 , and USS f inancial assis tance af ter a 
hurricane led to the sale o f  poor quality bananas on a glutted 
Sydney marke t .  Bu t shipper s recalled the 1890s rate war ,  which had 
p ermit ted the Fij i Banana and Produce Company to s ign a f ive-year 
con trac t wi th AU SN to carry bananas to Sy dney a t  7�d per bunch ; 
and they comp lained o f ten of unspec ialized ships , inadequa te 
capac ity , un satis factory routes , and infrequent vis its (US S ) . As 
the merchant A . B . Joske put it in the Wes tern Pacific Hera ld of 
29 January 1907 : ' though the Fij i banana trad e was a lar ge and 
impor tant one to the s teamers , the S teamship Compani es do no thing 
to help the indus try ' .  

Shipp ers found a receptive co lonia l governor in tha t champion 
o f  the wh ite set tler cause , S ir Everard im Thurn . He agreed that 
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reopening o f  the Melbourne fruit market t o  Fij i bananas required a 
sub s idized steamer service , and in July 1908 called for tenders , 
spec ifying a refrigerated vessel capab le o f  16 knots to run Sydney­
Fij i-Sydney-Me lb ourne for tnigh tly . AUSN and US S responded wi th an 
offer of a slower monthly insulated service , only to be surprised 
by comp etitive b ids from H . C .  S leigh & Co . and E lder , Demps ter & 
Co . Sleigh won the contrac t but di d not fulfil i t ,  for his s teamers 
were no t re frigerated at the time o f  tender , and co lonial government 
grew impatien t  with the resul tan t de lays , compounded by S leigh ' s  
financ ial difficulties . The more expens ive Elder , Demp s ter & Co . 
were then offered the co ntrac t ,  but refuse d ,  fearful of US S-AUSN 
compe ti tion and indus trial ac tion resulting from the company ' s  
failure to  emp loy crews on Aus tral ian wages and condi tions . 
Governmen t remained hope ful o f  a t trac ting larger , · fas ter refrigera ted 
ves se ls to the Fij i trade ; but the re was no doub t which vessel 
would be ac cepted when in July 1909  new tenders were cal led for  a 
s ix-month service . A monthly USS-AUSN Manapouri run to Melbourne 
was to receive a £5000 sub sidy , free dom f rom pilotage and ligh t  
dues , coas tal licence fees and tonnage duties , and the promise o f  
£ 5 50 from the g ove rnment . The companies ' j oint gr ip o n  the carriage 
of Fij i ' s  expor t stap les was consolida te d wi thout ever having to  
engage in the rate war they had been preapred for (CO 8 3/ 9 1 ,  8 3/9 2 ;  
McKellar 19 7 7 : 260- 3 ;  US S) . 

USS and AUSN none the les s  comp lained that the Fij i-Me lbourne 
banana r un was unprofi tab le from i ts in cep tion . Cargo was 
sys tematically short of what the companies regarded as an accep tab le 
leve l of capacity utilization (CO 8 3/ 9 2) . Nor was the Aus tral ian 
mark et f irmly se cure d . The shipp ing compani es Smith & Co . and the 
Ade laide Co . had s ubs tantial inves tments in Nor th Queens land banana 
p lantations and s uppor ting infras truc ture . They re sponded to F ij i 
competition by reduc ing fre ights on Queens land bananas shipped to  
Vi ctoria . They were a lso rep re sented in deputa tions to the 
Federal Mini s te r  for Trade and Cus toms which in 19 10 and 19 11 
sough t  a reimpos i t ion of the near-prohib itive impor t duty on 
b ananas . Evidence that Chinese were dominant in Aus tralian middle­
man operations , and consumer agitation in favour of Fij i bananas ,  
gave Fij i growers a respite . But in December 19 11 the duty went 
up to 9d  per bunch on grounds even AUSN management would no t 
cha llenge : ' The Company value d i t s  Fij ian trade , b ut could s car ce ly 
obj ect to ef forts to promo te the home-grown frui t when white 
growers were involved ' (McKellar 19 7 7 : 26 6 ) . 

In Fij i ,  the preoccupa tion was with the lo ca l banana s upp ly 
and shipping arrangemen ts . A March 19 10 hurricane had des troyed 
75 per cent of the banana p lantat ions , caus ing s uspens ion of the 
Manapouri service to June 19 1 1 ;  but new p lan tings began maturing 
in the new y ear and promised a record annual crop , topp ing the 
p revious high of 988 , 000 bunches in 1906 , and demanding a marke t 
(McKe llar 19 7 7 : 264 ; CO 8 3 /100) . Governor S ir Henry May ( 19 11- 1 2) , 
impressed by the banana ' s  po tential as a whi te set tler crop , 
offered to add £ 2000 p er annum to the previous £5000 subs idy 
if AUSN ' s  new 6 1 30- ton Levuka - fitted at a cos t of £60 , 000 - would 
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run alternately with the ManapoUPi to provide a fortnigh tly service 
to Me lbourne . USS and AUSN accep ted , though sceptical of Fij i 
growers ' ab ility to f i ll b o th ships to capaci ty con tinuous ly , and 
d oub tful the refore of the service ' s  p rofitab ility , even w ith the 
large r s ub s i dy which - unbeknown to the compani es - May r egarded as 
temp orary . A �d per bunch expo r t  duty on bananas was imposed t o  
raise £ 2500 annual ly towar ds the shipping s ub s idies ; and from 
1 January 19 12 i t  was to be increased to ld to raise £5000 . Tax and 
s ub sidies were to be wi thdrawn once the banana trade had been 
e s tab lished as commercially viab le - or moribund - wi th fre igh t 
rates of ls per bunch to Sydney and l s  2d to Melbourne (CO 83/ 100 ; 
McKe llar 19 7 7 : 265 ; USS) . 

In the even t ,  p lan ters ' crop es tima tes were exceeded , 19 11 
exports  reaching 1 , 336 , 500 b unches (Fiji B lue Book) ; b ut a January 
19 12  hurricane damaged 50 per cent of the bearing banana trees in 
Rewa and Nadroga , largely through flooding , and caused wind damage 
to the tall Gros Mi che l var i ety recent ly p lant ed in Savu Savu . 
In a repe tit ion of 19 10 events , May reques te d  s uspens ion of the 
ManapoUPi servi ce for si x months from Apr i l ,  one-third of the 
subsidy to be paid during this period if the vesse l remained 
unemp loyed . The governor had already decided that £ 18 , 500 in 
annual shipp ing s ub s idies and exemp tions was excess ive at 8 p er 
cent o f  governmen t revenue ; tha t  the Me lbo urne banana trade sho uld 
be ab le to survive wi th drawal o f  the sub s idy in Sep tember 19 1 3 ; 
and that the agreement with USS and AUSN should be termina ted even 
earlier if , a fter the Manapouri ' s  suspens ion period , a s uper ior 
vesse l was no t introduce d . Supported by the Se cretary of S ta te 
for the Coloni es , in June 191 2  he announced to USS and AUSN tha t 
in ef fec t a second Levuka was required but would no t receive a 
s ub sidy pas t Sep t emb er 19 1 3  at the lates t (CO 8 3/ 105-10 7 ) . 

May , in his despatch to the Colonial Office o f  18 March 19 12 
(CO 8 3 / 10 6 ) , recogni zed that his governmen t and the co lony were 
' prac t ica lly in the hands o f  the two powe rful Compan i es which 
unfor tunately monopo lise the s teamship communication between S uva 
and the outside world ' ,  and that wit hdrawal of the s ub s i dy would 
cau se the Me lb o urne service to  lapse . Yet he was prepar ed to 
withdraw the £ 7000 sub s i dy in 19 13 , and to remove the banana expor t 
duty which raised £5 000 towards i t . E i ther USS-AUSN ship s on 
the Melbourne run were expected to be profi table by then , wi thout 
charging ex tor tiona te freigh ts ;  or the Melbourne market was to be 
lo s t  for th e saving o f  a paltry £ 2000 per annum and the satisfac tion 
o f  a futile ges ture at the sh ipping companies . 

The case aga ins t the compani es : 19 1 3  

The colonial governor ' s  b luff was ca lled when banana 
produc tion re covered en rou te to a new re cord level in 19 13 . US S­
AUSN put the Manapouri back on the Me lbourne run . Shippers clamoured 
for more - and higher quality - cargo space . Then May with drew 
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the s ub sidy . I t  would be res tored , he sai d ,  i f  US S put on a ship 
like the Levuka . 

USS management p referred to exercise its  monopo ly power , 
s ugges ting to AUSN managemen t tha t a banana fre igh t  r i se o f  6d per 
bunch was in order . In November 19 10 , AUSN had s igned a seven-year 
con tract  to provide a subsidi zed Sy dney-Fij i and inter-is land 
service ; and under thi s  agreement , i t  was bound no t to increase 
freigh ts and fares without governmen t  permi ss io n .  Nor could the 
agreement be terminate d ,  in principle , withou t s ix mon ths notice . 
But in June 19 13 , AUSN gave three mon ths not ice , having already 
p lanne d wi th USS an increase in fre igh t  rates of 2s 6d per ton on 
general cargo , and 4d per banana bunch ( in ins ula ted space) . These 
rates , and a 5 per cent in crease in passenger fares , were to b ecome 
e f fe ctive from 1 October . Then ,  in July , as Levuka s teame d b e tween 
Sy dney and Suva , news of smallpox in Aus tral ia reached Fij i .  
Government officials wired tha t passengers woul d no t be disembarked 
unless vaccinated ; and s ince there was no vaccine on boar d ,  Levuka 
was compelled to return to Melbourne . S tr ingent quaran tine 
regulat ions fol lowed whi ch prevente d shore connnunica tion in Fij i if 
a ship had no t b een fourteen days out o f  Sydney - leaving a dir ect 
Sydney-Fij i ship i dle at anchorage in Suva harbour f or ab out one 
week . USS-AUSN wi thdrew Levuka and Navua from its  New Zealand-Fij i­
Tonga-Samoa r un ;  and , on 2 Augus t ,  in what app eared unres traine d 
retal iation , announced new fre igh t rate rises o f  7 s  6 d  per ton o f  
general cargo , 4d p er banana b unch , and Ss p e r  t o n  of copra . 
Pas senge r fares were increased by 5 0  per cent (Shipping Commission, 
191 3 ;  McKel lar 19 7 7 : 269 ) . 

Fij i ' s  connnerc ial communi ty was outrage d . In the Legisla t ive 
Counci l  mee ting of 16 September , the senior e le c ted member , Henry 
Marks , gran ted tha t USS and AUSN had given Fij i ' sp lendid service ' ,  
and accepted the argument that this servic e was provided because 
the companies ' contro l of shipp ing guarantee d  suffi cient cargo to 
make it prof i tab le . The Augus t exercise of monopoly power he found 
i ntemp era te ,  a threat to the banana p lanters ' exis tence , and a 
s ource o f  profits we ll inr exces s of wha t  would have been earne d had 
Fij i attrac ted tramp s teamer competition . The merchan t Maynard 
Hed strom agree d : ' the time has arrived when some s teps should be 
taken to p rotec t the industries o f  the Colony from a monopoly which 
has demons trated by i ts recent ac tions tha t it requires regula tion ' 
(Legis lative Counci l Debates 19 13) . Marks succes s f ully moved that 
a commission be es tab lished to inve s tigate future shipping facil­
i ties and means o f  assis ting the b anana in dustry . 

S ix days la ter a three-man team was appoin ted . Between 
S ep tember 19 1 3  and July 19 14 , s ixty-six wi tnesses throughout the 
colony were examined , including prominent merchants , b anana 
shippers , and th e US S and AUSN Fij i agents . Three hundred and 
twenty-two pages of evidence wer e taken , and three maj or conclus ions 
drawn by the commissioner s .  Firs t ,  i t  was agreed that USS and 
AUS N  had improved the passenger and cargo service to Fij i in line 
with expanding trade . The commiss ion h eard few comp laint s o ther 
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than those relating t o  s ome b anana boats . Second , it was clear also 
that USS and AUSN had a monopoly of the Fij i trade s ince tramp 
s teamer vis its  were comparatively rare , and local a ttemp ts at  
es tablishing competitive services had failed because of ' the free 
and ruthl ess use of the deferred rebate sy stem ' . Th ird , it was 
concluded tha t the ' arbi trary and despotic ' use of monopoly power 
main tained an ' unreasonab l e ' s cale of fare s  and freigh t s , even 
af ter re laxation o f  quarant ine regulations b rough t a reduction in 
the general cargo freigh t  to 32s 6d  per t on by Feb ruary 1914 , and 
t he rate on bananas had dropped ld to ls 3d p er bunch to Sydney . 
The lat ter rate was gene ral ly believed to make banana product ion 
unp ro f i tab le and , wi th the ' exc essive ' g eneral cargo rate , to  
ensure superprofit s f or US S and AUSN (Shipping Corrurzission, 1 9 1 3) . 

On the firs t two conclu sions there was , and in re trospe c t  
can be , no dispute . Larger , fas ter s teamers running on f ixed and 
regul ar timetables were welcomed as much as the corollary of 
collus ion was deplored . High f ixed cos t / to tal cos t  ratios and 
r igidity o f  sailing schedules for such s teamers made their owners 
espec ially s ensit ive t o  freigh t  rate cut s ,  low capacity utilizat ion, 
and poach ing by tramps at peak shipping season - though in Fij i the 
la t ter was a very minor irritation confined to the b anana trade . 
Th e USS-AUSN confidential arrangemen t o f  freigh t  rates , and the use 
of deferred reba tes to prevent mer chants shipp ing in non-conference 
ve sse ls , were therefore not aberran t ( cf .  Greenhill 19 7 7 ) . It was 
the inference of excessive monopoly profits  from the Fij i trade 
whi ch the shipping compani es dispute d . 

That shipping en terprise in the late nineteenth and early 
twentie th cen turie s was we l l  rewarded in indicated by the cap ital 
accumulat ion and declared profitab ility of USS in par ticular . From 
£360 , 000 in 18 85 , i t s  paid-up capital increase d mor e  than fivefold , 
largely through bonus share issues , to reach £ 2  mi llion in 1 9 1 3 ;  
and its  f leet expanded from twenty-nine s t eamers averaging 1055 
tons to seventy-five s teamers averaging 309 5  tons . The average 
d ividend rate increased from 7 per cen t in 1882-9 9  to 8 . 9 per 
cent in 1900-12 ; and the net pro f i t  rate on paid-up capital , af ter 
s tra igh t-line his torical cos t d ep re cia tion a t  about 5 per cen t ,  
increased from a n  average 8 . 5 per cent i n  1882-99 to 10 . 1  p er cent 
in 1900-13 (Annual Repor ts , US S) . AUSN ' s  perf ormance was less 
impres s ive . Paid-up capital increased from £ 250 , 000 in 1888 to 
£445 , 00 0  in 19 12 , and the d ividend rate in 1887-9 9  averaged j u s t  
2 . 7  per cent . B u t  once confer ences control led the Aus tralasian 
and Pacific t rades , profits  grew . The AUSN dividend rate averaged 
8 . 1  per cent in 1900-13 (McKellar 19 77 : 20 8-9 , 346) . 

Fleet modernizat ion and heal thy divi dend and net profit  
ra tes demon s trated that long-term operating prof it s were made . 
Be tween 1898 and 19 1 3 ,  gr oss operat ing prof its on all USS operat ions 
increased 3 . 4 per cen t annual ly , whi le the rate for the island 
trade s  was 4 . 6 per cent , reflecting a s teady margin be tween earnings 
p er ton and cos t s  p er ton and an expans ion in the volume of 
bus ines s . In consequence , USS inves tment in the is land trades 
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be came a s  pro fitab le a s  i t s  total inves tment .  A t on o f  shipping 
val ued a t  £ 10 0  returned an average £ 26 . 7  in gross opera ting profits 
i f  emp loyed in the i slands b e tween 1898 and 19 13 , compared with 
£ 26 . 4  if employed in other trades . Deduc ting s tandard USS 
allowance s o f  4 p er cent o f  depreciated value for both overhaul and 
insurance cos ts , the gross ra te of re turn ( gross operating profits 
over depre ciated value of shipping tonnage) averaged approximately 
19 per cent in is land and all trades . Deduc tion of deprecia tion 
c harges o f  5 p er cen t on his tor ical cos ts  clearly left a very 
h eal thy ne t return (USS) . It was more than mere sentiment , then, 
whi ch repor tedly caused James Mills to speak o f  the is lands , and 
particularly the Fij i ,  trade in eulogis tic terms when visiting Suva 
in 1912 (Shipping Commission, 19 1 3) . Much was owed to the f ac t  
that the USS-AUSN conf erence hel�d fre igh t rates s teady when wor ld 
ocean freigh t rates fell as low as 6 2  per cent of their 19 00 leve l 
(Lewis 1 9 7 8a : 281) . 

Praise could not be bes towed on all the is land runs . USS 
management ' s i temiza tion in its in-house Comparative Trade Reviews 
(USS)  shows that the 18 per cent of shipping tonnage by value 
emp loyed in the Tahi ti-New Zealand and ' Fij i Cargo ' trades earned 
39 p er cen t of is land trades ' to tal gross opera ting profits , 
whereas the 64 per cent o f  tonnage on the Sydney-Fij i- Samoa-Tonga­
Auck land run con trib uted j us t  37 per cen t of operat ing p rofits . 
Moreover ,  the overhaul and depreciation charges on the large new 
s teamers emp loyed on the la tter run swampe d  opera ting profits . 
The conspicuous loser in the is land trades , however ,  was the Fij i­
Melbourne b anana run . The Manapouri ' s  gross opera ting profits  
averaged £5 787  annually be tween 1899 and 1909 , and fell on entry 
into the banana trade to an average £ 2 7 8  b e twe en 19 10 and 
S ep temb e r  19 1 3 ,  when the £ 365 2 operating loss f or the f inancial 
y ear j ust  ending f inal ly determined USS management immediately to 
withdraw th e ves se l . AUSN ' s  Levuka had fared better ,  showing an 
average gros s  opera ting profit  ra te on depreciated value o f  14 per 
cen t in the period May 19 11 to June 19 13 , but depreciation , overhaul 
and insurance charges ate  in to thi s , and pro fits  were hardly 
exce s sive (Shipping Commission, 191 3) . From a company p erspec tive , 
i t  was f or tuna te that the Fij i-Melbourne trad e occup ied a rela tively 
sma ll p ercen tage of shipping tonnage emp loyed in the is lands - 4 
p er cent in the case of USS . 

USS management none the le s s  sough t to general ize the banana 
b oat r esul t in evidence before the Shipp ing Commiss ion , certifying 
that from 1 Oc tob er 19 11 to 30 S ep tember 19 1 3  USS s teamer s  in the 
Fij i trade los t £ 1 1 , 359 after deduction of insurance and overhaul 
co s ts and £30 , _6 5 9  if depre cia tion was allowed for . Company 
ac counts in fac t  show tha t the gros s  opera ting profit on all 
i s land trad es in the period Oc tob er 19 11 to Sept ember 19 13 was 
£7 1 , 700 , and that the pro fit  on runs with Fij i as a port o f  cal l 
was £60 , 284 . Even af ter deduc ting 8 per cent of ships ' d epreciated 
value for annual overhaul and insurance co sts  and £ 19 , 300 for 
d eprecia tion , the la t ter pro fit  was £6900 , or 3 per cent o f  the 
average value of tonnage emp loyed . Company returns were down on 
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the previous s i x  years - large ly as a result of a n  increase in 
opera t ing cost s cause d by wage rises - b ut they were not negative . 
The 8 per cent increase in the freight rate on general cargo to 
Fij i and the 2 5  per cent increase in the rate on b anana expor t s , 
f inalized in Feb ruary 19 14 , were clear ly designed t o  res tore 
h igh p re- 19 12 levels o f  prof itab ility . 

The Ship ping Commi s s ioners correctly pres umed as much , 
basing their j udgment on a Fij i mer chant s '  and p lanters ' consensus 
tha t  25s , no t 32s 6 d ,  was a f air freigh t  on general car go , and 
on some supp or t ive s trategic comparisons . The deadweight frei ght 
set by conf erence for the Liverp ool /Manche s ter t o  Sydney run 
was les s than the Sydney to S uva rate ; CSR had declined an of fer 
of 12s 6d p er ton of general cargo from Scot t ,  Fell & Co . on 
grounds of sati s fac tion with US S ,  s ugges ting CSR was paying much 
les s than 32s 6 d  per ton ; and route-specific and op erator-specific 
factors coul d not seem to  account for rates 100-140 p er cent 
higher per mile on Fij i-New Zealand runs than on New Zea land­
Aust ralia and New Zealand-Tahi ti runs . 

The merchants ' self-conf essed practice was to pass on higher 
freights to  consumer s ,  who were predominantly Indian . And though 
a freight rate of 37s  6 d  per ton moved Henry Marks to char ter a 
s t eamer ,  32 s 6 d  drove nei ther him nor other merchant s  into 
abandoning rebate ent it lement s  and shipp ing outs ide the US S-AUSN 
conference , f or two reasons . Fir s t , tramp tonnage by de f inition 
was not regular and reliab le ,  and therefore was more expensive 
than was apparent from freight rates alone : damage to cargo , f or 
example , could outweigh the benefit of a cheaper servi ce . Second , 
and more impor tant , tramp s  were unsuitab le f or banana carriage . 
Poaching USS-AUSN inward cargo would have caused a b anana freigh t  
increas e ,  s ince inward and outward rates were s e t  interdependent ly ; 
and the resultant hindrance to banana expor t  would have reduced 
merchant busines s .  The banana industry was the refore compe lled 
to ab sorb a ris e  in freights  which threatened commercial ruin . 
The co lony ' s  largest banana shipper , the Fij i Frui t Company , 
convincing ly claimed it had be come a marg inal operation overnigh t ;  
and there was li ttle prospect of p rofits  for the European grower 
according to J . L .  Hunt , banana p lan ter and p resident of the Fij i 
P lan ters ' Associa tion . 

Counter ing thi s , th e US S Fij i agent claimed there were 
t hirt een new banana shippers estab lished b e tween Oc tober 19 1 3  and 
July 19 14 . Exhib i t ing unwarranted faith in b o th Europ ean economic 
rationali ty and the longevity o f  Europ ean enterprise in the 
tropics , he ci ted th is as evi den ce of the banana indus try ' s  
ab ility t o  ab sorb the incr eased freigh t . More pointedly , he 
ob served that th e Chine s e ,  who handled 50 p er cent of b ananas 
exp or ted , had not b een aske d to attend the Shipping Commission 
h earing s . Wha t was marginal for the Europ ean p erhap s was p rofit­
ab le f or the Chinese . 



Th e p ro sp ect of Asians supp lan ting Europ eans was one the 
sh ipping commiss ioners , true to the mood of the t ime s , refused 
to face . Sharing Maynard Heds trom ' s  imagery , they saw whi te 
sett lers in a s trangling ship ping company grip , a gr ip which had 
to be relaxed . According ly , the commissioners recommended 
leg is lation out lawing rebates , on the lines of Aus tralian and 
New Zealand legi s lat ion whi ch theoretically already made USS and 
AUSN liab le for fines of £500 for each reb ate of fence commi t ted 
in connect ion with the Fij i trade . With a view to eliminat ing 
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cargo trans- shipment at  Sydney , they recommended a £5000 annual 
sub s idy for a thr ee-monthly direct UK-Fij i s teamer servi ce , the 
money to be diverted from sub s i dizing the US S Vancouver mai l  
s ervice . A s  a means o f  assis ting the b anana indus try , the 
connnissioners sugges ted investigation of the Canadian frui t market ' s  
potential , and o f  th e chances o f  attracting the Unit ed Fruit Company 
to Fij i .  Thi s  vertically-integrated company domina ted banana 
p lanting and export in th e Arnercias , and ran a ' Grea t White Fleet ' 
of for ty-one s teamers (Kepner and Soo thill 19 6 7 : 181) . The so lution 
to dependence on one large monopoly , then , was to be an invitation 
to a giant . 

Collus ion and cur tailment : the interwar y ears 

The Shipp ing Commiss ion Rep ort was comp leted in mid- 19 14 . 
One y ear later , Fij i ' s  Legis lat ive Council , in commi t tee , agreed 
that rebates should be made i llegal ; suppor ted a sub s idi z ed UK-Fij i 
servi ce in p rincip le ; and app roved of any moves t o  develop a Fij i­
Canada banana trade and to  interes t  the United Fruit Company in 
buying and expor t ing Fij i b ananas . Continuat ion of the £ 5000 
sub sidy for the Vancouver mail ship s was correct ly consi dered a 
nece ssary condit ion f or maintenance of the service (Legis Zative 
CouneiZ Debates 19 15 ; USS) . 

Only the hop e  of a direct UK-Fij i via Panama s teamer was 
realized when , in May 19 2 1 ,  the colonial government signed a 
contrac t with the Commonwealth Government line . The first cargo 
shipment saved £2  10 s per ton on the r ate f or freigh t trans-shipped 
in Sydney , a saving of growing aggregat e imp or tance as the UK share 
of Fij i ' s trade increased to the p oint where chartered vessels 
eventually rep laced the government-subsidi zed servi ce (Legislative 
CouneiZ Debates 19 2 1 ;  C SO F 2 / 4 5 / 10 ;  MH) . A co lonial official ' s  
19 24 scheme f or banana p roduction and export to Canada p roved to 
b e  quite f anci ful , not least beca use the Nor th Ameri can marke t 
was contro lled by Uni ted Frui t  - which had sent an inspe ctor to 
Fij i who saw neither cause for inves tment there , nor reason to 
fear Fij i-b ased compet ition (Kepner and S oothill 19 6 7 : 26 5 ; US S) . 
The author of the handbook Co Zony of Fiji, 1 9 31 ob served tha t 
' shipping fac ilit ies [ f or bananas ] leave a great deal to b e  des ired ' ,  
and that ' an oppor tunity p resents i tself for any large company 
interes t ed in the frui t trade to enter the indus try and develop 
banana growing on an extensive scale ' . 
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Political f or ces s imilarly were inef fective in breaking the 
s hipping conference and i ts use of def erred r eb ates . The P & O 
line he ld a con trolling interes t in AUSN through BI SN and in 19 17 
bo ught all USS ' s  or dinary shares , leaving management to the 
incumb ents  (Bur ley 19 6 8 : 56 ;  Water s 19 52 : 7 7 ) . P & O directors 
private ly admi tted the continued existence of a conference on the 
Sydney-Fij i trade - ' a  rather pitless shipping trus t ' the manager 
of Morris ,  Heds trom Ltd called it in 19 34 (MH) . And it was connnon 
knowledg e that merchants who shipp ed exclus ively in conference 
ships wo uld receive a 10 per cent reba te . Indeed ,  the USS-AUSN 
conf erence b ecame stronger and more exploi tative of i ts monopoly 
power after 19 13 . As early as 19 25 the f rei gh t  rate on cargo from 
Sydney t o  Fij i had r each ed 55s  per ton (McKel lar 19 7 7 : 358) , 69 
p er cent up on the 19 14 level des pi te the fact that in 19 20 began 
' the worst and longes t f reight rate s lump in the his tory o f  
shipping ' (Fayle 19 34 : 29 4) . But monopoly power was exercised over 
a much restricted domain . 

Banana exports r eached an all-time high of 1 , 7 7 3 , 000 bunches 
in 19 14 , wi th European output accounting f or 39 p er cent ; and the 
uninsulated US S ships A tua, Tofua and Navua ,  and AUSN ' s  Levuka , 
continued to carry bananas to Aus tral ia and New Zealand throughout 
Wor ld War I .  Leaf-spot , o r  Sigatoka dis eas e had be come p rob lema tic , 
however , causing fumiga tion de lays at loading and unloading . 
Europ ean growers and shipp ers also f ound that higher p rices from 
bananas shipped in the Levuka did no t off set  losses from shipments 
in uninsulated USS vess els : the net los s  on 181 , 000 b unches shipped 
in the fir s t  nine months of 19 14 was ls 7 d  p er bunch , for examp le , 
and US S management s teadfas tly refused to introduce an insulat ed 
s teamer . The decis ion was j us tif ied in management eyes when a 
hurr icane in late 19 14 reduced 19 15 expor ts by 4 2  per cent , and 
prompted the clos ing of the Fij i-Melbourne servi ce f or the fifth 
time . In addition, grower- shipper disputes arose in May 19 18 out 
of the Vit i  Company ' s  attemp ts to usurp the European middleman ro le 
( see Chapter 3) ; and were f ollowed by a cessation of shipping 
during the November 19 18-January 19 19 influenza epidemic . Compound­
ing th e difficulties , th e f irst three shipments of th e new year 
were cut too r ip e  and had to be wri t ten off  (McKellar 19 7 7 : 354-5 ; 
US S) . 

Not s urprising ly , the Europ ean grower contribut ion to banana 
exports dropp ed ,  to 9 per cent in 19 18 : ' by 19 19 many European 
plan ters were changing to p as toral farming and banana production 
was be ing left to the Fij ian villagers and a small group of Indian 
f armers '  ( Twyf ord and Wright 196 5 : 18 3) . Then 19 19 s trikes on the 
Aus tr alian waterfront f or ce d  a temporary di scontinuat ion o f  the 
Suva- Sydney service . Fij i banana exports f ell 64 per cent from 
1 , 6 9 1 , 000 bunches in 19 18 . The Aus tralian market was never 
r e covered,  f or in July 19 2 1  the Austral ian tariff on impor ted 
b ananas rose to a prohibi tive level of about 2 s  p er bunch , and 
Aus tralian banana imp or ts fell from 4000 t ons in 19 20-21 to 200 
pounds in 19 2 1-2 2 . AUSN rep lace d  the Levuka wi th the smaller Suva 
and never carried Fij i bananas aga in , aside from a 19 24 shipment 
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which p receded an effective outrigh t  ban on Fij i bananas from Apri l 
19 2 5  - Fij i having been identi fied as the source of Sigatoka 
disease discovered on Queens land p lanta tions . USS replaced Navua 
w ith a pure cargo vesse l ,  and thereaf ter carried approxima tely 
5 50 , 00 0  bunches annua lly to the New Zealand marke t ,  whi ch i t self 
wa s r es tr icted in the 19 30 s by impor t quo tas ( Usher 19 4 3 : 5 1 ;  
McKe llar 19 7 7 : 356-8) . The Aus tralian tariff was reduced by the 
19 32 O ttawa agr eemen t ;  b ut non-tari ff res trictions were imposed , 
and Queens land growers threatene d t o  b lacklist frui tdealers handling 
Fij i b ananas : ' nowh ere were the effects of dis criminatory action 
crowned with so much success at the expense of a co lony ' (Meyer 
19 48 : 126 ) . 

USS an d AUSN had also los t  copra cargo . The op ening o f  
the San Franc is co market i n  19 14 p ermi t te d  expor ters t o  use sailing 
ship s whi ch brough t  t imber and kerosene to Fij i ,  s ome o f  it for 
trans- shipment t o  Sydney in USS-AUSN s teamers . More impor tantly , 
the bypassing o f  Sydney a s  a trans- shipment por t after 19 20 los t  
USS and AUSN sub s tantial copra cargoes , s ince Aus tralia and New 
Zealand together cons mne d  only 14 per cent of Pacific is land copra 
output and put the rest on Bri tish s teamers bound f or Europ e . The 
Aus tralian share o f  Fij i ' s  expor ts fell f rom 21 p er cent in 19 15- 19 
to 6 p er cent in 19 20-2 4 , whi le Aus tralia continued to supp ly 
about half of Fij i ' s  impor ts (Fiji B lue Books) . This , and the 
death of the Fij i-Aus tralia banana trade , forced withdrawal of one 
of the two-monthly Sydney-Suva steamers and an increas e  in freight 
rate s to Fij i .  Ship s in ballast on the outward run from Fij i 
were a f loating expense without earnings ( Inter-State Commis sion 
19 17-18 ; McKellar 19 7 7 : 356 ; C SR 2 148) . 

Moreover , the imb alance of trade between Aus tralas ia and 
Fij i worsened in the late 19 20s as imp erial preference dictated a 
r edire ct ion of a secularly stagnant sugar export vo lume to Canada 
and Britain.  In  1908- 12 ,  US S had carried between 5 4  and 70  per 
cent of Fij i ' s sugar exports - to New Zealand . Sixty- two p er cent 
of Fij i ' s  total exports s ti ll went to New Zealand in 19 20-24 , but 
the figures for 19 25-29 and 19 30-34 were 28 and 10 p er cent , 
r es pectively (Fiji B lue Books) . As in the Au stral ian banana trade , 
los t b usiness was never to be regained : C SR ' s  sugar was carried 
to Europe and North America in the ships of Elder Smith Go ldsh rough 
Mort Ltd (US S ;  Moynagh 19 81 : 2 50) . 

Trans-Pacific traffic  similarly contracted . In the 19 30 s 
USS los t  some cargo and many p as sengers to the more comf or tab le , 
fas ter ship s o f  the Uni te d  S ta tes government-sub s idize d Ma tson 
line . USS j oined with the Canadian Pacific Rai lway Company to form 
the Canadian Aus tralas ian line as a means of meet ing this competi­
tion . But the lat ter line re ceive d s ub s idies only one-q uar ter of 
those granted to Matson, and cou ld not match Matson vessels for 
quality . The San Francisco and Van couver services , which in the 
19 20s had made op era ting profits in excess of maintenance , overhaul ,  
insurance and management charges , now made operat ing los ses . Both 
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were terminated b y  19 39 (Bur ley 19 6 8 : 252-6 ; Waters 195 2 : 8 7-90 ; 
USS) . The same fate already had befallen AUSN ' s  Suva . I t  carrie d  
o n  for a time , picking u p  backhaul t imber cargo at New Caledonia 
on i ts re turn from S uva to Sydney , but f inally was withdrawn 
and so ld in 19 2 7 . US S and AUSN then j ointly ran a USS ship every 
three weeks from Sydney to S uva , reducing the service to a month ly 
one from Augus t 19 30 (McKe llar 19 7 7 : 35 9 ) . 

The USS-AUSN con ference on the Sydney-Suva cargo service 
though sub j ect to some comp eti tion from the San Francisco Oceani c  
S t eamship Company i n  19 2 5  - remained s trong , and was the reason 
f or th e r e la tively high prof i tab i li ty of a run which , ton for ton, 
made USS ' s  island trades more p rofit ab le than overall operations . 
In 19 20- 35 , gross operating pro fits on the Sydney- Suva ship 
contribu te d 38 p er cen t of tota l  US S p rofits  from the is land 
trades , and , be fore overhaul , insuranc e and depreciation , averaged 
26 per cen t of tonnage doub le pre-war values . The re turn on is land 
trades in gene ral was 17 p er cen t ,  whi le that on all US S trades 
was a low 10 per cent . Bu t compared with 189 8- 19 13 ,  re turns were 
we ll down on a declining b usines s .  In 19 35 , th e value of US S 
shipping t onnage in the island t rades and the p ro f i ts the tonnage 
earned were 14 and 18 per cent of 19 14 leve ls , resp ect ively . 
Fur the r ,  the US S island trades fell in importan ce relative to 
US S b us ines s  as a whole . Wher eas the f ormer emp loyed 7 per cent 
o f  to tal US S shipping tonnage and accounted for 10 per cent of 
total USS opera ting prof its in 19 14 , they accounted f or only 1 and 
2 per cen t in 19 35 (US S ) . So although the shipp ing companies 
managed to extract monopo ly prof i ts from th e carriage of Fij i ' s  
impor ts , s ix de cades of Fij i ' s  dependence on the compani es ended 
wi th them nee ding Fij i les s than they ever had done . 

Conc lusion 

Throughout the p eriod 18 75-19 39 , USS and AUSN p rovided 
infras truc ture crucial to Fij i ' s  co lonial e conomi c expansion . 
They transp or ted expor ts , imp or t s ,  and passengers in s teamers of 
increasing s ize and speed ; and they did s o  regular ly , f requent ly 
and reliably . 

Concomitant wi th this cons tructive task , USS-AUSN eliminated 
pri ce compe ti tion in the Fij i trade by collus ion between them­
selves , b y  rate wars against riva l lines , and by use o f  the 
deferred rebat e sys tem . Early in the twentieth century , the 
monopoly was comp let e ,  practi cally if not theoretical ly . Confer­
ence stab i li ty no longer was threatened from within by s pecial 
dis counts and underquotat ions . And the t ramp steamer competit ion 
which effectively constraine d conference rates elsewhere in the 
world was ab sent . Freight rates had to reach ext remely high 
levels b efore Fij i ' s  large indiviudal sh ippers were prepared to  
abandon rebate entit lements and charter their own ships . The 
result was that the shipp ing companies ' Fij i operat ions b efore 



World War I were very profitab le . Exp ressed as a percentage o f  
value o f  shipp ing tonnage employe d ,  USS ' s  island t rades returned 
a gross 19  per cen t per annum in the period 189 8- 19 1 3 . The 
speci fically Fij i bus ine ss returned a net pro f i t  rate in excess 
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of the 8-9 per cent recorded by CSR b e twe en 190 2  and 19 11 (Moynagh 
19 81 : 6 6 ) . 

The shipping company position was that th e h igh freigh t  rates 
underlying s uch profitab ility were essential to the main tenance 
of a qual ity shipping serv ice at a s teady p rice , which reduce d 
uncertainty in in terna tional trade . The Fij i shippers ' and 
merchants ' argument , conv incing in retrosp ec t , was that the p rice 
was too high . Unrestrained monopo ly power extorted freights in 
excess o f  the value of services provide d .  Whi le world ocean 
freigh ts went down , freigh ts to Fij i s taye d  up . 

But the ex ternal dis cip line o f  tramp s teamer competition was 
ab sent be cause Fij i did no t offer cargoes suf f iciently attractive 
to ship s from nor th of the line : in 19 13 , Fij i accounte d for j us t  
$US6 . 9  million , o r  0 . 25 per cen t ,  o f  the to tal world tropical 
expo�ts of $US 2 76 8  million ( S tover 19 70 : 49 ) . The al terna tive to 
paying a high pr ice for the USS-AUSN service th ere fore probably 
was to have vir tual ly no generally availab le service at all . 
Nor was monopoly a suff icient condit ion for high shipp ing p ro f i t­
abi li ty . Profi ts were low in the banana trade , where monopoly 
power was greates t because o f  the shipp ers ' need for fas t t ranspor t 
in spe cial ized ships . Af ter 19 20 , contraction and redirection 
of Fij i ' s  trade robbed USS and AUSN o f  expor t cargo to Aus tralia . 
And severe compet i tion on the trans-Pacific routes deprived USS 
of pas sengers . The shipping conference enfo rced large freigh t  
increases o n  Fij i ' s  imports , which meant a re latively high return 
was earne d on tonnage in the Sydney- Suva trade . But the re turn 
was we ll down on pre-war level s ;  and overall ,  the USS pro f i t  rate 
in the is land trades af ter 19 20 fell to  les s than half the leve l 
o f  the early twentieth century . USS-AUSN monopoly power was 
exercised in 19 39 over a trade in which AUSN no longer ran its  
own ves se ls , and which was a neg ligib le part of total US S 
operat ions . 

From a Fij i res ident ' s  pers pective , shipping monopo ly 
cont inued to loom large , regardles s of whe th er or not monopoly 
pro f i ts were earned . Three decades late r , and three y ears after 
Fij i ' s  poli t i cal independence , i t  was shipping dependence and 
the possib ility of monopolis tic p rac tice - no t monopoly p rofits -
which mo tivated those who sought to es tabl ish a regional shipp ing 
line for S outh Pacific economies ( SPEC 19 7 3) . The basic concern 
over foreign e conomic domina tion was s imi lar ly ref lected in 
s imultaneous criticism - from a different lo cal source - of 
Austra lian merchant companies . 



Chap ter 6 

Merchant oligop o ly 

Exponents o f  the view that imperialism was and i s  e conomic­
ally re trogre ssive in Fij i f ind a large targe t in the merchant 
company B urns Phi lp : 

THE EXPLOITATION AND MONOPOLIS ING EFFECT OF THIS AUSTRALIAN 
COMPANY IS THE ECONOMIC COLONIZATION OF FIJI . ALTHOUGH 
POLITICALLY INDEPENDENT , FIJI I S  AN ECONOMIC COLONY OF 
AUS TRALIAN BUS INESS ,  AND BURNS PHILP HAS BEEN , AND STILL I S ,  
A KEY FIGURE I N  TIIIS P ERPETUAT ION OF UNDEVELOPMENT 
(Roko tuivuna 19 7 3 : 54) . 

The un- or under-devel opment mechanism invoked is the nee-Marxis t  
one , whereby market con trol i s  supposed t o  p ermit monopoly pro f i t  
crea tion,  repa triation to  the me trop o lis , and reinves tment with a 
view to increased future p rofit  repatriat ion . The co lony i s  
al lege dly s tarved of inves tment funds , its  devel opment dis torte d ,  
and i t s  popula tion consequently impover ish ed . 

The purp ose o f  this chap ter is to sub s titute h i s torical 
investiga tion for determinis tic recons truc tion, to f ocus on the 
market con tro l ,  profitab i li ty and prof i t  usage of mer chant capi tal 
as part of an inquiry into the actual operations of bus iness ,  
ra ther than deduce wha t they ' mus t ' have been from a universal 
mod e l . A case s tudy is presented of Burns Phi lp ( S outh Seas) Co . 
Ltd d uring i ts f irs t twenty years in Fij i ,  19 20- 39 , a period of 
dep res si on when , i t  has b een argued , the i s land companies ' if no 
one e lse , were s til l making p rofits ' (Brook fie ld 19 7 2b : 25 1) . 

Mer ch an t  capi tal in the co lonial economy 

Fij i ' s  rapid expor t exp ansion b e tween 1875  and 19 15 , and 
the consequent growth o f  a money e conomy largely confined to the 
f ore ign trade sector , obvious ly dep ended on in terme diation b e tween 
producer s and consumers separated in space . Over 60 per cent o f  
total domes tic exports were produced in  the sugar sector of  the 
colonial economy , where the pre-eminent p roducer , CSR , organi zed 
co llec tion of cane thro ugh i ts own transp or t  sys tem , and shipped 
raw sugar o utput from i ts mi lls to i ts Auckland refinery , until 
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imperial p re ference dictated a redire ct ion o f  sugar exports to 
Bri ta in and Canada af t er 19 2 5 . Mer chant act iv i ty was res tr i c ted 
therefore to the consumer goo ds trade wi th European sugar planters 
and Indian cane growers and lab ourers ; though even this was les s 
than i t  migh t have b een s ince CSR impor te d  over two-thirds o f  i ts 
Fij i raw materials , equipmen t ,  and cons umer goods requirements in 
i t s  own ships and ,  for a t ime , retai led to nominally independent 
European p lan ter s in add i t ion to its  tenants and emp loyees ( CSR 
2135 , 2148) . 

In the copra se c tor of the colonial e conomy , on the o ther 
hand , Europ ean plan ters and Fij ians , who produced b e tween 15 and 
25 per cent of the co lony ' s expor ts , general ly lacke d capital 
and e f fective sales organization , and there fore lef t  shipment and 
se lling of the ir relatively undifferentiated b ulk product to 
merchant companies , on which they also re lie d  for imports . Only 
larger- s ca le Europe an plan ters promp t ed in to comb inat ion by 
perceived mer ch ant rapaciousness could contemp lat e  independent 
marke ting o f  output . 

Colle ction o f  produce and dis trib ut ion o f  cons umer goods 
were organized hierarchically . Copra or co conuts were ob tained 
from Fij ians by itinerant traders or trade s tore owners who , in 
th e la te nine teenth century , were European . B ut as early as 190 3  
the Suva Chamber o f  Comme rce dis cussed c omp lain ts from European 
s torekeepers o f  Indian comp et i tion whi ch , toge ther with Chinese 
comp e ti t ion,  had effec tive ly driven the European c oun try s tore­
keeper out of b us iness b y  Wor ld War I (Gillion 19 6 2 : 15 7 ) . From 
the small-s cale s torekeeper ,  copra was passed to th e larger 
interme diarie s in the port towns o f  Suva and Levuka . P lantation 
copra went dir e c t  to the lat ter on mer chant compani es ' int er­
i sland ves se ls . 

Corresponding with the hierarchical organizat ion o f  the 
copra export trade was a credi t hierarchy whi ch f inance d  the 
f low of consumer impor ts . In the early twen tie th century , six 
leading mer chant compani es wholesaled on c re dit to smal ler 
compani es ,  whi ch in turn sold goods on credi t to small s tores , 
Fij ians and European p lanters ( Dalton 19 19 : 19-20) . The large 
c ompanies also made advances dire c t  to European producers against 
the securi ty o f  plantation mor tgages , the Bank of New South Wales 
and the Bank of New Zealand pref erring to avoi d  this high-risk 
lending in favour o f  trade credi t to the mer chants themselve s 
(BNSW , MH) . The same po licy was followe d by merchant companies 
in the sugar di s tricts , the credi t s tructure ' s  s tab ili ty the re 
depending ul timately on the so lvency of the European s ugar planter 
and , par ticular ly af ter impor tation of indentured Indian lab our 
ceased in 19 16 , o f  the Indian cane grower . 
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Burns Phi lp ( South Seas ) : the beg innings 

Burns Phi lp ent ered the trade and credit ne twork founded 
on sugar and copra production as a succe s sful t enderer for Fij ians ' 
189 5  tax copr a ,  and expanded by imp lemen ting i ts tradi tional 
p oli cy of taking over or merging with exis ting b usinesses (Buckley 
and Klugman 19 81 : 7 6 ;  Bolton 19 6 7 : 116) . At the end of World War I 
the port-town Levuka and Suva branches had a firm foothold in the 
import trade , marketed over one-quarter of the copra export crop , 
and were Burns Phi lp ' s  larges t  and mos t  succes s ful opera tion in 
the S outh Seas . When , in January 19 20 , Sydney management decided 
to make a sub s idiary company o f  its trading intere s t s  in Fij i ,  
Tonga , Samoa , Gilberts (Kiribati) , the Marshalls , New Hebr ide s 
(Vanuatu) and the So lomons , i t  was there fore natural that i t  be 
incorpora ted in Suva . Burns Philp (South Seas ) Co . Ltd began 
w ith a pai d-up capital of £ 75 0 , 000 - £ 2 70 , 000 allocated to Fij i -
and high expe ctations : parent company management looke d for future 
r e turns on paid-up cap ital of b e tween 12 . 5  and 15 per cent , with 
10 p er cen t regarded as a minimum accep tab le re turn , given a ne t 
8 per cent was considered re turnab le on safer al ternat ive financial 
inves tment in Aus tral ia (The ' Wi ld Ca t '  Monthly , 7 Jan . 19 28 ; BP) . 

Actual profi tab ili ty , i t  was re cogni z ed , would dep end on the 
p er formance of the firm ' s  two basic accounts - produce and mer chan­
di se . Given the wor ld cop ra price and co llection,  s torage and 
s hipping expenses , the cri tical fac tor in the produ ce ac count was 
the margin be tween the wor ld and the local price : the greater the 
comp e ti tion in the local marke t ,  the smaller the margin , and the 
le s s  the coverage of the risk tha t the world pri ce migh t  fall 
between domes tic purchase and f inal sale abroad . Merchandise 
p ro fitab ili ty depende d on markups on landed co s ts ,  which in turn 
were a function of trade compe tition;  on turnover ; and on the 
inc idence o f  bad deb ts .  Given compe tent management , s taple income 
was the maj or de terminant o f  sales and credi twor thine s s  of 
conslllller s in b o th c op ra and s ugar dis tric ts . 

Ultimately then,  Burns Phi lp ( South Seas) , in i t s  efforts 
to realize the targe t pro f i t  ra te , had t o  manoeuvre within , or 
seek to re lax , constraint s  set by the internat ional market , the 
s tr uc ture of the mer chant sec tor , and the economic behaviour o f  
producer s . The poten tial resu l ts of merchan t ingenuity range d 
wide ly : s trong in ternational d emand for the s taple , domes tic 
monopo ly or co llus ion in b uying and/or se lling , and a fairly p rice­
i nsensitive import demand from producers whose to tal s upply was 
relatively pri ce-responsive , promised s up erprofits ; a depre s sed 
s taple mark et , s igni ficant domes tic compe tition,  and price­
sensitive import demand from producers whose s upp ly was re lative ly 
price-unrespons ive , threatened losses . The vo latility of the 
in ternat ional marke t and the ela s tic ity of demand and s upply 
schedules had to be taken as givens , leaving any domes tic  
c ompe tition as  the potential ly manipulable var iable . 
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The re was n o  shor tage o f  oligopolis tic comp e ti tion . The 
paramount merchan t company , Morris , Heds trom Ltd , had a Sydney 
subsidiary , busine sse s in Tonga and Samoa,  and f ourteen maj or 
b ranche s in Fij i drawing on a p aid-up capi tal of £600 , 000 . A .M .  
Bro dziak and Co . and Brown and Jeske were s trong comp e ti tors in the 
copra export trade and in the wholesaling trade , where t he long­
es tabl ished drapers Wa lter Horne and Sturt Ogi lvi e also featured 
( Cyclopedia 19 0 7 ;  MH) . And crucially , competition did not end 
there . Maynard Hedstrom , co-founder of Morris , Heds trom ,  defined 
Nausori town as ' probab ly the mo st difficult p lace in Fij i at 
whi ch to s how a p ro fit ' (MH) , not be cause of A .M .  Brodziak and Co . ' s 
competition, b ut be cause of Chinese and Indian country traders who 
work ed on very small marg ins and because of competi tion from Asian 
merchant houses in Suva . Companies like V .M .  Pillay and Bros , 
Patel B ro s , Fong Sam ,  Jang Hing Leong , Kwong Tiy & Co . ,  Kwang Sang , 
and Mes srs Zoing Chong & Co . drew credit from the larger European 
houses and ini tially confined their operations to the retail trade . 
I t  required li t tle imagina tion on the Europeans ' par t , however , 
to antic ipate an extension o f  op erat ions both geographi cally and to 
encomp as s  the who lesale trade . As early as July 19 2 1 ,  prices of 
some retail items were reduced b y  Morri s ,  Hedstrom ' considerab ly 
be low actual cos t - to meet comp etit ion ' (MH) . 

Such comp eti tion di d not augur we ll for future p rofitab ili ty , 
esp ecially in the context of d ep ressed and uns tab le world s taple 
market s ,  and encouraged European merchants to  pro tect p rofi ts 
thr ough collusion . In the event though , no twith standing collus ive 
ef forts , the f irs t twenty years of the Burns Phi lp ( S outh Seas) 
s ub si diary ' s  op erations in Fij i proved a disappointment . Profits 
there fel l  fur ther short of the minimum 10 per cen t  targe t  level 
than did sub sidiary pro f i ts as a whole ; and parent company manage­
ment was to wonder i f  Fij i ' s potentiali ties had been overe s timated . 

S urviving the 19 20s s ltnnp 

The year 19 20 was the out s tanding one of the interwar period . 
In the words of Morri s , Heds trom ' s  general manager , ' b usiness 
then made its elf ' (MH) . But al though the South Seas s ub sidiary 
recorded a ne t p rofit rate on paid-up cap i tal of 1 3 . 7  p er cent in 
i t s  fir s t  year of op erations , the Fij i b ranches re turned only 
9 . 3  p er cent ( Tab les 6 . 1  and 6 . 2) . This resul t par tly ref le c ted 
capi tal ou tlays on establi shment and imp roving o f  s torage and 
wharfage facilit ies , a loss on shipping attrib utab le to over­
capac i ty in the inter-is land trade , and a cut in sales margins 
due to governmen t pri ce f ixation in the wake of a 19 20 workers ' 
strike . Als o ,  several thousand pounds of timber b us ines s  wi th 
CSR had been lo st  af ter the lat ter f ound it could impor t direct 
at 60 p er cent of the quo ted merchant p r ice (CSR 2 149 ) . 

More ser ious s ti ll ,  compe ti tion in the local copra trade had 
been severe . Plan ters generally were , in the visiting Sydney 
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Tab le 6 . 1 Net profi t of B urns Phi lp ( S o uth Seas) , 
19 20- 39 

Per cent of 
Year ending Ne t prof i t  paid-up cap i tal 

( £) 

31 December 
1920 102 , 846 13 . 7 
19 2 1  5 7 , 5 49 7 . 7 
19 22 4,  19 2 0 . 6 
19 2 3  3 7 , 79 1 5 . 0 
19 24 51,  2 7 2  6 . 8 
19 25 6 0 , 806 8 . 1 
19 26 5 6 , 7 25 7 . 6 
19 2 7  6 4 , 10 4 8 . 5  
19 28 6 5 , 14 1  8 . 7  
19 29 6 2 , 9 9 5  8 . 4  
19 30 6 0 , 4 89 8 . 1  

31 January 
19 32a 5 6 , 69 5  7 . 6 
19 33 5 2 , 188 7 . 0 
19 34 3 8 , 0 5 8  5 . 1 
19 35 3 7 , 158 5 . 0  
19 36 42 , 754 5 . 7 
19 37 5 8 , 088  7 . 7 
19 38 6 5 , 145 8 . 7 
19 39 5 1 , 2 33 6 . 8 
1940 49 ' 35 2 6 . 6 

aThir t een months . 

Sour ce : The 'Wi ld Cat '  Month ly ,  8 June 19 40 , 
p . 26 3 ;  Burns Phi lp ( South Seas )  Co . Ltd,  Annual 
Reports . 

gene ral manager ' s  opinion ,  ' a  keen and hungry lot ,  re luctant to 
se ll locally unless they are of fered more than the market parity ' 
(BP) . The principal p lan ters of Taveuni and so uth ern Vanua Levu 
had formed the Cocoanut [sic ] P lanters ' Union to co lle ct and ship 
their own copra . The smaller plan ters had formed the Fij i P lanters ' 
As sociation of Savu S avu in order to ship their own copra and to 
b uy in competi tion with es tab lishe d  merchants . This competi tion 
immedia tely disrup ted a 50-5 0 market- sharing arrangement be tween 
Burns Phi lp and Mo rris , Hed s tr om in the Wallis-Futuna and Rotuma 
trad es ;  and , by late 19 20 ,  the two p lanters ' as s ociations had 
succeeded in diver ting the grea ter par t of plantat ion copra output 
from the two companies . The lat ter we re lef t  with copra tied 
to them by credit extensi on , and wi th ' f ree parcels ' .  Fur ther , 
competi tion had increas ed while supp ly had dropp ed : hurricane and 
dr ough t had reduced 19 20 copra output to half its  19 19 level . 
The result was that the local buying pri ce was driven ab ove London 



89 

Tab le 6 . 2  B urns Phi lE ( South Seas) : Erof i tab ili t� · of 
Fiji branches , 19 20-39 

Rate o f  return 
Year ending Profit  on caEi tal (%)  

(£)  Allot te d  Emp loyed 

31 Decemb er 
19 20 2 5 , 040 9 . 3 9 . 6 
19 2 1  6 , 34 7  2 . 4 2 . 4 
19 2 2  -882 -0 . 3  -0 . 3  
19 2 3  25 , 310 9 . 4 9 . 6 
19 24 2 3 , 09 2  8 . 6  8 . 7  
19 2 5  26 ' 6 ::..8 9 . 9 10 . 2  
19 26 12 ' 85 8 4 . 8  4 . 9 
19 2 7  15 , 49 4  5 . 7 5 . 9 
19 2 8  2 1 , 006 7 . 8  8 . 0 
19 29 19 , 48 8  6 . 6 6 . 8 
19 30 8 , 5 6 3  3 . 2  2 . 9 

31  January 
19 32 -9 , 815 -2 . 6  -2 . 0  
19 3 3  38 1 0 . 1 0 . 1  
19 34 6 , 9 7 7 1 . 8  1 . 5 
19 35 6 , 580 1 .  7 1 . 4 
19 36 18 , 148 5 . 3 4 . 9 
19 3 7  3 0  , 0 36 8 . 5  7 . 6 
19 38 3 8 , 831 10 . 9  9 . 9 
19 39 2 4 , 244 6 . 8 5 . 5 
19 40 24 , 416 6 . 9 5 . 0 

No te : Se e Knapman ( 19 8 3 : 319- 31) for full details . 

Source : Manag ers ' Annual Reports , BP . 

and San Francisco prices and success in acquiring copra s upp lies 
became f inanc ial fai lure . Both Suva and Levuka branches o f  Burns 
Phi lp ( S outh Seas) made los se s  on the cop ra account . 

Anti cipating a four- or five-year copra s ltnnp ,  and seeing 
no prosp ect of profit commensurate with risk in is land p roduce 
ventures , James Burns , chairman of the parent company board of 
dir ectors , looked to merchandising as th e future more important 
and prof itab le account . Here , however ,  there were p rob lems whi ch 
would p lague local and parent company management throughout the 
19 20s and 1930s . Boom euphoria had seen what Sydney management 
regarded as an orgy of over stocking and consequen tly slow s to ck 
turnover . Th ere also had b een what ,  by Aus tralian s tandards , was 
a cavalier extension of credi t ,  wi th the deb t / s ales ratio running 
at almo s t  double the des ired leve l . Burns warne d local managers 
again s t  tying up capi tal in s low-moving stock ,  and informed them 
tha t if Burns Philp should ever take up b usiness as financiers , 
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i t  would b e  safer and more lucrative to advance and mor tgage 
in Aus tralia . 

It was unders tood of co urse that extens ion o f  mer chant 
business required some extension of credi t .  But in a world of 
uncer tainty , the diffi culty lay in de ciding on how much (within 
the bounds se t by downright r eckle ssness) . When export income in 
Fij i grew , comp e ti tive mer chandis ing demanded wholesaling on 
credit . If Burns Phi lp would not grant i t , Morris , Heds trom would . 
Main tenance o f  expor t income p romised business expansion wi th 
minimal bad deb t s . A fall in expor t income , on the other hand , 
me ant reduced sales , unles s more credi t were extended . If i t  was 
extended and recession cont inue d ,  the bad deb t prob lem was 
compounded . If it was not extended and there was recovery , p rof i t­
ab le bus ines s  was los t ,  while in the inter im overhead exp enses 
swamped the gross p rofi t .  

Burns ' s  ant i cipa tion of a rela tively prolonged copra slump 
natu ral ly enc ouraged a cau tious credi t policy whi ch invo lved a 
readine s s  to sacrifice sales for s o lvency . Morris , Heds trom was 
regar ded as being in a dange rous posi tion , because of its 
appar en t pol icy o f  monopolizing country trade through relatively 
ready acces s to credi t .  Maynard Heds trom himse lf admit ted tha t 
hi s firm always had been ' s la ck '  in i t s  credit extension ; and 
re-affirmed a p rohib i tion on granting of cre di t to Fij ians s ince 
'we are sat i s f ied from long experience that any f irm which gives 
cre di t to Fij ians in any way is cour ting ruin ' (MH) . But He ds trom 
wa s willing to coun tenance a grea te r degree of vulnerab ility to  
depression as th e price of futur e  prof i tab ility : as  his general 
manager ob served fifteen years later , more though t had b een 
devo ted to credit  than any other aspect  of company busines s ;  but 
it  had been agreed that severe cre di t tigh t ening and the conse­
q uent loss o f  trade was unaccep tab le , and that the company if 
po s sib le shou ld put 30- 40 per cent of prof i ts to reserve agains t 
doub tfu l deb ts (MH) . 

In the event , export earnings - and con sequent ly ,  mer chant 
company sale s and profitab ility - did slump in 19 2 1-24 , with only 
a halt ing recovery preceding the slide in to th e Gr eat Depres s ion . 
Burns Phi lp s ales fell to a 19 27  low o f  nearly half the 19 20 
leve l ;  the deb t/ sales rat io climbe d ;  and the percen tage o f  deb t 
overdue more than doub led . As even ' so lid ' cus tomers le ft  accounts 
unpaid , local management produce d a torrent o f  impor tunate le tters 
and placed account af ter account in the hands of company solicitors , 
and Sydney management made the de cis ion to res t rict credi t ,  and 
wi th i t ,  sale s . Morris ,  Hed s trom ' s  £90 , 000 los s  in 19 2 1-22 
( Tabl e 6 . 3) compelled adop tion of th e same policy ;  and though 
Maynard He ds trom stressed that it was poin t les s to drive deb tors 
to premat ure bankrup tcy (MH) , merchant company solvency c learly 
dictated a de facto def lat ionary policy for the co lonial economy 
s ince mos t  traders and re tailers were working almo st ent irely 
on company capi tal . 



Tab le 6 . 3 Profits  o f  Morri s , Heds trom Ltd , 19 20-39 

Year ending 
31 Mar ch 

19 21 
19 2 2  
19 2 3  
19 24 
19 25 
19 26 
19 2 7  
19 28 
19 29 
19 30 
19 31 
19 32 
19 33 
19 34 
19 35 
19 36 
19 3 7  
19 38 
19 39 

Ne t pro f it 
( £ )  

79 , 1 7 7  
-90 , 0 7 4  

26 , 85 6  
50 , 09 2  
59 , 2 3 3  
6 6 , 6 70 
70 , 328 
7 3 , 5 15 
7 7  , 090 
7 3 , 2 7 6  
5 4 ,  2 7 2  
2 7 , 2 5 4  
38 , 19 3 
34 , 2 7 2  
48 , 474 
56 , 6 86 
7 3 , 8 35 
85 , 09 7  
56 , 366 

Per cent o f  
pai d-up capital 

13 . 1  
-11 . 3  

3 . 8  
7 . 0 
8 . 3  
9 . 3 
9 . 5 
9 . 9 

10 . 4  
9 . 9 
7 . 3  
3 . 7 
5 . 2  
4 . 6 
6 . 6 
7 . 7  

10 . o  
11 . 5  

7 . 6 

Source : The ' Wi ld Cat ' Month ly 1 Augus t 19 2 5 , 
p . 25 1 ;  7 August 19 26 , p . 2 29 ; 7 July 19 2 8 ,  p . 32 1 ;  
1 July 19 39 , pp . 32 3-4 . 

Re duced exp ort income , moreover , was a doub le-edged sword . 
Not only did i t  dir ect ly affect sales , raise deb ts ,  and thus 
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furth er reduce sales thro ugh f orcing a po licy o f  credi t re s trictions ; 
inasmuch as i t  resulted from a copra expo rt price fall , it also 
caused losses on produce account as merchants b ough t  dear and later 
s o ld cheap . In 1 9 2 1 ,  for examp le ,  both Burns Phi lp and Morris , 
Heds trom b ought copra at £ 2 8  per ton at the beginning of a period 
whi ch saw th e Fij i cop ra price f all from £ 30 to £13 per ton . 
Morris , Hedstrom lost £ 30 , 000 in four months (CSR 3106 ; MH) . And 
again , compe ti tion tended to keep the loca l  buying price up : 
p lan ters ' associations took advantage o f  new , dire c t  s teamer 
communication be tween Fij i and the United King dom via the Panama 
Canal a t  Sydney-London freigh t rates , and increased the ir share of 
the copra trade ; Morris , Heds trom engage d in what Burns Philp 
management des cribe d as ' fool ish competition ' for the ou ter we stern 
is lands ' copra supplies ; and though a price for trade copra from the 
outer eas tern is land s had been f ixe d by agreement b e tween Burns 
Phi lp , Morr is , He ds trom and a Ch inese merchant , neither of the 
lat ter two was cons idered re liab le . A Burns Philp inspector 
complained that Morris , Hedstrom was ' always expressing their good 
intent ions of working amicably with us but these professions are 
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usual ly fo llowed by some imme dia te brea ch o f  the spirit o f  any 
arrangement made ' (BP) . Burns Philp resp onded to  th e f oolish 
comp eti tion in the we s t  in kind , running a s tore a t  a loss  wi th 
the s o le purpo se of driving the Morris , Heds trom opera tion out of 
bus iness . 

In fact , it was not j us t  one s tore whi ch B urns Phi lp (South 
Seas) ran at a lo s s . The whole Fij i enterprise regis tered a 
negative r e tu rn on capital emp loyed in 19 2 2  ( Tabl e  6 . 2) ;  s o  it was 
har dly surprising that B urns Philp management showed no interes t  
i n  es tab lishing b ranches in the sugar dis tricts o f  we s tern Viti 
Levu when Morri s ,  Heds trom offered the lease o f  a s tore s i te in Ba , 
espe cially s ince self-confe ssed merchant pro f i te er ing in the war­
t ime boom had induced CSR to resume r etai ling to its  emp loyees , 
European planters and Indian cane growers (CSR 21 35 , 29 2 3 ,  3105 , 
312 6 , 3146 ; MH) . Morris , Hedstrom ' s general manager was loud in 
his comp laint that thi s  hit the Chinese and Indian s torekeepers to 
whom the compnay wholesaled , and in depressed t imes contributed to 
losses ra ther than to e limination o f  exces s ive p ro f it s : ' [we ] s it 
b y  and lament that the day when we may expect a return from our 
investment • • •  doe s  not seem to be approaching any nearer ' (MH) . 
The same manager admit ted , however , that more was los t from a 
o ne-month , widespread s trike than from one year ' s  CSR trading 
comp e ti tion , and that ' the essential thing our . . .  Company needs 
i s  p ea ce fu l  and prosperous cond itions in the s ugar dis tri cts ' (MH) . 

Jame s Burns ' s  ob servat ion was tha t ' circ tnns tance s beyond our 
control ' ,  whe th er trading competition or economic depress ion , was 
no t much of an excuse to give to shareholder s ,  and s ti l l  les s o f  
a n  excuse f o r  managerial pass ivity . Surviving the slump r equire d 
controlled reductions in credit and cos ts . And indeed , a t  the end 
of the 19 20 s ,  Burns wo ul d congratulate branch management for 
k eep ing a tigh t  rein on credit and redirec ting branch imports from 
Aus tralia and New Zealand to the cheap er markets o f  Europe , the 
Uni ted States and the Eas t . But i t  r emaine d  true that mer chant 
p rofi tab ility dep ended heavily on expor t  pri ces whi ch , in the case 
of sugar , dropped almos t continuously down to 19 30 and , in the 
case of cop ra , really only stab ili zed at pos t-bo om leve ls until 
19 29 . 

Impetus the refore bui lt up for the maj or European merchant 
companies to maintain a profitab le world-local copra price margin 
by collus ive ly f ixing the lo cal price . James Burns sugge s ted 
tha t Burns Phi lp and Morris , Hed s tr om shou ld collect ively oppose 
the expans ionism whi ch had seen Chinese f irms cap ture the trade 
of Chinese retai lers and traders , to the exten t  tha t  they had a 
2 5  per cent share of the S uva copra trade by 1926 ; and Maynard 
Heds trom was sympathe t i c : ' I f we canno t make any money for our­
se lves there is no firm we would sooner see make tha t  money than 
B . P .  & Co . and we are ve ry anxious indeed that no fee ling o f  
competi tive hos tili ty s ho uld be aroused ' (MH) . Heds trom re cognized 
tha t in the long run it  was more p ro f i tab le for r ival oligopolis ts 
to agree on s tab le prices than to  engage in price wars . But 
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the Chinese firms and the Cocoanut P lanters ' Union were ready to 
outb id Burns Phi lp an d Morris , Heds trom,  and did so when the lat ter 
re ached a price-fixing agreement ear ly in 19 26 . The margin be tween 
Suva and London copra p ri ces fell by over £1 10 s per ton within 
three days of the agreement ' s  demise (MH) . Addi t ionally , the 
temp tation to use p rice as an ins trument for gaining a greater 
mark et sh are was ever-present ; Burns Phi lp and Morris , Heds trom 
management re t ained th e mu tual susp icion of oligopo lists preoccup ied 
wi th each othe r ' s  real though ts and intentions ; and no t even all 
European merchants shared Heds trom ' s  view of the ir inter dependence . 
Burns comp lained that A .M .  Brodziak & Co . ' do no t cons ider us one 
frac tion ' (PMB no . 154) . 

Frus trat e d ,  then , by the fai lur e  o f  a f irs t at temp t at 
collusion, Burns Philp managemen t adopted a ' peace ful pene tration'  
po licy - cautious expansion with minimal cap ital ou tlay and risk , 
and with a clear eye for profit . The hal ting recovery of the late 
19 20s re ferred to above proved a permi ssive fac tor , for growth in 
the sugar export vo lume genera ted a demand to support a 19 2 7  
transit ion t o  retail trading by Suva branch , and Levuka branch 
p rove d succes sful in buying low and se lling high as copra export 
volume expanded . Pro fitab ility improved from 19 26 to 19 28 ( Tab le 
6 . 2) ; and with the South Seas sub s idiary ' s  overall profitab ility 
re s tore d to a level sligh t ly above the next bes t alternative 
return ( Tab le 6 . 1) ,  reserves at £75 , 000 , and £ 1  shares se lling for 
3ls  3d on the Sydney s tock exchange , Burns Phi lp management decided 
to open b ranches at the sugar t owns of Lau toka and Labasa (The 
'Wi ld Cat '  Month ly , 1 June 19 29 ) . A third new branch was opene d 

at Ba in May 19 29 ; and a four th in Rot uma in Oc tober 19 29 . Th ese 
branches ,  like all the o thers , were expected to achieve viab ility 
a s  independent b usine sse s ,  tha t i s , to contribut e to the Burns 
Philp (South Seas) dividend and the general reserve fund after 
making regular and adequa te p rovision for bad deb ts and depre ciation . 

The 19 29 financial resul ts invited clo s ur e  of the new branche s .  
Burns Phi lp (Labasa) regi s tered a heavy los s  due to dishones t and 
incompe tent managemen t exac erbate d  by flood and hurricane damage 
to s to cks . Burns Phi lp (Lautoka) and Burns Phi lp (Ba) realized 
gros s prof it  margins whi ch barely covered working exp enses , Indian 
comp e tit ion e f fe ctive ly b reaking a Burns Philp-Morris , Hedstrom 
agreement on margins ; and Burns Phi lp (Ro t tnna) confronted intense 
competi tion . 

There had not b een much for the paren t  company management 
to enthuse over in the first ten y ears of Burns Ph ilp ( S outh Seas) 
in Fij i .  In the con tex t of uns tab le expor t receip ts exhib i ting 
me ditnn-term s tagnation , and of strong comp e ti tion in b oth copra 
and merchand ise trades al leviat ed partially and temp or arily by 
price-fixing agreements , Suva and Levuka branche s had passed from 
brie f  health into sudden i llne s s , and thence into a care ful 
convalescence . The new sugar b ranches seeme d  sick ly of fspring . 
And the progno sis was that the interna tional e conomic environment 
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of the 19 30 s would offer n o  easy p rof i t s . Wri ting i n  January 
19 30 , James Burns evoke d memories of a s lump a d ecade ear lier : 
' It is a l ong time s ince we have entered up on a year with prospects 
so depressing ' (BP) . 

The Great Depres s io n  

Rea lity ma tche d exp e ctat ion . Fij i ' s  to ta l  domes tic exports 
fell 86 per cent in 19 29 - 3 1 ;  and even after a 19 3 2  s ugar-led 
re covery , expor t s  in 19 34 remained 16 per cent below the lowes t  
leve l of the prece ding decade because of an almos t continuous drop 
in copra exports (Fiji B lue Books) . A catas troph ic fall in the 
copra price in 19 33-34 made 19 34 , in the chairman ' s  e s timat ion , 
the mos t  disa s trous y ear exp erienced by Burns Phi lp ( S outh Seas) , 
at leas t since 19 2 2-2 3 :  the rate o f  return on paid-up capital had 
fal len to 5 per cent from 8 . 4  per cent in 19 29 ( Tab le 6 . 1) .  

The re turn on merchan t capi ta l  in Fij i was even poorer . The 
r ate on capi tal emp loye d in the Burns Ph ilp branches fell from 6 . 8 
per cen t in 19 29 , became negative in 19 31 , and di d not reach 2 p er 
cen t in 1934  ( Tab le 6 . 2) .  S turt Ogi lvie & Co . could not pay a 
dividend in the f inancial year March 1 9 30 to March 19 31 . Nor 
could Brown and Jo ske , whi ch earned pro f i ts o f  only 3 . 2  per cent 
on capital emp loyed dur ing that y ear , and whi ch fai le d  to pay a 
dividend un til March 19 35 . Morris , Heds trom ' s  profits  were also 
at their lowe s t  levels s ince the 19 2 1  s lump ( Tab le 6 . 3) . Again 
it was c lear that the compani es at the top of the credi t hierarchy 
c ould no more break the links whi ch b ound them through re tai lers 
and traders to  p roducer s ,  than they could banish the effects  of 
over supp ly and world depression on primary p roduc t p rices . At 
wors t ,  the essentially dependent na ture of mer chant bus ines s  made 
depr ession fata l :  500 Ind ian traders wen t  out of b usiness , and one 
of their principa l cred i tors , A .M .  Brodziak & Co . ,  went into 
vo luntary liquidation on 29 November 19 29 (Qionibaravi 19 6 4 : 6 3 ;  
Supreme Cour t o f  Fij i ,  Bankrup tcy Ac tion no . l , 19 30 ) . 

Had some Burns Phi lp branches act ually been th e in dependen t 
busines s es parent company management expec ted them to be , had 
they no t been baile d  out by interes t-free advance s from the parent , 
they too migh t  well have been compe lled to liquida te . Burns Philp 
( Ro tuma) and Burns Phi lp (Levuka) made large losses as what Jame s 
Burns called ' ridiculous comp eti tion ' swamped Burns Phi lp-Morr i s , 
Heds trom collus ive e f forts , and thus exace rbated the e f fects o f  
depr es sion : ' it would se em that the White intere s ts are be coming 
sub servient to the B lack , and the na tives mus t  have a quiet laugh 
( if they have any sense of humour) when they f ind the Whit e firms 
"cu t t ing o f f  the ir nose to spite their face " ' (BP) . In four 
y ear s ,  Burns Philp (Levuka) passed from a po sition as a maj or , and 
mo re pro f itab le , branch to a minor po sition as the mo s t  unprofitab le 
branch , exhib i t ing high overheads , a high deb t/ sales ratio , and 
a low turnover rate . Its trans forma tion mirrore d  that o f  Levuka 
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town i t se lf , whi ch in February 19 33 'wi th so many emp ty and 
d i lap idated s tores and shop s , has every app earance of b e ing in a 
fairly rapid de cline ' (BP) . One y ear lat e r ,  sh ip ping and trade 
operati ons outs i de the immedia te Levuka trading area of Lomaivi ti 
were trans ferred to BP (Suva) . I t  was the end of Levuka as a 
di s tribution cen tre of impor tance , and a time o f  reas se ssment for 
b o th Burns Phi lp and Morris , Heds trom ,  as Maynard He ds trom t o ld 
his b oard of dire ctors : ' To some ext ent we may say that in the pas t 
the Company has "backe d the wrong horse" and put too much money 
into co conu t  d is tr i c ts . Under present day condit ions we mus t look 
for our pro fits  to Suva and the sugar dis tric ts ' (MH) . 

In the sugar districts , the bas i c  external cons traints on 
profi tabi lity - tha t is , the income f low from sugar cane p roduction 
and the incidence of mer chant comp et i t ion - had been tigh tene d 
rather than re laxe d during the Grea t  Depres s ion . The 19 29-31 
sltllllp in sugar exports brough t s tagna tion or a decl ine in sales and 
a s imultane ous increase in overdue deb ts ; and gro s s  p rof it margins 
were kep t  down by primari ly Indian competition . In Labasa , by 
19 35 there were nine comp anies holding wholesale/ re tail  licences 
(Burns Philp , Morris ,  Heds trom, six Ind ian compan ies , and one 
Chinese) ; seventy-nine retail licenc e ho lders , des pite CSR ' s  
c losure o f  i ts es tate s tores b y  Feb ruary 19 32 ; eigh ty hawkers ; 
and two ho lders o f  w ine and sp irit licences . Burns Phi lp ' s  b ranch 
insp ec tor f ound tha t ' The competi tion among the Wholesalers . . . has 
reached unbelievab le limit s  for such an isolated dis tric t '  (BP ) . 
Indian wholesalers opera ting on lower overhe ads accoun ted f or 70  
p er cent of non-CSR impor t s  into Lautoka ; and at B a ,  Burns Philp 
conf ronted price comp eti tion from Morris , Heds trom. Repor ts from 
the sugar branches during the depre s sion y ears therefore took on 
what Jame s Burns de scribed as a ' dreary samenes s ' . Managers b lamed 
losses or profit  rates below 5 p er cent on capi tal emp loyed on 
compe tition and the depress ion , and promi sed to do be tter next 
year . Burns admit ted that ' Any comb ina tion of intere s ts amongs t  
the White f irms wou ld be rather fu ti le in Fij i whi le you have the 
Indians and Chinese a lway s ready to s tep in and take trade at a very 
low rate ' (BP) . He comp lained there was no likelihood of co lonial 
government ' pro tection ' from Indian/Chinese compe tition . Never the­
le s s ,  it was the poli cy of the parent company not to re tire from 
a field  be cause o f  competition . Indeed , it had run to me et it  
when , in Oc tober 19 3 1 ,  a seventh b ranch was op ened in S iga toka to 
the we lcome of pri ce-cutting comp e ti tion from Morris , Heds trom . 

It  was also the po li cy o f  the parent company to adapt to 
depression , no t to magnify its  effects through managerial in­
effi ciency . Burns ins i s ted that profits had to be made , no mat ter 
how bad the times were : ' The Company in the pas t has paid too 
dearly for inexperience d ,  carele s s  and incapab le management ' 
(BP) . A spe c tacular examp le was of a manager o f  Burns Phi lp 
(Lautoka) , who , after many con sp icuous lunch- time sprints down 
Lautok a ' s main s tre et in the company car , f ina lly crashed it . The 
epis ode exaggera te d  a tru th in the general manger ' s  view :  



9 6  

There seems t o  b e  something about your local ity which is 
inimical to the men tal and moral fabric o f  our Managers , 
be cause . . . Inspect ion Reports on bo th Lautoka and Ba 
Branche s disclose a remarkab le indifference for the interes t  
o f  the Company , and s ome o f  its important connections , and 
an ab sence of a sense of duty and res pons ib i lity , in 
addit ion in many instances to an ab sence of ord inary cormnon 
sense . Whi ls t  you may consider this cri t i cism somewhat 
severe , we can assure you that it is a con siderab le modifi ca­
tion of our true fe elings . . .  we sho uld much prefer it if 
you would now re ti re on your laurels and live henceforth 
in the reflec ted glory of your pas t achievemen ts in speed 
and destruct ion (BP) . 

Branch management was given the p erennial remind er to res trict 
cred it - 'we canno t afford to act  as a philanthropic ins titution 
f or the P lan ters and Traders ' (BP) - to prevent oversto cking , and 
to improve marg ins by utili z ing to the full Burns Philp ' s  ab i lity 
to buy for cash in world marke ts . Those managers who made 
branches ' graveyards for unf illed promise s ' on these matters were 
replaced - at Lau toka , Ro tuma and Labasa , where the first b ranch 
manager to s peak Fij ian and Hindus tani was appointe d in February 
19 34 . S taff salaries were reduce d  from October 19 31 , as were 
Morri s , He ds trom ' s ;  and Burns Phi lp ( Suva) began overseeing all 
Fij i b ranch oper at ions in order to overcome the ' disj ointed 
manner ' in which Fij i b us ines s  was run (BP ; MH) . 

Above all , though , the de press ion create d a need to conserve 
capital . The S outh Seas s ub sidiary b ran ches in Fij i in 19 32 
had borrowed a lmos t £ 100 , 000 in interest-free loans from Burns 
Phi lp & Co . to sup p lement cap i ta l  allotted to  them of £ 380 , 000 . 
Pro te ct ion of this inve s tment when the level of economic ac tivity 
was low demande d a reduction , even an e limination , of compe ti tion , 
o r  amalgamation o f  bus inesses ,  such as Morris , Heds trom ' s  ab sorpt ion 
in 19 33- 35 of i ts subs idiaries Morris Heds trom (Lau toka) , the Fij i 
Shipp ing Co . ,  and Hj orring & Bai ley ( t imber merchan ts of Levuka) , 
and i t s  reduct ion o f  trading s tations . 

In merchandising , as noted above , possib ilities of e f fec tive 
collusion betwe en European merchant companies were limited by 
Indian and Chine se comp etition which , wi th the opening of the 
northern Suva-Lautoka-Sigatoka road link in the mid- thir ties , 
be came more severe : for now Indian and Chinese firms could p urchase 
goo ds in Suva , transport them to Lautoka and then S igatoka where 
landed �os ts were higher and , costing road transport a t  zero , 
undercut European merchan ts . Burns Philp and Morris , He ds trom did 
agree on a cormnon pric ing po li cy for a few bulk grocery items 
which offered only moderate margins ; and wi th Mar lows Ltd and Brown 
and Joske they worked on mu tually agreed schedules of prices and 
terms for tyres and tubes and timber sales , Burns Philp and Morri s ,  
Heds trom impor ting timber direct from the Unit ed States on their 
chartered copra s teamers (MH) . But the timber agreemen t was 
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aimed a t  keeping sales margins j us t  b elow the leve l a t  whi ch CSR 
wou ld again f ind it cheaper t o  import timber on its own account , 
so there was no opportunity for art i ficially raising the domes tic 
pr ice above the c . i . f .  import p ri ce . 

Sharp practice did o ccur where opportunity arose . When in 
19 32 tar i f fs were increased , Maynar d  Heds trom ins tructed his 
branch managers : 'As regards your stocks on hand , try , as far as 
competit ion and a reasonably discreet atti tude towards your 
customers wil l  permi t , to get the increased value ' (MH) . And 
when the Fij i pound b riefly devalued agains t the Australian 
pound in ear ly 19 3 3 ,  there was another ins tance of a pri ce-f ixing 
ag reement between the maj or European merchant c ompanies . Goods 
purchased prior t o  the devalua tion were costed and priced at  the 
post-devaluation exchange rate in the hope that sales revenue 
gains would more than of fset any restric t ive effect on sales 
vo ltnne .  This was a onc e-for-all gain though , and wi th the 
stab ilization of foreign exchange rates after January 19 3 3 ,  the 
agreement lapsed . 

In the event , the need to reduce c ompetition in the sugar 
districts was alleviated s omewhat by a moderate and stab le increase 
in sugar exports b e tween 1934 and 19 39 , and by the dis covery of 
gold at Tavua . Gold b ecame Fij i ' s  second maj or export by 19 38 , 
earning twi ce as much as copra in the period 19 36-40 , and 
inj ec ting half as much export income as sugar (Fiji Blue Books) . 
Morri s ,  Hed strom ob taine d the agency for the dominant Emperor 
mining group . But Burns Phi lp ( S uva) got the b usine s s  of two 
sma ller companies ; and Burns Philp ( Lautoka) and Burns Phi lp (Ba) 
tapped into the income f low generated by gold produc t ion success­
f ully enough to re turn an average 10 . 5  and 6 . 3  per cent , respec­
tively , on capital emp loyed b etween February 1933  and January 1940 , 
compared with 5 . 1 p er cent f or all Fij i branches . Competit ion 
cont inued to be heavy in Labasa , however , and in S igat oka where 
f ive Indian who lesale stores , Mor ri s ,  Hedstrom , Burns Philp , and 
W .H .  Michael & Co . ( in liquidation) financed 117 retail s tores 
w ithin a two-mi le radius of the town c entre . The average rate 
of return f or Burns Philp ( Lab asa) in 19 34-40 was j ust  2 . 6 per 
cent on capital employed , whi le B urns Philp ( S igatoka) failed to 
recor d  a profit (BP) . 

Meanwhile , keen competition in the local c opra market had 
restored an appearance of European merchant company dominance of 
overseas copra sales . Chinese f irms incurred subs tant ial losses 
during the ear ly 1930s , and borrowed heavi ly from Morris , Hedstrom 
and th e banks . Financ ial dependence in turn imp lied trading 
subordinat ion to the European merchant companies , for the la tter 
provided finance on the understanding that they would receive ' a  
large share ' of the Chinese companies ' trade (MH) . As early as 
19 32 , the la tter shipped only 4 per cent of Suva ' s  copra exports . 
Never theless , the simp le fact remained that Chinese f irms , through 
their trading s tations and commissions to smaller traders ,  
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cap tured copra supplies b y  b idding up the lo cal price . Regardless 
of the Chinese firms ' ' ob ligation ' to  channe l these supp lies through 
European merchant companies , the compani es had t o  b uy th e supp lies 
if they wi sh ed to  fores tall independent overseas sale ; and they 
had to b uy a t  the market price set higher because of the Chinese 
presence . Th e alternat ive was a shrinking share of the expor t 
trade so long as the Chinese s tayed in b us iness . The shor t- term 
consequence o f  avoiding contrac tions in marke t shares was unp rofit­
ab le copra trading . Morr is , Hed strom ' s  general manager admit t ed 
pr ivately to losses for both Hedstrom and Burns Phi lp of b e tween 
12s 6d and 16 s per ton on copra purchased from Chine se firms in 
late 19 32 (MH) ; and 83 per cent of copra purchases by Burns Ph i lp 
( Suva) between 19 31 and 19 33 inc lus ive came from Chinese supp l iers 
(BP) . No t surprisingly , Burns Philp and Morri s ,  Hed strom sought 

means of widening the margin between local and world copra pri ces . 

Controlling comp eti tion in the lo cal cop ra marke t meant 
regulating the free copra market supplied not j us t  by Fij ians 
selling to Chinese , but also by Taveuni p lanters who were not 
member s , or not active members , of the Co coanut P lanters ' Union : 
annual output of sixt een maj or Taveuni p lantat ions was ar ound 
6 000 t ons , 39 per cent of average annual copra expor ts from Fij i 
in 19 31-32 ; and approximately half of this output was sold 
through the Union , leaving 3000 tons of free cop ra (PMB no . 152) . 
It was thi s 30 00 tons which was covered by the first copra 
agreement reached b etween Burns Philp and Morri s ,  Hedstrom in 
January 19 34 , an agreement arrived at wi th hes itation , for Morri s ,  
Heds trom ' s  general manager had ob served three months earlier that 
' too ev ident co-operation between Burns Philp and ourselves would 
lead to  the development of another comp etitor . I have come to 
the conclus ion that , for good or for ill , we have to  preserve a 
reality of comp etition b e tween Burns Philp and ourselve s ,  in 
order t o  keep things reasonab ly quiet ' (MH) . Collusion was 
compelling , however , and with the aim of securing a better margin 
on the b uy ing p rice , the two companies agreed to  share the 
Taveuni trade on a 5 0-50 basis , initially excluding B rown and 
Joske on the grounds that i ts role as managing agent for the 
Co coanut P lanters ' Union could not be r econc iled with membership . 
Later in the year , cooperat ion was extended to inc lude j oint 
Burns Phi lp-Morris , Heds trom shipment of copra in Redriakt iebolaget 
Transatlantic ves sels . A more frequen t and regular shipping 
service was ant icipated , and frei gh t  concessions from larger 
load ings ob taine d ,  with the additional b enef i t  that Morr is , Heds trom 
and Burns Philp now avoided landing large cargoes in London 
simultaneous ly for sale through comp eting vendors (MR) . 

Brown and Joskes ' exc lus ion from the marke t-sharing agreement 
of course prevented its  effective imp lementat ion and an improved 
marg in ,  for Brown and Joske s imply bid against the collusive f irms 
in an ef f or t  to acquire a lar ge share of free copra . So , in the 
hope that Brown and Joske could compartmentalize i t s  roles as 
Cocoanut P lanters ' Union agent and merchant trader and p revent 
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conf idential information f lowing to Uni on members , Burns Phi lp 
and Morris , Heds trom made Brown and Joske party to a new agreement ,  
effective from March 19 35 . Taveuni free copra , and now the 
copra of fered by the three maj or Chine se firms , were to be 
p urchased at a f ixed pri ce , pooled , and shared equally between 
the three Europ ean companies . Burns Philp ' s  b ranch inspector 
argued that within the year the market for free copra was 
' practical ly non-comp et itive ' .  The b uying margin in the uns tab le 

market of 19 31-33 had b een around £4 per ton between the London 
fair merchan tab le sundried ( FMS) rate and the local buying rate . 
As world c opra price s recover ed and the copra agreement prevented 
a pr oportionate rise in local prices , the margin increased to 
r each the favourab le rate o f  £6 5 s  per ton in ear ly 19 37 . Thi s  
transf ormed margina l  cop ra trading into profi tab le trading since , 
typ i ca l ly ,  freigh t , insurance , b rokerage and handling charges 
added to no more than £4 per ton . 

But the market contr ol of the big three was not comp lete 
enough to  improve marg ins without losing cop ra supp l ies . During 
the first year when the copra agreement came into for ce and the 
European trini ty sough t to increase buying margins , two Taveuni 
p lanters and the Chinese f irms , now borrowing from the Bank of 
New Zealand to reduce indeb tedness to European merchant s ,  diver ted 
2000 t ons of copra for direct sale in the Uni ted S tates marke t 
(WH) . Burns Ph ilp management was conf ident the diversion would 
be temporary ; but i t  continued , its  ef fect exacerbated in 19 36-37 
by a large increase in f reight rates to Europe (where European 
merchants shipped) relative to freigh t  rates to the Uni ted States 
(where Chinese f irms and independent p lanters shipped) . On 
b oth Morri s ,  Heds trom and Burns Philp p rivate calculat ions , copra 
trading was unprofitab le ag ain by ear ly 19 3 8 ,  despi te a reduc tion 
of freight and other charges be cause of j oint char ters (MH ; PMB 
no . 154) . Maynard Heds trom argued a ' short sharp war ' was 
ne ces sary to show the Chinese they could make more money with 
Morri s ,  Heds trom and Burns Philp than against them . The companies 
accord ing ly agreed ' to f orce the cop ra price to  an unp rofitab le 
level with the ultimate aim o f  arriving at an agreement with the 
Chinese to purchase their copra on a b as is which would return to 
both buyer and se ller a small margin of profi t ' (BP) . 

Within a ma tter of months , the ob j e c tive of collus ion was 
r ealized . Agreement was reach ed for Burns , Phi lp , Morris ,  
He ds trom , and W . R .  Carpent er (now the owners of Brown and Joske) 
j ointly to b uy copra from the principal Chinese firms at £ 3  per 
ton under the London price ; and sinc e purchase s were made in 
Suva, and the big three did  not have to cover outer i s land-Suva 
hand ling , cartage , shrinkag e ,  sack s  and risk costs  which added 
about £1 per ton ,  th er e was room f or a p rof i t , on Burns Phi lp 
figures , of upward s of 10s p er ton . Moreover , during the brief 
period b ef ore the outbreak of the wor ld war , the new copra pool 
agreement proved itself ef f ec tive in cont inuing to eliminate the 
former relatively unprofi tab le comp e tition among st the maj or 
Eur op ean b uy ers without reducing copra tonnage expor ted by them . 
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Merchant mus cle had been f lexed to good ef fect as far as the 
merchan t s  were concerned . 

S till , merchant p ower was exer c ised over a moribund copra 
economy . A Burns Philp b ranch manager had ob served early in the 
19 30s that Fij i had a f ormidab le and unenviab le list  o f  pas t 
f ailures to i ts discredi t - co tton ,  coffee , t ea ,  cocoa , rubber 
and s i sa l  hemp among them . At the end of the decade , copra too 
seemed a f or lorn hop e to  those p lanters for whom the merchant 
compani es ' copra agreement s imp ly meant another factor keep ing 
price below cos t s  of p ro duction . As the planters were has tened 
into bankrup t cy , Fij ians retreated into the subsistence e conomy , 
and the unp rofi tabi lity of Burns Phi lp (Levuka) consequent ly was 
confirmed . In 19 2 0  the branch accounted for 5 5  per cent of to tal 
sale s in Fij i ,  and earned 54  per cent of to tal profi ts . In 
19 39 , th e re sp ective f igures were 4 p er cent and z ero . By then , 
Burns Phi lp ' s  p ro f its came p redominantly f rom merchandis ing 
in Vi ti Levu , par ticularly in Lautoka and Ba . Burns Phi lp (Suva) 
bene fited from the sugar recovery , gold expor t expansion and 
pub li c  wo rks expenditure , contrib uting 56 per cent of tota l  prof i ts 
in Fij i in the last f inancial year of the decade , 75 per cent 
of whi ch came from merchandising . Burns Phi lp ( Lautoka) and Burns 
Philp (Ba) contribu ted 38 p er cent of to ta l  Fij i profits  (BP ) . 
Even though in Hedstrom ' s  e s t imation As ian competition had 
' des troye d ' the who lesale trade , leaving only bulk goods who le­
saling on low margins (MH) , it was these branches which s ugges ted 
t o  James Burns tha t more money could be made in Fij i than by 
inves ting in Aus tralian government b onds . The all-round p erformance 
in the f ir s t  twenty years o f  B urns Phi lp ( South S eas)  in Fij i 
was har dly as encouraging . 

Conclus ion 

Thi s  chap ter began wi th the s tatement of a contemporary 
vi ew that merchant capital in Fij i earns , and has earned , exce ssive 
prof its through market control ; and that repatria tion and re­
investment of the se profi ts have caused the ' development of under­
development ' .  The aim o f  the subsequent empiri cally-b ased 
examination of Burns Phi lp ( S ou th S eas) Co . Ltd in Fij i be tween 
19 20 and 19 39 was to contrib ute to the unders tanding of the 
actual , as opposed to th e suppo s ed ,  f unctioning , marke t control 
and prof i tab ili ty o f  merchant cap i tal . 

The general conclusion i s  cle ar , and is sup por ted by the 
independ ent research of Buckley and Klugman ( 19 8 3 : 30 7) . Mere 
s i ze and a c onspicuous pub li c  presence in a small colonial 
economy were no guarantee of marke t control and hi gh profit  rates . 
Firs t ,  Eur opean merchan t compan ies had to take world prices for 
expor t and imp or t goods as given , and adj ust their own pri ce s  
and co sts a cc ordingly . Second and rela ted , their sales dep ended 
on export income and therefore on the vagaries of world market s 
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and domes t i c  supply . Third , the o ligopolis tic nature of the 
domes tic expor t  and consumer good s markets , and especially the 
pres enc e o f  s ome large Indian and Chine se firms , assured compe tition 
which kept buy ing and se l ling margins well be low monopoly leve ls . 
There was collus ion between the E uropean merchants on the pri cing 
of some mer chand ise , and collusion arose in th e copra trade in 
th e 19 30s ; but i t  arose in r esponse to th e ef fects of comp e ti tion 
in a depr ess ed market , it did no t cover the whole copra marke t ,  and 
it could not preclude independent marke t ing of cop ra .  Profi t s , 
though higher than in the more competitive si tuat ion , therefore 
could no t become excess ive without j e opar di zing the effect iveness 
of co l lusive agr eement . 

Th ere were sub stantial grounds , then , for Burns Phi lp 
management ' s  content ion that pro f i t s  in Fij i had no t been commensur­
ate wi th the r eal and considerab le r i sks in b o th copra and 
merchandise trades , and that the company wo uld have been b etter 
off inves ting in Aus tralia . Burns Phi lp ( S outh Seas) Co . Ltd ' s  
profitab ili ty fel l  shor t of the targe t minimum o f  10 per cent on 
pai d-up capita l  set at i t s  creation : over the twenty-year p eriod 
19 20- 39 the average dividend rate was 6 . 1 p er cent and the average 
pr ofit was 7 . 2 per cent , compared with 7 . 1 per cent regis tered 
by Morri s ,  He ds t rom in 19 21-39 ( Tab les 6 . 1 ,  6 . 3) . The return on 
all branche s in Fij i averaged j us t  over 5 per cent , wh ether on 
capital allot ted or capi tal emp loyed ( Table 6 . 2) ,  with only Burns 
Phi lp (Lautoka) reaching 10 per cent (BP) . Hence the comp laint 
by the Group Manager that a 1940 increase in company tax from ls to 
ls 6 d  in the pound ' will seriously reduce the already meagre 
earnings the Comp any ' s  capital has been ab le to  make in Fij i '  (BP) . 
And h ence the unhesitating inves tment of pro f it s  overseas - mos tly 
in Commonwealth of Austra lia Treasury bonds at 5 to 6 p er cent , 
but al so in New Zealand government secur i ties ( 4�-5� p er cent) , 
and company shares like the 9 p er cent preference shares of 
Jantzen (Aus t . )  L td . Investments in Fij i outs ide of b ranch 
bus ine ss wer e confine d to a few Morri s ,  Heds trom and Brown and 
Joske ordinary and preference shares . As th e ind igenous cap i talis t ,  
Maynard Heds trom , ob se rved : ' I t i s  very dif f i cult to interest 
Capi talis ts from Aus tralia or New Zealand in Fij i ventures ' (MH) . 
Only h e ,  who was born in Levuka in 187 2 ,  was a memb er of the 
Leg islat ive Council ,  and remained commi t ted to th e goal of whi te 
set tler development , per sonally inves ting domes tically on a 
sub s tantial scale beyond his merchant bus ine ss (which was 6 0  per 
cent foreign-owned by 19 31) . 

Large prof its  were made elsewhere in the Pacific , wh ere there 
was less (As ian) competi tion : Burns Phi lp made an average annual 
38 per cent on capital in Tonga in 19 29-32 (BP) ; and W . R .  Carp enter 
& Co . Lt d - ul tima tely to take over Morris , Heds trom - made an 
average 14 per cen t  in 19 2 3-37 , largely from New Guinea and the 
So lomons ( The 'Wi ld Cat '  Monthly , 6 Aug . 19 32 , 2 Oct . 19 37) . 
But Burns Phi lp ( S ou th Seas) in Fij i ,  like Briti sh merchan t 
compani es in Ghana which also failed to make large profi t s  (Howard 
19 78 : 106-8) would have to  wai t  for p os twar economic growth to 



102 

boo s t  profitability . In the meantime , low p rofi ts  added fervour 
to the merchant case agains t currency devaluation as a response 
to th e Great Depression . 



Chapt er 7 

Mo ne tary dependency and th e politica l  economy of 
exchange rate policy 

Fij i ' s  late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century develop­
ment as a British colonial ou tlier of the Aus tralian and New 
Zealand economies entai led , and wa s facilitated by , the es tab lish­
ment of branch operations of Aus tralian and New Zealand banks . 
The Bank of New South Wales ( the Wales) and th e Bank of New Ze aland 
(BNZ) concentra ted on me eting the shor t- term capital requirements 
o f  th e maj or trading and planting inter ests . And they freely 
exchanged for eign currencies for lo cal currency at rates which 
they determined . Both dur ing the heyday of the internat ional gold 
standard from 1880 to 19 14 , and during i ts rather shaky re s toration 
in th e 19 2 0 s ,  this meant in practice that b uyers and sellers of 
foreign exchange could rely on a s tab le exchange rate regime under 
whi ch one Fij ian pound bough t  one Aus tralian pound , one New 
Zealand pound , or one pound s ter ling . Th ere was no more succinct 
express ion of Fij i ' s  integrat ion into the world economy . 

Equal ly , th er e was no c learer indicator of cr isis in the world 
ec onomy and i ts effec t  on the co lonial e conomy than mone tary dis­
in tegration . From la te 19 29 to ear ly 19 3 1 ,  the Wale s ' general 
manager ini tiated deva luat ions o f  the Aus tralian , New Zealand and 
Fij i pound s agains t s ter ling . For two years , the Fij i exchange 
rate s tay ed at £Flll : £ s tgl00 . Th.en , ear ly in 19 3 3 ,  the Wales 
and the BNZ challenged the almos t universal bel ief that depar ture 
from parity with s ter ling was temp orary and soon to be correc ted 
(Gib lin 195 1 : 20 2) . They announced ano ther devalua tion of the Fij i 
pound - to £Fl25 : £ s tgl00 , the going ra te for the Australian and 
New Zealand pounds . But while th e banks ' case f or a fur ther 
d evaluat ion was accep ted in Aus t ralia and New Zealand , in Fij i the 
banks and an ineffec tual Europ ean copra p lanter lobb y were 
frus trated by the comb ined opposi tion of government ,  merchants and 
the sugar export monopoly , CSR . From March 19 33 , £Flll again 
exchange d for £ s tg l00 . 

Th.is chap ter uses the conf lict over Fij i ' s  exchange rate 
during the Great Depression as a case s tudy in colonial political 
economy . It shows how the choice of exchange rat e  was de termine d 
by what S chedvin ( 19 70 : 9 ) - wri ting of Aus tralian poli cy-making 
at the t ime - calls ' the strategic s treng th o f  the respective 
par t ies and the ins titutiona l supp or t at th eir command ' .  It  

W3 



ill 4 

discusses whe ther or no t migh t  was right , that i s , whether or no t 
exchange rat e  policy was f ounded on sound economics . I t  concludes 
th at , righ t  or wrong , government unwillingne ss to  accep t fur ther 
devaluation in 19 3 3  as a means of dampening the impact o f  
internat iona l  depression o n  Fij i ,  and i t s  exceptional legis lative 
provi sion in 19 34 f or a future re turn to pari ty with s terling , 
p rovided y et ano ther ins tance in Fij i ' s co lonial history o f  the 
poli tical impotence of the white settlers . 

An overview of mone tary developmen t ,  1875-19 39 

Exchange an d marke t ing in pre-Cession Fij i were res tricted 
by the ab sence of a re liab le ,  homogeneous currency supply and b y  
the absen ce o f  banks . Both the Wales and the BNZ had turned 
down 1872 invitati ons to open in Fij i ,  the lat t er ' s  char ter no t 
p ermi t ting op era ti ons in foreign territory . But the BNZ ' s  
direc tors and lead ing sharehold ers e s t ab lished a local bank , the 
Fij i Banking and Connnercial Company , in July 18 7 3 ;  and when Fij i 
became British territory , the way was clear for the BNZ to take 
over what effectively had been a s ub si diary . This was done in 
mid-1876 on the grounds that a bank in Fij i needed grea ter 
f inancial s treng th to meet competi tion , and that a BNZ presence 
in Fij i was essen tial to the maintenance and increase o f  New 
Zealand ' s  shar e in Pacific i s lands trade . A se cond BNZ b ranch was 
opened in Suva in 1881 (BNSW ;  Ro ss 19 6 4 : 9 3-9 ; Chappell 19 6 1 : 9 1 ;  
Grif fin 19 76 ) . 

The BNZ banking monopoly quickly e arne d  a reputation as an 
extortiona te lend er and medd ler in government affairs , whi ch 
added a special urgency to government ef for ts to at tract a second 
b ank (Ro s s  19 6 4 : 102- 3 ;  BNZ 0 10 . 0 2 . 45 ;  BNSW GM20 3/ 70) . Banking 
compe t i ti on di d no t event uate , however , until CSR agreed in 1880 
to es tab li sh Fij i ' s  firs t large- scale sugar mill and off ered the 
Union Bank of Aus tralia i ts Fij i b us iness . A b ranch was opened 
at Levuka in De cember 1880 (and closed in 1886) , and another 
at Suva in January 188 3 . The e ffects were immedia te : rates on 
advance s fe ll,  and al though the BNZ reta ined the government 
de posit account until 189 0 , government channe l led more than half 
its oth er bus iness thro ugh the Union , with BNZ p rofi tab ility 
s uf fering acc or ding ly (Butlin 19 6 1 : 247-8 ; Ros s  19 6 4 : 10 3- 4 ; BNZ 
0 10 . 0 2 . 45) . Predic tab ly ,  there arose what the Co lonial Secre tary 
(CSO 1016 / 189 2)  calle d an ' iniquitous combination ' b e twe en the 
banks , readi ly en tered into by a Union Bank now s uf f ering the 
effects of the ear ly ninetie s b anking crisis in Aus tral ia . 
However , agreement on interest rate payments and bank charges 
in Fij i c ould no t save the Union . An e conomy drive in the wake 
of the b anking crisi s  included wi desp read clo sure of Union Bank 
branche s ,  an d Union wi thdrew from Fij i in 189 5 on the unders tanding 
that BNZ would withdraw from Newcastle in New South Wales (Butlin 
19 6 1 : 314) . 



Union had lo s t  a crucial a ccoun t  when,  in 189 4 , CSR 
terminated i ts arrangement to conduc t Fij i bus iness wi th Sydney 
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in favour o f  one with the BNZ in Auckland . The C SR-BNZ agreemen t 
commenced in July and continued sub s tantially unaltered until  the 
Great Depression . Throughout this per iod ,  CSR mill expense s ,  
advance s ,  and s ugar cane p ayments in Fij i were me t b y  orders drawn 
on CSR ' s  Auckland s ugar refinery , the chief des t ination for the 
co lony ' s  raw sugar expor t s  until  the mid- 19 2 0 s . Mill managers 
presen ted orders to BNZ b ranches in Fij i ,  whi ch purchased them at 
par and forwarded them to the BNZ head off ice in Auckland , where 
the BNZ was paid the face value p lus a 0 . 5 p er cent commi ss ion by 
the CSR re f inery manager . Initially , abo ut £ s tg200 , 000 annually 
was paid out of a total of around £ s tg250 , 000 in CSR Auckland 
funds , leaving £ s tg 50 , 000 f or remission to Sydney . free of exchange 
co sts  under th e agreement . By the late 19 20 s , CSR ' s Fij i payments 
had grown to over £ s tg700 , 000 (BNZ 0 10 . 0 2 . 41 ;  BNSW GM-Cl 302 / 1 341-
1347 / 3 ;  CSR 10 88 , 29 33) . 

The BNZ ' s  r egaine d b anking monopoly was shortlived despite 
i t s  c apture o f  th e bus iness o f  Fij i ' s  paramount expor ter . In 
June 190 1 ,  the Wales board o f  dire ctors deci ded to gain a foothold 
in growing Fij i- South Pac ific-Aus tralasia trade by opening a Suva 
b ranch (BNSW Board Minutes) . The BNZ general manager felt  there 
was insuf fi ci ent room in Fij i for two banks and contemplated 
se lling out t o  the Wales . B ut the BNZ board took a longer view , 
and the bank remained in Fij i to face anticipated competition (Ros s 
196 4 : 10 5) . In fact , the Wales general manager had told the f irs t 
manage r o f  the Suva branch that ' we desire to be conservat ive and 
to work wi th the Bank of New Zealand as far as pos sib le ' (Ho lder 
19 70 : 5 1 1) ; and wher eas the branch manager cons idered the BNZ ' s  
depo sit rate s  too low and i ts advanc e rate ' rather usurious ' ,  
head o f fice saw no grounds for imp roving on BNZ rates to any large 
extent , pref erring a low-key , gen tlemanly incursion into mercantile 
and shor t- term agricultural lending b y  means of geographi c  extension . 
Wales management opened a branch at Levuka in 1909 in order to get 
into the profi tab le copra b us ine s s ,  and one at Lautoka in 19 10 
in order to benef i t  from sugar growth . With agen cies of the 
Lautoka branch es tab lish ed at Ba in 1929 , Tavua in 19 35 , and Nadi 
and Vatakoula in 19 38 , the Wales ' reach was greater than the 
BNZ ' s  (BNSW GM 2 14/ 1 ,  Half-year ly Reports) . 

The two bank s cons t ituted Fij i ' s  banking system until the 
po st-World War II period . They were the only financial inter­
med iaries mee ting the cre di t needs of expatriate bus ine ss . They 
o rgani zed the imp ortation of the British silver and copper coins 
whi ch rep laced the heterogeneous coin supply o f  pre-Ces sion Fij i . 
And they suppli ed a small amount o f  paper currency de f ine d in 
terms of s te r ling and kept s tab le in terms of s terling , unt i l  
this func tion was taken over b y  a Board o f  Currency Commissioners 
e stab li she d in 19 13 . 

The curr ency board system was ,  in its  Empire-wide essen tials , 
s imple . The commi ssioners were ob lige d to exchange local and 
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international currencie s at a fixed rate ; and to  ensure fore ign 
currency demand s could always be met ,  they were req uired to 
maintain a rese rve of 110 per cent of the lo cal no te is sue . The 
leve l of Fij i ' s  money supp ly there fore be came a func t ion o f  the 
ba lance o f  payments in that surplu se s led to money supply growth 
and de ficits  to contrac tion . Bank lending p o li cy and the p ub li c ' s  
propensity t o  hold cash were addi tional determinant s ;  and whatever 
the payments ba lance , the banks could draw res erves from h ead 
o ff i ce and thus expand the cash base . In p ractice , however , the 
currency board system ' s  operations in Fij i were no t so simp le . 
Wh er eas Bri tish colonies general ly e s tablished functioning s ter ling 
exchange sys tems , Fij i adopted a gold exchange sy s tem which never 
actual ly worked in the manner p rescribed by law . Though government 
no tes were legal ly redeemab le in gold,  and were to be s ecur ed by 
a reserve of gold ( two-thirds) and s ter ling securities ( one-third) , 
the susp ension of the int ernat ional go ld standard during Wor ld 
War I, and the sub sequent fai lure of Fij i o f f icials to li f t  the 
gold export ban whi ch s usp en sion had en ta iled , made c onvertib ility 
into gold insub s tant ial . Comp li cation rather than re form followed 
when a 19 2 2  ordinance empowered the Governor in Council to dec lare 
no tes inconver tib le from time to t ime , and in troduce p rovi sion 
for redemp tion in silver ; and when the Currency Commi ssioner s be gan 
i s s uing no te s again s t  s ter ling draf ts  on London or - if go ld 
res erves fell be low 20 p er cent of the note i ssue - agains t payments 
one-fi f th in gold and four-fi fths in s terling draf t s . Fij i was 
e ffective ly on a s terling exchange sy stem wi thout legal foundation ,  
while currency note s could not in prac ti ce b e  surrendered for go ld , 
as 200 Ba Indians f ound in 19 20 ( C lauson 19 44 ; CO 8 3 / 19 3 ,  8 3 / 20 1 ;  
CSR 3105 ) . 

The maj or consequence o f  the fundamental irregulari ty of 
Fij i ' s  mone tary sys tem was pinp oint ed in a retrospective asse s sment 
by an anonymous Brit ish b anker (Monetary Systems 19 48-49 : 44) : 

As the law wh ich was designe d to main ta in a fixed val ue for 
the currency had been r endered nugatory , the de terminat ion 
of the currency value rested in practice with th e . . .  local 
branche s o f  the Bank of New Zealand and the Bank of New 
S outh Wa les . No t unnaturally , the se banks were greatly 
influenced by th e course o f  events in their resp ective 
countries . . . 

And even ts in 19 29 -31  cause d the banks to break with the long 
tradition of s ter ling pari ty . 

Aus tralia , New Zealand and Fij i in the Great De pr ess ion 

Aus tralia and New Zealand , along wi th Argentina , Braz i l , 
Bolivia , Spain and Uruguay , went into depr ess ion be fore the 
rest of the world be cause of their export dep endence and th e 
fac t that a sharp drop in their primary product exp or t  prices 
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preceded the October 19 29 Wall S treet crash . The fall in expor t 
earnings between 19 28/29 and 1932 / 3 3 exceeded 50 per cent in 
every country and pro duced a common p o licy response (Kindleberger 
19 7 3 : 99-100 ; Trianti s 19 6 7 : 7- 9 ) . Exchange depre cia tion in the 
periphe ry began the formal disintegra tion of the go ld s tandard , 
tha t ' barbarous relic . . .  remo te from th e spiri t and the require­
ments of the ag e ' and alre ady replaced in prac tice by a non-me tallic 
standard (Keyne s 19 7 1 : 138) . 

In the Au s tralian case , the go ld s tandard was abandoned in 
December 19 29 , and tari ff revisions be gun soon af ter which ended 
wi th a 19 31/ 32 tariff on British goods 80 p er cent above the 
p re- dep ression level . Quotas and outright prohib i t ions were 
also introduc ed ; and th e bank s ratione d foreign exchange . Meanwhi le , 
an ou tside marke t developed in which the Aus tra lian pound deprec­
iated . The te legraphic transfer rat e  on London wen t to £Al0 1 in 
la te 19 29 , to  £Al0 2 in January 19 30 , and to £Al06 in March (Cop land 
and We l ler 19 35 : 86-8 ; S che dvin 19 70 : 8 , 114 , 125) . 

Influentia l supp or t for depr eciation came from A . C . Davidson, 
general manager of the Bank of New South Wales . Arguing that 
bank s  had to retain control o f  the exchange marke t whi ch had been 
los t only because the market had not been allowed free p lay ,  
Davidson was ins trt.nnental i n  b ringing the off i cial Aus tralian-UK 
exchange rate in line wi th th e ou tside market rat e in March 19 30 , 
and in for cing fur ther depreciation to £Al08 : £ s tgl00 in October 
( S chedvin 19 70 : 15 7-6 2) . Me lbourne bank managers , however , s till 
basica lly he ld to the genera l bel ief in th e gold s tandard and 
deflation as the means to recovery . When , in November 19 30 , the 
Australian pound again deprecia ted in the outside market and a 
s pecula tive f light from Aus tralian currency began , th ey argued 
that it was possib le to outb id the outside market and rej ected 
any fur ther depre ciation des pite a reque s t  from government to 
devalue in order to as s i s t  p r imary p roduc er s . Davidson responded 
with an announcement that the Wales would break the banks ' agree­
ment to quote a common exchange rate . On 5 January 19 3 1 ,  j us t  
before the seasona l  peak i n  expor t s ,  the Wale s q uo ted £All5 : £ st gl00 . 
Other banks followed , to f ind th e ou t side market rate increasing 
s ti ll fur ther . The banks ' rate rose to £Al25 : £ s tgl00 , and then 
to £Al30 : £ s tgl00 at the end of January . This seeme d to be the 
market- clearing rate, for now o ff icial an d outside marke t  rates 
c onverged and stab ilized . When Bri tain abandoned th e go ld s tandard 
in Sep tember , main tenance of the exis ting £A : £ stg rate ensure d 
an ad dit ional depr ec iat ion of the Austral ian pound in terms of 
gold ,  which in turn promp te d a Decemb er revision of the rate -
mis taken in Davidson ' s  view - to £Al 25 : £ s tgl00 (Ho lder 19 70 : 7 36 ) . 

Exchang e depreciat ion in Aus tralia , then , was hurried along 
by the ef forts of a banker more in terested in so und economic s 
than slavi sh adherence to tradit ion . For A . C .  Davidson of th e 
Wales , unfet tered operat ion o f  supply and demand was a guiding 
princip le dicta ting deva luat ion beyond even the leve l f inally 
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arrived a t . As S che dvin ( 19 70 : 2 2 3) not e s , 'he did not ent ertain 
for a moment the not ion that he could be wrong ' .  And he did not 
hesitate to preach princip les acro ss the Tasman . 

S ince f ive o f  New Zealand ' s  six banks were foreign , and four 
were Australian in name , ' New Zealand was ,  in eff ec t ,  a rich 
Aus tralian state as far a s  i t s  banking organi zation was concerned ' 
( Sut ch 19 36 : 31) . It therefore seemed na tural for th e New Zealand 
pound t o  depreciate wi th the Aus tral ian pound in early 19 30 . But 
the Union , the Aus tra lasian and the Nat ional Bank of New Zealand 
had t heir head off ices in London , and wi th the s emi-government 
Bank of New Zealand an d the Commercial Bank of Australia , treated 
sterling parity as sacr ed . In October 19 30 ,  and in the face o f  
Bank o f  New Sou th Wale s opposition,  they maintaine d  the £NZ : £ s tg 
exchange rate and thus force d  a rela t ive appreciation against 
the Aus tral ian pound (Be lshaw 19 36 : 2 3-4 ; Moore and Bart on 19 35 : 
35 8-6 8 ;  Holder 19 70 : 7 47-76 ) . An out side marke t  in exchange 
indi cated the p eg ged rate was too low ;  and when the Aust ra lian 
pound depreciated to £Al30 : £ s tg l00 in January 19 3 1 ,  the BNZ 
reluc tant ly de cided fur th er depre cia tion to £NZ110 : £ s tg l00 was 
in or der . Ye t this was s till below the ou tside market rate o f  
£NZ118 : £ stgl00 . Davidson arrang ed deprecia tion-suppor t ing news­
pap er ar t icles and an Augus t  visit by the New Zealand-educated 
economist , Professor Douglas Cop land ; an d he p ersonal ly visited 
New Zea land in January-Febr uary 19 32 , advo cating f ur th er deprecia­
t ion to everyone from bank clerks to Pr ime Mini s t er , and finding 
support  in th e r ecommenda t ions of a government-app ointed commi ttee 
and from export interests throughou t the c ountry . But th e 
oppos i tion from o ther bank s ,  commer cial and manufacturing intere s t s , 
the Labour Par ty ,  and many members of the incumbent coalition 
gover nment seeme d implacab le . Exaspera ted , perhap s r ecalling 
charg es of financ ial imper ialism levelled agains t the Wales in 
19 3 1 ,  but above all  conf ident tha t continued depr ess ion would 
win converts more r eadily than argtnnent , Davidson returned t o  
Sydney . 

Final ly , expor t  decl ine , the failure of the 19 32  Ottawa 
conf erence to pro duce a magical solution to a dep res se d 
Commonweal th ' s  prob lem s ,  and specula tion agains t the New Zealand 
pound , led the general manager of th e BNZ , S ir Henry Buckleton , 
to agree hesi tant ly that a bank-initiated devaluation was needed . 
Mor eover , there was Cab ine t concern and dvi s ion whi ch ended wi th 
a maj ority deci s ion that deprecia tion was mandatory . On 15 
January 19 3 3  the BNZ was asked to increase the rate on London to  
£NZ125 : £s tgl00 . On the twenti eth ,  depreciation to the level of 
the Austral ian pound be came off icial . To Davidson i t  was a 
we lcome - i f  a belated and government-ini tia ted - response to 
depres sion whi ch ,  to hi s chagrin,  would no t be mat ched by exchange 
rate policy changes in Fij i (Bel shaw 19 36 : 2 3-4 ; Moore and Bar ton 
19 35 : 358-6 8 ;  Ho lder 19 70 : 747-76) . 
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Fij i had begun experi encing agri cultural depress ion even 
before Aus tralia and New Zealand because the prices of i ts maj or 
exports sl umped sooner . The wor ld sugar price f e ll by over 6 6  p er 
cent between 19 2 7  and 19 33 (Kind leb erger 19 7 3 : 88 ) ; and though 
Imp erial preference - incr eased in 19 32 - provided some impor tan t 
insulation from thi s  f al l ,  the Fij i sugar expor t  price dropp ed by 
40 per cent . The world copra price fel l  fairly continuous ly and 
in 19 3 4  was 24 per cent o f  it s 19 2 8  level . Export revenue in 19 3 1  
was j us t  35 p e r  cent o f  that earned thr ee years earlier (Fiji B lue 
Books) . No t '  surprisingly , the Fij i pound depr eciat ed along with 
the Aus tralian pound from lat e 19 29 , for Wales and BNZ management 
f ixed Fij i ' s exchange rate , saw severe co lonial e conomic depress ion , 
and in any case eff ec t ively treated Fij i as i f  it were a state o f  
the Aus tralian Fede ration . A s  Davidson exp lained · (Holder 19 70 : 
7 5 1-2) : 

1he funds he ld in London by the Bank ar e no t earmarked for 
th e spe cif i c  needs of Aus tralia o r  New Zealand [ or Fij i ] . 
It is a fundamen ta l feature of banking that a bank ' s  reserve 
of cash (or , in thi s  instan ce , s t er ling) is available for 
whatever ca lls its cus tomer s  make upon i t  wi thin their 
cred i t . 

Wi th sterling in chronically short s upply , general ized currency 
depreciat ion was nece ssary . The manager of the Wales Suva branch 
put the exp lanat ion b luntly : on 14 March 19 30 he told the Colonial 
S ecretary tha t the cause of Fij i ' s  deprecia tion was Aus tral ia ' s  
current account deficit  (CSO 809 / 19 30) . 

Devaluation b y  i ts e lf wa s bound to b e  a c onten tious i ssue . 
Colonial government was wedde d to the idea of sterling par ity 
and commi tted to a myopic , misplaced focus on Fij i ' s merchandise 
trade balance . Now, as a result o f  the b ranch manager ' s  
explicitness , i t  saw Fij i ' s monetary dependence as a maj or , perhaps 
the only , r eason for the devaluat ions which the banks initiated 
between 19 30 and 19 3 3 . 

The Fij i devaluat ion debate 

1he Fij i pound depreciated with th e Australian pound 
thr ougho ut 19 30 , and followed i t  to £Fl25 : £ stgl00 on 14 January 
19 31 . Only th e Co coanut P lan ters ' Union , represen ting Fij i ' s  
maj or whi te planter s , we lcomed depre ciation to thi s  exten t ,  claim­
ing that p lan ter s who p roduce d at a los s under pari ty now covered 
co sts . The supporting economic argument was simp listic . It 
consisted of th e truism tha t ,  given export and import volume and 
an ini tial trade surp lus , deprec iat ion led to a ne t imp rovement 
in the balance of trad e in terms of domestic currency . But 
the plan ters ' concern was survival . A c opra price increase in 
terms of domes ti c currency was crucial , especially so if the 
planters ' conten tion , that domes tic prices (no tably of b read) 
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had no t fal len for twelve months des pi te the drop in wor ld 
prices (notab ly of f lour ) , wer e  t rue . As to economi c t e chni cal­
i t ie s ,  the plan ters reques ted the governor ,  Sir Murchis on F le tcher , 
to refer the que s t ion of exchange ra tes to ' some eminent economi s t ' 
( C08 3 / 19 3) . 

Fletcher preferred to seek the advice of Fij i ' s  pre-eminent 
merchant and long- s i t t ing member of the Legi s lat ive and Executive 
Councils , Sir Maynard Heds trom , whose expor t-impor t firm ,  like 
Burns Philp , sold copr a through London and San Franc i s co offices . 
Heds trom ac cep ted that the 20 p er cent deprecia tion s timulated 
the export sector : the copra p lanter s were get ting £1 10 s to £2 
per ton mor e ,  and in principle CSR could cover its Fij i expense s 
through the remi s sion o f  20 p er cent less s terling . But he 
r egarded the banks ' as ser tion that a fundamental balance o f  pay­
ment s def ic i t  exis ted as ' specious and mis leading ' .  And he doub ted 
the ef f ectiveness of d evalua tion in a very open economy in which 
he tho ught import demand was highly pri ce- inelas t i c . In thi s 
model , devalua tion-induced cos t increase threatened to of fset the 
ini tial benefit  to Fij i ' s export sec tor (C08 3 / 19 3) . 

On the non-exi stence of a balance o f  payment s  def i ci t , the 
g overnor was in agreement wi th Hedstrom . Looking only at the 
b alance of trade surplus ( fob ) as recorded in the Fiji B lue Books , 
and ob serving tha t pub li c  deb t paymen ts as a propor tion of to tal 
domestic export s  had no t excee ded 4 p er cent desp it e new b orrowing 
in 19 2 8 ,  Fletcher told memb ers of th e Legi s lative Cotmci l that 
' The Government i s  sat is fied that Fij i ' s  trad e  b alance and genera l 
f inancial posi tion wou ld enab le it , i f  i t  s tood alone , to mainta in 
sterling par ity ' (Legis la tive Council Debates 19 31) . However , 
he further agreed with Heds tr om that depreciat ion , at leas t in 
the short term , h elped keep cop ra p lanters afloa t , and that a 
return to s terling pari ty migh t cause CSR to cur tail  or s uspend 
i ts Fij i operat ions and th e banks to wi thdraw . Some exchange 
deprecia tion was therefor e in order , but not to the extent of 20 
per cent . F letcher acted cons i stent ly with Heds trom ' s  advice 
and r eques ted the banks to a lign Fij i with the New Zealand rate 
on London of £NZ110 : £ st gl00 (C083/19 3) . 

At f irs t ,  the local Wales and BNZ managers refuse d - on 
h ead office instruc tions . They maintained that the 14 January 
rate had to hold because there was a fundamenta l balance o f  
paymen ts deficit :  ster ling demand by Fij i purchaser s had exce eded 
supply by £400 , 000 in the two years ending 30 Sep tember 19 30 ; 
and later Wa les es tima tes showed Fij i ran ba lance o f  payments 
def i ci t s  on c urrent account in the calendar years 19 29 and 19 30 , 
even allowing for the governor ' s  claim that £ 354 , 000 of the 
£400 , 000 excess demand for s t er ling r epresented unusual government 
remit tances (BNSW GM30 2 / 330) . Flet cher also advance d  th e Maynar d 
Heds trom argument tha t any balanc e o f  payments deficit  was 
a statis tical illusion resul ting from the fact tha t CSR di d 
no t remit sugar export pro ceeds to Fij i ,  bu t ra ther use d Fij i 
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whi le meeting Fij i exp ense s out o f  New Zealand sales revenue . 
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In fact , of cours e ,  it  was ret urned value , no t expor t  sales 
revenue , which was relevant to an as sessment of Fij i ' s  net 
balance of payment s posi tion ; and when the governor s uggested to 
CSR management tha t the company remi t expo rt proceeds dir ect from 
London and Canada to Fij i ,  the t elegrammed response was terse : 
'We do no t transfer f und s as Governor evidently assumes th erefore 
exchang e rate do es no t enter into our calculations . We could no t 
agree alt er proce dure . We have never so ld exchange on London ' 
(C08 3 / 19 3) . As far as CSR ' s  head office was conce rned , Fij i ' s  
exchang e rate was th e banks ' r esponsibility . 

Yet the banks r elented ,  presumably in accordance with the 
BNZ preference for a limi ted 10 p er cent devaluation ( see ab ove) , 
and probably to extend the trial period for such a devaluat ion 
beyond October 19 30-14 January 19 31 . Fij i ' s  current account 
def i cit  had fallen somewhat in 19 30 , and p erhap s the 10 p er cent 
devalua tion would be sufficient to restore equilibrium . At any 
rate , as par t o f  wider currency r ealignments , the Fij i rate on 
London se ttle d at £Flll : £s tgl00 after the f inal New Zealand 
devaluation on 29 January , and was ref erred to the Co lonial Office 
for approval . The Off ice ' s  Curr ency Commi ttee took nine months 
to report , possib ly because the referral had opened officials ' 
eye s to Fij i ' s uniquely irregular mone tary sy stem ,  consisting 
now of a not e i ssue theoretically made agains t gold , but in 
practice made agains t sterling draf ts , redeemable in silver whi ch 
could be expor ted only under li cence , and pegged to the New 
Zealand pound . Predi ctab ly , th e commi ttee ' s  preference was for 
a sterling exchange standar d and res torat ion of pari ty between 
sterling and the Fij i pound . But F le t cher emphasized the cos ts of 
an immediate return to s terling parity and p ers uaded the commi ttee 
to approve the banks ' d eci sion on the exchange ra te . I ts o f fi cial 
members r ecommended Fij i be p laced legal ly on a New Zealand p ound 
exchange standard pending the estab lishment of a s ter ling exchang e 
sys tem .  The former was cons idered neces sary because in the 
offi cia l view the banks ' goodwi ll and good sense could no t be 
reli ed upo n .  The lat ter was though t to be a matter of time : ' as 
soon as New Zealand exchange rises to par with the United Kingdom, 
fresh legi s lat ion should be passed p lac ing the currency on an 
ordinary s ter ling basis (C083/ 19 3) . In the in terim ,  there was 
to be no to lera ti on of furth er depreciation . The UK Treasury 
advi se d that 

the Governor should make i t  p lain to the Banks tha t ,  if 
ther e is any t endency for Fij i currency to d epreciate more 
than New Zealand , i t  is the intention of the Government 
to obtain legi slation enab ling the Currency Commissioners 
to buy and se ll s t er ling at a f ixed rat e  (C08 3 / 19 3) . 

In the shor t term,  Fij i currency nei ther dep reci at ed 
fur ther , as the colonial government feare d ,  nor followed the New 
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Zealand pound b ack to  i t s  '.natural ' p arity wi th s t er ling , as the 
Co lonial Offi ce an ticipate d .  But the expectation that one or the 
o ther would happen probably added t o  normal delays in explaining 
the drawn-out at temp t in 19 31-32 to r eform Fij i ' s  monetary sy stem 
on i t s  ' temporary ' basis , tha t is , to formulate and pas s 
legis lation making Fij i no t es legal tend er backed b y  New Zealand 
securi tie s ,  and to arrange for the s ale of consequently r edundant 
i dle gold reserves . In addi tion , th e hesi tancy born of uncer tainty 
was compounded by Colonial Offi ce ignorance of Fij i ' s  mone tary 
history and by co lonial government ignorance of general mone tary 
theory and pra c tice . The two in comb ination precip itated a cri sis 
which complicated a Fij i exchange posi tion already unset tle d  
i n  la te 19 32 b y  rt.nnours o f  a furthe r New Zealand deprecia tion . 

On 2 1  Oc tober 19 32 , the Colonial Of fi ce in struc ted the Fij i 
Currency Connnission to cease the ( s tric tly illegal) is sue o f  
notes against ster ling draf ts , and conf irmed the de sirab i li ty o f  
es tab li shing a New Zealand pound exchang e s tandard . The commis sion­
er s r eac ted , in the words of a Colonial Of fice official , 'with 
the utmo s t  c lumsine s s ' ( C08 3/ 201) . Eschewing consultation with 
banks and mer chant compani es , they simp ly announced on 15 November 
tha t one- fif th gold and four- fifths s t erling would be required in 
exchang e for no tes , and then on 1 De cember that no tes would only 
be i s sued agains t go ld . Yet , however inep tly and at whatever 
co st  to bank-government relations , the connnissioner s  could claim 
they had j us t  carried out orders . And the order in quest ion was 
und oub tedly inj udicious , based as it was on th e false Colonial 
Offi ce belief that the issue of no tes agains t s terling draf ts was 
a very recent pract i ce , and coming as it did af ter British abandon­
ment of the gold s t andard . Later , when i t  was learned that th e 
prac t i ce dated from the ear ly 19 20 s ,  Colonial Of fice o f f icials 
recognized that cus tom ne ed no t have been renounced s o  pre cipitou sly : 
' If we had known this be fore , i t  i s  possib le that we should have 

made it cl ear that there was no ne ces s i ty to pu t an imme diate s top 
to an irregular i ty of so resp ectab le an age ' ( C083 / 20 1) . But the 
innnediate s top was made ;  and at a time when banks ' note demand 
r eached the seasonal peak of what was a year of r ecord cane 
produc t ion . 

In des peration , the banks p ro tested to the co lony ' s  two 
mos t  inf luential residents ,  Sir Maynard Hedstrom and S i r  Henry 
Scot t ,  members of the Executive Counci l  who had no t b een informed 
of the Se cretary of S tate ' s  Oc tober despa tch on the feeb le grounds 
that the governor had been too ill t o  convene a mee ting , though 
he had fe lt obl iged to inf orm the Currency Commiss ion . P eeved 
by this treatmen t , and consider ing the ' b l ind obedience ' of the 
commis s ioner s a derelic t ion of duty to th e colony , S co t t and 
Heds trom cab l ed the S ecretary of S ta te f or the Colonies , s t ressing 
tha t the cur rency cri s i s  would pr event f inancing of the 19 32  s ugar 
crop . On 9 December the S e cre tary re sp onded with an ins truct ion 
to the colonial government that it pass an ord inance put ting Fij i 
curr ency on a New Zealand exchange s t andard (Legis lative Counci l 
Debates 19 32 ; C08 3/ 201) . 
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The Currency No tes Amendment Bill was drafted by colonial 
government officials and passed by the Legislative Counci l  on 1 3  
Decemb er - wi th the reluctant agreement of unofficial members who 
in princip le opposed pegging to New Zealand bank no tes on the 
grounds that a New Zealand devaluation was likely , but who were 
prepared to suppor t as a temporary expedient what Heds trom ,  in the 
Legis la t ive Council , ca lled ' an extremely foo lish , unwise and 
s t upid b ill ' . Under th e b ill , Fij i no tes could be issued and 
redeemed aganst draf t s  on New Zea land currency for a provi sional 
p eri od of s ix months end ing 12 June 19 33 . S ince coin in circulat ion 
was Brit ish s ilver th is crea ted ' a  dual currency of a peculiarly 
inep t kind ' ( C083/ 201) , and s trained the credib ility o f  co lonial 
government at a time when the exchange rate deb ate was reviving . 

Two weeks a f ter the passing of the Currency No tes Amendment 
B i l l ,  the acting Co lonial Se cretary wrote to the CSR general 
manager in Sydney and asked him to indicate a pref erence f or one 
of thre e exchange rat e poli cy opt ions : to p lac e Fij i on a s terling 
exchange system (which the Secretary erroneous ly ass tnne d  ne ce ssi­
tated s terling parity) ; to revoke th e 19 13 go ld exchange legis la­
tion and more permanent ly plac e Fij i on a New Zealand p ound exchange 
s tandard ; or to p lace Fij i on an Aus tralian pound exchange s tandard 
( CSR 25 6 1) . The CSR response on 13 January 19 3 3  was that 'We 

would strongly advocat e  the lega li sing of a con tinuance of Fij i 
on a par with New Zealand ' .  Res toration o f  s terling parity 'would 
p lunge the Colony into serious f inancial , racial , and indus trial 
trouble ' by r educing export prices and thus diminishing purchasing 
power . On the other hand , it was bel ieved that pegging to the 
Aus tralian pound and the attendan t fur ther devalua tion would impo se 
' undue hardship ' on impor ting inter es ts . Pari ty wi th the New 
Zealand pound allegedly avoided the lat t er , whi le providing 
s uffici ent support to the expor t s ector : ' apart from the [ Imp erial 
tar if f ]  p reference , the app lication of the exchange premitnn has 
been the s o le factor in maintaining the so lvency of the Co lony 
on the basis o f  exist ing wages , prices , and contracts ' ( CSR 109 1) . 

Maynard Hedstrom and Henry Sco t t , in a memorandum s ent to 
t he co lonial governor and copied to th e bank s ,  opted for a 
ster ling exchange sy stem on the grounds that it pr omised grea ter 
stabi li ty ,  but strong ly p ressed the s ame argtnnents as CSR in 
favour of a 10 per cent deval uat ion to be maintained until 
r es toration of pre- dep ression trade and mone tary conditions . 
Fij i ' s  Currency Commiss ioners des ired a s terling exchange sys t em 
and an innnedia te return to parity , disputing the argument that 
devaluat ion was ef fe ctive in re dis tributing income to expor ters , 
and emphasizing th e danger of a not e  backing he ld in New Zealand 
s ecur i t i es whose price in foreign currency migh t fall in future . 
The Colonial Of fice remained commit ted to a New Zealand pound 
exchange s tandard b ut - surp rised by the exten t  of local Fij i 
fe ars of a fur ther New Zealand devalua tion and consequent 
opposi tion to  th e New Zealand link - ins tigated a Currency 
Commi t t ee reassessment of Fij i ' s  currency arrangements ( C08 3 / 20 1) . 
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The Curr ency Commit t ee ' s  review was pre-emp ted , however , 
by the New Zealand Government ' s  decision to f or ce a devaluat ion 
to the Aus tralian level . A reluc tant BNZ and an enthus ias t ic 
Wale s managemen t agreed tha t Fij i should fo llow New Zealand ; and 
on 20 January a new rate on London of £Fl25 : £ s tg l00 was announced . 

The ac ting governor and S ir Murchison Fle tcher , who was on 
leave in London , immediat ely reques ted the Secretary of S ta te for 
the Co lonies to disapprove o f fic ial ly of devalua tion on the 
s ame grounds tha t  the 19 31 devalua tion to £Fl25 : £ s tgl00 had been 
dispu ted (C08 3/201) . Lo cally they were supported by Maynard 
He ds trom , who feared tha t ' what is s auce for the New Zealand goo se 
w ill be poi son for the Fij i gander ' (BNSW GM30 2 / 3 30) , and 
according ly lobb ied the BNZ general manager and p er sonal friend , 
Sir  Henry Buck leton ,  the Wa le s and CSR . The argument s advanced 
to these parties were presente d  to the public in The Fiji Times 
and Herald of 2 Feb ruary 19 33 . Hed strom contended that CSR 
would not pass on the b enefi t s  of devaluat ion to cane growers , b ut 
would dis tribute any in cr eased expor t income to i t s  Aus tralian 
shareholder s ;  that copra and banana producers would receive an 
addi tional £F6 0 , 000 annual ly ,  equal to 25 p er cent of 19 32 expor t  
income ; and that th e increased cos t  i n  terms o f  dome s tic curr ency 
of impor t s , int eres t ,  t ravel , p ension and salaries payments would 
total £Fl6 2 , 000 . The ne t loss to the colony from the 20 January 
devaluation came out at around E Fl00 , 000 . Hedstrom ' s  arguments 
and crude s tati st i cs were used by the Co lonial Treasurer in a 
memorandum sent to the banks on 17 February . An accompanying 
letter from the act ing Co lonial Secretary called for an end to 
the current ' artificial depreciation ' that re sul ted - the 
Secretary declared - from foreign owner ship of the b anking sec tor , 
and a r eturn to the ' convenient and workab le compromise ' o f  the 
previous two year s (BNSW GM30 2 / 330 ) . 

The BNZ response f ive day s  later was that the compromise 
exchange rate had no t eliminated Fij i ' s  balance of payments 
defi cit . Bank management claimed i t  had sold £ s tg4 7 3 , 000 on Fij i 
account and pur chased j us t  £ s tg8 3 , 000 in the two y ears ending 
30 Septemb er 19 32 , and that Fij i ' s  excess demand for s t erling had 
to be met through th e purchase of s ter ling in New Zealand . Hed strom 
told CSR ' s general manager that Sir Henry Buckleton ' woul d ra ther 
clo se down in Fij i than pay £ 125 N . Z ' s  for £ 100 London ' s , only 
to sell the £ 100 Lo ndon ' s  for £ 110 Fij i ' s  (BNSW GM30 2 / 330) . Wales 
management s imi lar ly claimed an excess demand for s t er ling on Fij i 
ac count,  to tal ling £s tgl2 1 , 000 in the year to 30 Septemb er 19 32 
(BNSW GM-CI 30 2 / 88 7 ) . But Davidson , cons cio us tha t thi s wa s a 
techni ca l prob lem useful inasmuch as i t  served to win conver t s  
to the devaluation caus e ,  argued for devalua tion o n  more funda­
ment a l  grounds . In a letter to th e Suva branch manager attacking 
Heds trom ' s  arg uments , he emphasized tha t Fij i had two alt ernat ives 
in the face of expor t  price dec lines - def lat ion to b r ing lo cal 
cos t s  into line with world pr i ce s ,  or devalua tion to raise the 
domes tic price of expor t goods in advance of general devalua tion -
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induce d price increases which were reflationary through their 
effect in reducing real deb t and rais ing bus ine s s  confidence . 
Devaluati on ,  Davids on ins i s ted , provid ed the les s painful adj us tmen t  
me chanism . He a l s o  poin ted out a n  apparent lo gical incons i s tency 
in Heds trom ' s  position : if a 10 per cen t  devalua tion he lpe d CSR 
through a di fficu lt period , then a f ur ther 11 per cent devaluation 
shou ld do the s ame . Davidson according ly added £Fl7 3 , 000 in 
increase d domes tic sugar recip t s  to the cr edit side of h i s  
deva luation balance shee t and ,  i n  his reply t o  the Colonial 
Se cretary ' s  17 February req ues t for a return to £Flll : £ s tgl00 , 
expres se d  surprise a t  government ' s  accep tance o f  He dstrom ' s  
ca lculations . What r eliab le informa tion and convincing reasons , 
he asked on 8 March, could government advance in j usti fica tion 
o f  revaluatio n? (BNSW GM302 / 330 ) . 

In tr uth , the fami liar o f ficial oppo s i tion to devaluation 
which Davi dson encounter ed in Fij i probab ly arose more out of 
the bel ief that devaluat ion was ' di shonourab le ' ,  an admission of 
' defeat ' ,  than out of any carefully r easone d economic analy sis . 

When, in the Legislative Council session of 21 Feb ruary , the ac ting 
governor crit iciz ed the banks for devaluing desp i te Fij i ' s  balance 
o f  trade surplus , he spoke on behalf of wha t  Wales o fficers 
regarded as an unenlightened mob : ' There are 2 , 000 whites in S uva 
and 1 , 9 9 5  are in favour of Fij i go ing on a s terling basis or a 
lower exchange ra te . . .  about 1 p er cent . • •  know anything o f  the 
s ubj ect ,  while the remainder speak as though they were expert s '  
(BNSW GM302 / 330 ) . The whi te p opulation was , in the se ob s ervers ' 
eye s ,  adminis tered by four th-rat e Eng lish offi cials wi th 
extravagant life-s tyles which reinforce d the o f fi cial preference 
for a revaluation ,  since th is reduced the prices of imports 
pur chased from f ixed government salaries and raised the s terling 
value of leave pay , pensions , and Fij i bank deposits ( C08 3 / 20 1) . 

Four th-rate or not , the Eng lish officials found an ally in 
C SR ' s general manager , Phi lip Go ldfinch , who early in January 
had s tressed the benefits to Fij i ' s export sector of the devalua­
tion which came with Fij i fal ling ' in to its  na tura l  p arity with 
New Zealand in a rate of exchange on s terling ' ( C SR 109 1) , but 
who in March rather confus ing ly claimed tha t  fur ther devaluat ion 
di d not assis t the Fij i sugar indus try : 

th e Fij i accounts have been cr ed ited wi th whole current 
rate o f  exchang e London Sydney and this coup led wi th 
pr eference sole consideration which has enabled  us continue 
to purcha se cane pay wages on p res ent basis . Recent 
altera tion London Fij i exchange to 2 5% will ther efore no t 
improve industry ' s  pos i t ion . . •  On the o ther hand 
redu c tion rate of exchange London Fij i below London New 
Zealand rate wo uld serious ly affect Company ' s  pos ition and 
income earning owing t o  cos t  of financing Fij i business 
be coming subj ect to the difference Fij i New Zealand rat es . • • 
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We think pos i tion i s  one for Government to agre e  upon 
wi th Banks and i f  s o  agreed in interes t of Colony a s  a 
whole that Fij i should adop t £ 111 while New Zealand remains 
£ 1 2 5  then de spi te lo s s  involved Company is ready to ass i s t  
Co lony f o r  the time b eing by providing money i n  London for 
two Banks (CSR 109 1) . 

Go ldfinch was comparing app les and oranges by denomina ting CSR ' s  
Fij i s ugar export revenue in £A and co s ts in £NZ ,  when what 
mat tered was the rela tive movement of revenue and cos t s  measured 
in the same - domes t i c  or foreign - currency . But e conomi c 
log i c  asid e , his cab le ef fec tively undermined the b anks ' case 
fo r maintenance o f  the status quo . Indee d ,  CSR management already 
had acted on the presumption tha t Fij i would revalue , r emit t ing 
£F640 , 000 from Aus tralia to Fij i via the Wales , and abo ut £Fl60 , 000 
thr ough the BNZ ,  in order to cover exp enses of the 19 3 3-34 sugar 
harvest ( BNSW GM-CI30 2 / 1341- 7 ) . Davids on,  anti cipating a 
prolonged dispute with Imp erial and colonial governmen ts , could now 
gues s ,  i f  he d i d  no t know, that no suppor t would come from Fij i ' s  
maj or export er ( BNSW GM30 2 / 3 30) . 

In reali ty , events moved fas ter than experience of Crown 
Colony government led many t o  expec t . The New Zealand devaluation , 
added to the lo cal Fij i oppos ition to the p egging o f  Fij i to  
New Zealand currency , caused the rapid ab andonment o f  Colonial 
Office p lans for a New Zealand pound exchange s tandar d ,  and a 
ready return t o  the ideal ized s ter ling exchange sys tem . On 9 
March the Curr ency Commi ttee met with governor Fle t cher in 
att endance . Sat is fied by Fletcher ' s  adv ice that Fij i copra 
producers needed no special ass is tance , and tha t fur ther consulta­
t ion with the banks was p oint less b ecause of the ir ' s tereotyped ' 
a t ti tude to devalua tion , the Corrrrni t t ee advised the Secr e tary 
o f  S t at e  tha t i t  was time to permi t the Currency Commi ssioners 
to buy and sell s terling at a f ixed rate , that the rat e  should be 
£Flll : £s tgl00 , and tha t the consequent not e  issue should have 
120 per cen t s ter ling ba cking in cas e  of a r eturn to ster ling 
par i ty . On 20 March the Secr etary cab le d ins tructions tha t the 
ac ting governor should wi th haste push a reso lution through the 
Legis la t ive Coun cil creat ing a sy s tem to be validated by la ter 
legisla tion . The Co lonial Of f ice had no desire to test  Davids on ' s  
assert ion tha t oppos ition to devalua tion waned a s  bene fi ts t o  
expor t er s  p ermea ted the economy . On 2 8  March , minutes b e fore a 
half-hour emergen cy se s sion of the Legislative Counc il called to 
pa s s  the neces sary authori zing r eso lut ion , the bank s ' local 
managers were informed of the government in tention to introduce 
a s t er ling exchange sys t em with a fixe d  rate of £Flll : £ s tgl00 . 
No t until 19 Apri l did th e Wa les receive a re ply to i t s  let ter 
of 8 Mar ch deal ing wi th the exchange rate ques tion ; and then 
the b ank was told simp ly that the 28  March reso lu tion was passed 
on Co lonial Office instruc tions , and that the colonial government 
awaited a full explana t ion . By this t ime , b o th banks had b e en 
compelled to quo te the government exchange rate ( C08 3 / 20 1 ;  BNSW 
GM302 / 330 ,  GM- CI 30 2 / 8 82 ) . 
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Wales management still wante d  th e exchange rate to be 
p ermi tt ed to find its na tura l leve l - ' i . e .  one which corresponds 
to the ratio be twe en the p urchasing p ower o f  the pound in Fij i and 
the pound or o ther uni t e lsewhere ' (GM-CI30 2 / 882) - and whi ch 
manag emen t was conf ident would be closer to EF125 : E stgl00 than to 
E Flll : E s tglOO . The alterna tive would be res tric tion , p erhap s even 
cessation , of b ank advanc es as r eserves wer e drained . But 
wha tever i ts mer i ts ,  th e Davidson line o f  argtnnent wa s ne i ther 
per sonally well p resented nor we ll received in London . According 
to Profe s sor Cop land,  in London for the World E conomi c Conference , 
an ' al l  too evi den t dis crepancy b e tween the policy o f  th e G .M .  
and the mind o f  the London o ffice  i s  damaging your pres tige in the 
Ci ty of London quit e consid erably ' .  And Pro fessor E .O .  Shann , 
fr iend and economics corr espond ent of Davidson who repor ted these 
remarks , hims e lf found that the Wales London branch manager showed 
s ome contemp t for the general manager ' s  ' long telegrams ' and 
' rei terations ' (BNSW GM30 2 / 59 0 1 / l) . On- the-spot advocacy of a 
20 p er cent devalua tion by the London manager to the Secre tary of 
S tate seemed at best  dutifully lukewarm . And the Co lonia l Office , 
probably immune in any case , was unmoved . The banks ' threat o f  
w ithdrawing advances , one of ficial ob served , 'we have already me t 
in Maur i tius ,  and I feel it i s  no more likely to be carried out 
in Fij i than it  was in Mauri tius ' ( C 08 3 / 20 1) . For the Imp erial  
government the ques tion was not wh ether to  rever t to  the Janu ary 
rate of £Fl25 : £ s tgl00 , but how to conf irm the ra te of EFll l : E s tg lOO . 
In this connec tion ,  the focus was on winning the banks ' coopera t ion  
b y  mak ing C SR ' s  sterling supply availab le to  them . 

Bank-government rela tions remained straine d ,  however . 
Davidson claimed he had received confirmat ion of his  s usp i c i on 
that Legisla tive Counc i l  members knew of th e 28 March reso l ut i o n  
days i n  advance , and tha t t h e  knowl edge had been u sed to  permi t 
counci llors , their friend s , and merchants to specu la te t o  the 
de tr iment of the banks ' exchange pro f i tabi li ty . Th e  Co lonia l 
Of fice cou ld no t unders tand how a leak cou ld have occu rred ( t ho u gh 
Heds trom and Scott had been p ermi tted advanc e know ledge as 
Executive Counci l  members ) ;  b ut for Davi dson, who be li eved i t  
had, i t  des troyed any remaining confidence i n  a co loni a l  governmen t  
wh ich now fur ther of fend ed him b y  sugge s t ing the bank s nego t i a t e  
wi th CSR for sterling pur cha ses . The Wa les , Davi dson wr ot e ,  
had been in contact wi th CSR all along and did not ne ed the adv i ce 
of a medd ling , ignorant Colonial S e cretary . By the f irst  we ek of 
June , it wa s an ticipat ed that the Wales and th e BNZ would purchase 
about £stg400 , 000 per anntnn from CSR to cover its oversold Fij i­
London po sition (BNSW GM30 2 / 3 30 , Conf iden tial file-Fij i Exchange 
19 3 3) . Exchange avai lab ility wa s not at issue : ' This arrar.gement 
wi ll me et ques tipns of current exchange opera tions but it ignores 
altoge the r economi c posit ion of Co lony ( ie s )  at present time in 
relation to res t of World and Gr ea t Bri tain in particular ' (BNSW , 
corr . with Shann) . Ref lec ting e conomi c depression and the banking 
sy s tem ' s consequen t overal l s ter ling shortage , Wa le s advance s 
in Fij i were half the 19 20 s leve l ,  while pro fi t s  whi ch ranged 
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from £ 1600 to £8500 in 19 10-28 had been replaced by growing losses 
r eaching £ 7 150 in the half y ear to 31 Mar ch 19 33 . In May , the 
BNZ to ld th e Co lonial Of fice via governor Fletcher that large 
losses und er the exis ting exchange rate regime migh t force with­
drawal from Fij i (BNSW , Half-yearly Repor ts , GM-C I 30 2 / 882) . 

Fij i ' s  exchange rate was discus sed on 1 June at a London 
meet ing be tween Sir Mur chison Fletcher , Sir Maynard Hed strom and 
Co lonial Of fice o ff i cials . On the des irab i li ty of maintaining the 
ra te announced on 28 March there was p redi ctable unanimi ty ;  b ut ,  
as of fic ials ob served , the r ea l  principals in the deb ate were 
in Sydney and Wel ling ton ,  and any f inal reso lution dep ended on 
their par ti cipat ion . Two week s  later , on 14 June , a mor e  repre­
s entative me e ting was held at the Colonial Of fice . Chaired by 
S ir J .  Campbe l l ,  economic and f inancial adviser to  th e Co lonial 
Of f ice,  it consis ted o f  F le t che r ,  Heds trom , F . C . Lord f or CSR , 
the London manager s o f  the Wales and the BNZ , a Crown Agents 
rep resen ta tive , three Co lonial Of fice officials , and Profes sor 
E . O .  Shann . Fami liar battle lines were drawn, the same basic 
arg t.mlen ts rehashed , and some crucial elaborat io ns made . The 
Wales London manager repeated Davidson ' s  case for fur ther d eval ua­
t i on t o  imp rove Fij i ' s  balance of payments and to aid economi c 
r ecovery in the co lony . Fletcher argued that devalua tion would be 
ineffective and conc entrated on thr ee assertions : tha t  the cane 
pr i ce would be unchange d whi le Imperial preference last ed - unless 
th er e were a catas trophic devaluation ;  tha t cop ra output was 
already a t  a maximum from exi sting p lantings , so there could be 
no supp ly res ponse to  a price incen tive unt i l  newly-p lanted 
palms came in to b earing in f ive or s ix years ; and that b anana 
e xports  were limit ed by imp or t quo ta s  set in Aus tralia and New 
Zealand . Lord confirmed the firs t point ; Campbe ll and Hed s trom 
o f f ered general s up por t f or the previous ly unemphasi z ed not ion 
that export  supp ly was inelas tic . 

In any case , Wales balance of payments e s tima tes were 
rej ected by o f fi cials who remained ob se ssed with t he mer chandise 
trade balance . The banks ' repre senta tives end ed up dis c us s ing 
the current prob lem of ster ling avai lab i li ty rather than the 
fundamentals of co lonial economic polic y ;  and in a s urpri s ing 
admi s s ion of the possib i li ty tha t Fij i ' s  balance of payments 
def i ci t  migh t be chronic , they agreed that thi s  prob lem would 
r emain r egard less o f  Fij i ' s  ra te of exch ange ( C08 3/ 20 1 ; BNSW GM30 2 /  
330) . So it  was that C SR was b rought from i t s  self-impo sed 
s ideline po sition into the b ox seat , as the Wales London manager 
pu t it (BNSW GM30 2/ 590 / l) . Company management had b e en cri tica l  
of the colonial government ' s  ' precipi tate ac t ion ' o f  28 March 
( CSR 256 1) , and adhe red to i t s  belief in the gene�al principle 
tha t reva luat ion hur t exporters ; b ut i t  nonethe le ss a c ted as i f  
it  already r eceived the benef i t s  o f  a Fij i exchange r a t e  of 
£Fl25 : £ stgl00 ( s ee above) ; and indi cated its  willingnes s  to 
suppor t the 28 March decision by rep ea ting i t s  offer to supply 
s t erling to the banks . Immediately after th e meet ing , Fletcher 
c ab le d  CSR ' s  head o f fice and thanked the company for its generous 
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coopera tion . Gol df inch ' s  rep ly encap sula ted CSR ' s  final pos ition 
on the devaluation debate and inc identally s tnnmarized tha t o f  
Fij i ' s  impor ting interes ts : ' Though may b e  unsound p rac tice inter­
f ere wi th na tura l  exchange our offer made in bes t interes ts Colony 
to prevent exi s ting cos t levels be ing increased ' ( C08 3 / 201) . 

CSR suppor t gave the British Governmen t-Fij i impor t er 
alliance a f irm and final vic tory over the banks . Shann so advised 
Davidso n :  

I am quite  convinced tha t ,  a s  you are dealing wi th a Crown 
Co lony Adminis tration , no thing whatever is to be gained 
b y  argument agains t their deci sion . Th e  future wi ll show 
wh eth er th e rate cho sen is an economically sound one . If 
i t  is no t ,  the de teriora tion o f  p roduct ion and trade in Fij i 
wi ll show i t se lf at the expense o f  the s terling reserves 
of the Commis s ione rs (BNSW corr . with Shann) . 

But Davi dso n' s res ponse to the p ro spe c t  o f  permanent interference 
with what he regarded as bank bus iness was unres trained : 

We have received no informa tion whatever as to reasons for 
unwarranted Government interference excep t unfounded and 
erroneous asser tions unsupported by facts or reasons in 
memorandum o f  Ac ting Co lonial S e cretary and pub l i c  s ta tement 
made by Heds trom in press (BNSW GM30 2 / 330) . 

The bank- CSR arrangement was ' too t emporary to provide se curity ' 
and put CSR in an unaccep tab le posi tion of arb i trator in ques tions 
of banking f inance and exchang e .  

However ,  Davi dson' s vehement opposit ion was matched by i ts 
ineffectivenes s ,  as Shann predic ted .  Early in July , the Co lonia l 
Office ' s  Currency Committee conf irmed for the fina l time tha t 
£Flll : £ s tg l00 shoul d stand , and would stand because of CSR ' s 
c oopera t ivene ss (BNSW , GM30 2 / 330 ) . Later in the month , the Fij i 
Legis lative Council as sented t o  necessary l egislation ;  and , on 
1 November 19 33 , the Fij i Currency No tes Ordinance came into 
effect . Becau se a r estoration o f  sterling parity was thought 
likely , the ordinance exceptionally made provi sion for a maximum 
reserve of 120 p er cent o f  the no te issue ins tead of the more 
u sual 110 per cent ; but the exchange ra te so legi timated in fac t 
would las t for thir ty- four y ear s (CSO F7 / 15 ) . 

A conc luding asse s smen t 

Th er e can be no doub t  that i f  the bank s and the copra 
p lanters had posse ssed the requis i te po li t i cal power , Fij i would 
f inally have followed Aus tralia and New Zealand in a 20 per cent 
devaluat ion aga in s t  s terling during the Grea t Depres s ion . 
Ins tead , a merchant-government-CSR alliance pr evaile d ,  with 
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limi ted devaluation to 10 per cent , ar guing that devaluation from 
£Fll l : £s tgl00 to £Fl25 : £ stgl00 would be ine f fective as a means of 
balan ce of paymen ts adjustmen t ,  even grant ing the exi s t ence o f  
a def i ci t . Impor t d emand was thought to be highly inelastic 
since domestic sub s titu tes were no t readi ly availab le , so that 
domes t i c  cos ts threatene d  to increase by the ext ent of the 
d evaluat ion . Exp ort supp ly allegedly was also high ly inela stic 
be cause firs t class land was fully p lanted to  co conuts and sugar 
cane : in fac t ,  CSR bel ieved that , if it pas sed on devaluation 
benefits in the f orm of higher cane prices and wage s ,  sugar ou tp�t 
wou ld fall because of the exis tence of a backward-bending labour 
s upply curve (CSR 3127) . Finally , Aus tral ian and New Zealand 
impor t  q uo tas made the demand e las tici ty for Fij i b anana exports 
zero . 

The argument has gene ra l appeal on a priori grounds when 
app lied to a very . open e conomy charac terized by a high rat io of 
trad ed to non-traded goods in the moneti z ed sec tor ' because 
r esources devo ted to s ub sis tence produc tion canno t ,  in the shor t 
run , be read ily swi tche d in to the product ion of tradeab le goods 
wi thin the money e conomy ' (Drake 19 80 : 109 ) . Davidson of the 
Wal es wa s probab ly too qui ck to as sume that , if devalua tion worked 
in the Aus tralian economy , then i t  would work in the Fij i economy . 
Bu t an increase in output o f  Fij i export goo ds was not impos sib le 
in the early 19 30 s .  Copra expor t vo lume dropped 46 p er cent 
b e tween 19 28 and 19 32 (Fiji B lue Books ) , sugges ting higher p ri ce s  
could have s timula ted great er harves ting of nut s  from exi s ting 
palms , both on p lantations and in Fij ian village grove s . Al so , 
there was p lenty o f  second class land sui tab le for plant ing to 
sugar cane , s till the mo st remunerat ive ca sh crop to  a growing , 
commercialized Indian population (Moynagh 19 8 1 : 125) . Nor was an 
incr ease in output o f  import sub s ti tutes , especially food , to tal ly 
impo ssib l e :  Indian barbers could swi t ch to r i ce produc tion ; copr a 
plan ter s could , and did , grow mor e  of their own plan tation 
supp lies . 

Th ere wer e some gro unds , then , f or quest ioning the validity 
o f  the merchan t-government-CSR asser tion tha t  devaluation to 
£Fl25 : £ stgl00 would be ineffe ctive . More p ointed ly , the al liance 
i tse lf admitted the effectiveness of devaluation in its c ollective 
suppor t for the 19 3 1  d evalua tion from £Fl00 : £s tgl00 . (CSR manage­
men t ,  if it had been analytica l ly clear-minded , would even have 
s uppor t ed the fur ther 19 33 devaluation . )  There was genera l 
agreement wi th Davi dson ' s  argument that devaluat ion - p recisely 
b e cause of th e openness of Fij i ' s economy - p rovided crucial 
insula tion from internationa l def lat ion by imp roving expor ters ' 
pri ce-c ost  margins and reduc ing their real deb t burden . The 
r eal disagreement was over the appropria te extent of devaluation . 
Devaluat ion, wi th i t s  accompanying r is e  o f  int ernal pric es , did 
no t affect all groups in Fij i equally . Exporters benefited . Civil 
se rvan ts '  income lagge d ,  par t i cu lar ly in depres sed times when 
governmen t f ound it even harder to raise taxe s . Hence the 
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o ff i cial preference for a return to £Fl00 : £s tgl00 . Indian c ane­
farmers , too , were advers ely af fected g iven CSR ' s  c ommi tment to 
cons tant money cane p rices whatever the ext ent o f  devaluation . 

The f ina l comp romise was very much the p roduc t of the mer chant 
Hedstrom ' s efforts . It was he who persuaded the colonial governor -
and through him ,  the Imp erial government - that p o li cy imp lementa­
tion of the offic ia l  preferen ce for pari ty wi th s terling would be 
d isas trous . It was he who argu ed tha t  a 10 per cent devaluation 
was op timal because i t  provided s ome s timula tion to the expor t 
s e c tor wi thou t b e ing inf lationary : for expor ters sold to countries 
again s t  whi ch Fij i devalued , while impor ters pur chased over 35 
p er cent o f  to tal (mos tly wage goods) impor ts from Aus tral ia , 
again st whi ch Fij i revalue d (Fiji B lue Books ) . Impor tantly , 
sub sequen t  economi c  developments did  no t p rovide grounds f or 
d i spu ting thi s  j udgment . Fij i ' s  terms of trade and r eal export 
earning s improved in 19 3 3-34 ( see Tab l e  8 . 1 ,  Figure 8 . 1) ;  and 
a f te r  19 34 the balance of payments and s t erling reserves wer e  
fundamental ly affec t ed b y  the rapid grow th i n  g o l d  exports 
( Chap ter 2) . B e tween Feb ruary 19 3 3  and S ep t emb er 19 36 , Wales 
purchases o f  f oreign currency exceeded sale s b y  £F84 , 000 ; and 
the Wales balan ce of paymen ts e s t imat es for 19 36 showed a curren t  
a ccount def ici t o f  only £Fl53 , 000 which , ra ther than indicating a 
fundamental overall defic i t ,  r ef lect ed autonomous p riva te capital 
inf low resulting from gold-mining expans ion (BNSW GM30 2 / 330 ; 
O ' Loughlin 1956 : 57 ) . 

Yet i t  should no t b e  forgot ten that Davids on was the 
solitary advocate of devalua tion in the early y ears of depression 
in Aus tralia , New Zealand and Fij i ;  and tha t in correctly arguing 
the meri ts of devaluation as a means of insulat ion from the 
effects of tha t depres sion , he was ins trumen tal in p reventing an 
unne ces sarily delayed exchange rate p o li cy r esponse . In pushing 
f or a further Fij i devaluation in 19 3 3 ,  he ac ted for those 
indus tries - copra and banana p lanting - he regarded as r eally 
be longing to Fij i because tney were owned and carried on by 
p ermanen t res ident s (BNSW30 2 / 3 30 ) . However , the p oli tical e conomy 
o f  colonial Fij i was such that the whi te copra p lant ers , who 
were foremo st in Davidson ' s  mind , could not inf luence economic 
d ecision-making to their own advantage . Within twen ty-four hours 
o f  the 28 March r evaluation,  the local copra price fell from 
£8 10 s to £7 per ton (MH) ; and as a result of consequent agi tation 
on the part of the copra p lanter s ' repres entative in the 
Legislative Council , a c ommi t t ee was se t up in November to examine 
a ss istance to the copra indus try . Had government been serious 
about achi eving i t s  s tated ob j ective o f  white  set tler development , 
s omething positive would have r esulted . After all  ' The assis tance 
extended to the Colonial sugar ind ustry went . . .  in the dep ths 
of the depress ion t o  over 100 p er cen t of the world price of 
sugar ' (Morgan 19 80 : 9 ) . But the real purpo se of the commi ttee , 
Morris , Hed s tr om ' s  general manager indica ted priva tely , was to 
s ave Maynar d He dstrom the task o f  s t i f ling copra p lan ter agitation 
in the Legisla t ive Counc i l  (MH) . Membership of the committee was 
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weigh te d  in f avour of civi l servants and merchants , s o  i t  voted 
against an expor t sub s idy and devalua tion as means o f  assis tance 
(BNSW , S uva manager ' s  r epor t 19 34) . 

As Morris , Heds trom ' s  manager further observed , economic s  
overrode polit ical and racial considerati ons : governmen t had 
watche d the European c oun try retail trader disapp ear , ' a  class 
abou t equal in nwnb er to that of the European coconut planter ' ;  
i t  had wat ched the European sugar p lanter and the European banana 
p lant er disappear . The European copra planter , the manager 
continued ,  did no manual work , hi s great er command of capital was 
irrelevant now that new planting had s topped , and his organi za­
t ional ab i lity was ineffective on p lantations of less than 200 
acres . Th erefore , he also could expect t o  b e  replaced by Indians 
and Fij ians (MH) . By the mid-19 30 s ,  the shift in the balance from 
whi te settler to white corporat e capi talism in the Fij i colonial 
economy was almost comp lete . 



Chapter 8 

The impact o f  colonial export growth : 
deve lopmen t or underdevelopment ?  

Aus t ralas ian capi tal was the agency o f  Fij i ' s  transforma tion 
from self-suffi cient trib al to export economy during the formative 
colonial period 187 4-19 39 . Through introduc ing ne� sugar 
technolog ies which made the milling of cane grown by imported 
Indian plantat ion labour p rof itab le ,  CSR turned the island group 
into a f as t-growing sugar economy when mos t  s ugar colonie s 
stagnated - so that by 19 13 Fij i s urpassed the West Indies as a 
Bri tish Empire sugar producer (Pag e 19 19 : 208) . The Union Steam 
Ship Company of New Zealand and th e Australasian Uni t 2d S team 
Navigati on Company , eff ec tively a c ting as a shipping monopoly , 
carried s ugar , copra and bananas expor t s  and the impor t goods on 
which expor t income was spent . Mer chant cap ital be came concen­
t rated to the point where Burns Philp , the largely foreign-owned 
Morris , Hedstrom Ltd , and the W . R .  Carpenter-owned Brown and 
Jo ske,  dominat ed the market ing and dis trib ution of trade goods . 
And credi t whi ch lubricated colonial production and trade came 
from the Bank of New Zealand and the Bank of New South Wales . 

Ther efor e ,  to assess the ef fect s of primary export 
expansion on Fij i ' s  long-term development i s  to examine the 
consequences of economic imperialism in Fij i .  I t  used t o  b e  the 
vogu e to argue that foreign trade and foreign investment were 
engines o f  growth : trade incr eased income by encouraging greater 
specializat ion in production or by permit ting the emp loyment of 
idle resources ;  investment and technology trans fer increased 
produc tive capaci ty and therefore income ; and reinvestment of 
part o f  the increased income caused further growth (Corden 19 7 1 :  
117 - 4 3 ;  Meier 19 70 : 49 2-7 , 504-9 ) . Now it  i s  the vogue to  argue 
that foreign t rade and foreign inves tment were engines of ' under­
development ' :  emphasis is placed on pos sib le ne t income losses 
resul ting from the des truction of local industries by impor t 
compet ition ,  the maldis tribution o f  any gains from trade result­
ing from a s ecu lar deteriorat ion in the t erms o f  trade , the 
expropriation of income gains by foreign capitali s t s  and their 
consump tion by domestic eli tes , the export-b iased or even 
' irnmi serizing ' growth resulting from what li ttle investment did 
occur ,  th e enclave nature of export indus tries , and the acquisi tion 
of consump tion hab i ts inappropriate to the needs of the maj or ity 
of th e popu lation (Meier 19 70 : 4 79-9 2 ; S inger 19 50 , 19 75 ; Frank 
19 7 1 ; Baran 19 7 3 ;  Furtado 19 7 3 ;  Bhagwati 19 58 ; Linder 19 6 1) . 
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What is at i ssue here i s  the impa c t  of expor t growth in 
sp ecifi c hi stori cal instances (Helleiner 19 72 : 18 ,  24) . But it i s  
mis t aken to sugges t that w e  can accurately measure p rogress o r  
r egress once w e  have enough f ac t s . There i s  n o  agreed , value- free 
index of p rogress ; the facts are limi tless and ar e sele c te d  
accord ing t o  the prej udices and purposes of inves tigators ; and 
even with ' al l ' the f ac t s  a t  their di sposal , conservatives and 
radi cals wil l  d isagree on interpretation , no t least becaus e  they 
diff er over what would have happened in the ab sence of co lonialism 
and economic imperialism . Export  growth , whi ch to Lewis ( 19 70 )  
is the prime mover i n  economi c p rogres s ,  is t o  Rodney ( 19 7 2 : 256)  
the cause of Africa ' s  und erd evelopment : ' th ere was growth of the 
s o- called "enclave " impor t / expor t sector , but the only things 
which develop ed were dependency and underdevelopment ' .  Lewis 
( 19 7 8a : 2 14) does not imag ine a b e t ter al terna tive development 
path f or socie ties in the periphery : 

One mus t . • •  not b e  t rapp ed by the tendency to ideali s e  pr e­
colonial cultures , and to assume tha t if untouched b y  
foreigners they would have remained f orever pur e ,  or would 
of their own necessarily have evo lved in worthy d irect ions . 
Eighteenth-century socie ties - whether European , African , 
Asian or Latin Amer ican - are not wor th much shedding of 
tear s . 

Rodney ( 19 7 2 : 2 2) sees progres sive development interrup ted : 'African 
and As ian s ocietie s were developing independen t ly unt i l  they were 
taken over directly or indirec t ly by the capi tali s t  powers ' .  
Nevertheless , interpretat ion and j udgment mus t  wait on inf orma­
tion - unles s the aim i s  to produce propaganda . Thi s  concluding 
chap ter empirica lly analyses the funct ioning of Fij i ' s  colonial 
economy b e tween 18 75  and 19 39 b efore answering the q ue s t ion in 
th e chap ter ti tle . 

Income growth and dis tribution 

Unq uestionab ly , expor t expans ion led to signif i cant 
incr eases in Fij i ' s  gross domestic  real income per head be tween 
Ces s i on and Wor ld War I I . For despite a r elatively s evere 
deterioration in its commodity terms of trade through mos t  of the 
p eriod ( Figure 8 . 1) ,  the colony ' s  capaci ty to import - as measured 
by r eal export earnings per head - rose tenfold from £0 . 9  in 1881 
to £ 10 . 2  in 19 1 3 ,  and was maintained in 19 13- 36 ( Tab les 8 . 1 ,  8 . 2) . 
On this statis tical criterion , Fij i ' s  posi tion on the 19 1 3  
development ladder was j us t  b ehind that of countries with the 
highe s t  s tandard s of living in the world . Exports p er head of 
the t emp erate countri es Canada , Aus tralia , New Zealand , Argentina , 
Chi l e ,  Sou th Africa and Uruquay averaged $US6 1 . 3  in 19 13 . The 
average f or the tropi cal countries of Africa , the Americas , Asia 
and Oceania was $US10 . 4 . Fij i ' s  p er capi ta exports were $US49 . 3 ,  
surpassed amongst tropical countries only by Cuba wi th $US69 . 3  
(Lewis 19 70 : 49 ;  19 7 8a : l9 6 , 203) . But Fij i was not a rich country ; 



Tab le 8 . 1 Rea l  expor t earnings ,  1875- 19 39 

Year 

187 5  
18 76  
18 7 7  
18 7 8  
18 79 
18 80 
1881 
18 82 
1883 
1884 
1885 
1886 
1887 
1888 
1889 
189 0 
189 1 
189 2 
189 3 
189 4 
189 5  
1896 
189 7 
189 8  
189 9 
1900 
190 1  
19 0 2  
190 3  
1904 
190 5  
1906 
190 7  

£ 

6 1 , 849 
6 7'  2 10 

100 , 283  
130 , 182 
120 , 46 7  
15 3 , 2 80 
118 , 7 7 5  
147 , 505 
29 4 ,  2 86 
317 ' 5 46 
322 , 2 37 
2 7 5 , 6 0 3  
286 ' 36 1 
383 , 086 
376 , 0 12 
358 , 415 
4 75 , 404 
4 7 7  ' 966  
39 8 ,  110 
6 7 3 ,  9 89 
371 , 32 1  
486 , 02 3  
500 , 145  
6 2 2 , 2 56 
5 3 2 , 2 34 
6 36 '  728 
5 78 , 886  
5 7 5 , 384 
588 , 169 
6 3 1 ,  7 2 1  
754 , 418 
6 2 7 , 86 7  
880 , 277  

Year 

1908 
19 09 
19 10 
19 11 
1912 
19 13 
19 14 
19 15 
19 16 
19 17 
19 18 
19 19 
19 20 
19 2 1  
19 2 2  
19 2 3  
19 24 
19 2 5  
19 26 
19 2 7  
19 28 
19 29 
19 30 
19 31 
19 32 
19 33 
19 34 
19 35 
19 36 
19 37 
19 38 
19 39 

£ 

908 , 2 12 
1 , 0 14 , 80 3  
1 , 059 , 7 9 6  
1 , 3 19 , 184 
1 , 086 , 789 
1 , 4 2 5 , 9 40 
1 ,  40 3 ,  399 
1 , 46 1 , 417 
2 , 06 1 ,  877  
1 , 6 7 7 , 09 5  
1 , 2 76 , 123 
1 , 10 2 , 26 1  
1 , 35 7 , 29 8  
1 , 42 1 , 545  
1 , 25 3 , 426 
1 , 085 ' 0 17 
1 ,  09 3 ,  4 16 
1 , 481 , 7 2 6  
1 , 145 , 59 4  
1 , 4 79 , 08 7  
1 , 9 5 9 , 255  
1 , 26 2 , 29 6  
1 , 18 2 , 136 

9 54 , 9 45 
1 , 585 , 735 
1 , 6 26 , 004 
1 , 6 3 3 , 58 4  
2 , 056 ' 1 15 
2 , 310 , 7 35 
2 , 131 , 382 
2 , 6 24 , 85 3  
3 , 1 32 , 722  

Sour ce : B .  Knapman , Capi talism and Colonial 
Development . • .  , PhD thesi s , Canb erra , ANU, 
19 8 3 ,  p . 46 4 . 
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i t  was a smal l  p lace in which f oreign corporations did convenient 
business and wh ere immigrant Indians laboured on p lantat ions for 
a shilling a day - when a navvy in New South Wales earne d nine 
sh illings . 

The temperate-tropi cal wage di f ferential was caused b y  an 
agr icu ltural produc t ivi ty differentia l : at the turn of the twentieth 
century , food gr ain outp ut p er acre was around 1600 pound s in 
Bri tain, and only 700 pounds in t ropi c  zones , so tha t overpopula ted 
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Figure 8 . 1  Fij i terms of trade , 1876-19 39 (1913  100) 

400 

300 

200 

100 
90 
80 
70 

60 
55 

1880 

-- Fiji 's terms of trade 1876-1913 
- -- -- Fiji's terms of trade 191 3- 1939 

x x x x  x Tropical countries' terms of trade 

1890 1900 1910 

" 
I ,  ( \ 1 ', � I X X ' .• / I I \,.., - x x X  I 

1 I X \  1-\ X I 
d \ I I ,... ..... ,_,..\ I  
.,, x '-1 \ / \: 

x 

1920 

\ I X 
" 
x 

x 
x x  

1930 

x 
X x  

x 

1940 

Sources : B .  Knapman , Capitalism and Colonial Development . • .  , PhD 
thes is , Canberra , AND , 1983 , pp . 490-5 ; W . A .  Lewis , 
Aspects of Tropical Trade 1 8 83-1 965 , 1969 , p . 49 .  

India and China provi ded an unlimit ed supp ly o f  labour to any p lace 
of fer ing a l iving standard marg inal ly above tha t defined by 700 
pound s ,  wher eas tho se emigra ting from Europe to the Americas , 
Aus tralia and New Zealand expected , and got , a s tandard of living 
more than double the tropical level . Once es tab lished , the temp er­
ate-tropica l wage d ifferential was maintained by the temp era te 
countries ' r efusal to accep t sus tained Asian immigration . There was 
in consequence a tendency for temperate expor t pri ces to exceed 
tropi cal export prices , an d f or tropical countries to share mos t  o f  
th eir productivi ty improvements with cus tomers (Lewis 19 7 8a : l88-9 3) ; 
but more impor tant ly in the case of Fij i ,  which none theless had a 
t emp erate country level of expor t  income p er head , the operation of 
a dualis tic in terna tional labour market ensured that high income 
from high p roductivity wou ld be dis tributed very unevenly . 

Typi cally , an Indian inden tured lab ourer ' s  target task 
during the sugar harvest o f  th e lat e 1880s was to cut three tons 
of cane , for which one shi lling was received (compared wi th a dai ly 
rate of over six shi llings for an Aus tralian f ield worker ) . Even 
on th e generous assump tion that the task in the early twent ieth 
cen tury wa s one-half as demanding , the wage rate p er ton therefor e 
was under eigh tpence . This ton b rough t the whi te sugar p lan ter 
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lls 3d gross ; and as suming seven tons o f  cane went to produce one 
ton of raw sugar , i t  returned an average £ 1  10 s to CSR between 
190 6  and 19 15 . Hence , Indian labourers received around 2 per cent 
of sugar export proceeds , white plan ters received 36 per cent 
af ter labour exp enses , and CSR received 62 p er cent - whereas in 
Aus tralia the company go t 30 per cent (Gillion 19 6 2 : 109 ; Chap ter 4 ,  
thi s  volume ; Fiji Blue Books ; Nars ey 19 79 : 94-5) . 

Tab le 8 . 2 Popula tion of Fij i ,  188 1-19 36 

Year 

18 81 
189 1 
190 1  
19 11 
19 2 1  
19 36 

Fij ian 

114 , 748 
105 , 800 

9 4 , 39 7  
8 7 , 09 6  
8 4 , 4 7 5  
9 7 , 6 5 1  

residual . 

Indian 

588 
7 , 46 8  

17 , 10 5 
40 , 286 
6 0 , 6 34

b 85 , 002 

a
include s 

b 
72 pe r cen t  born in Fij i .  

European 

2 , 6 7 1  
2 , 036 
2 , 459 
3 , 70 7  
3 , 878  
4 , 028  

Average 
annual 

Total a 
growth 
rate 

( % )  

12 7 , 486 -0 . 5  
1 2 1 , 180 -0 . 1  
120 , 124 

1 . 5 
139 , 54 1  

1 . 2  
157 , 266 

1 . 6 
19 8 , 379 

Source : N .  McAr thur , Is lan.d Popu lations of the Pacific , Canberra , 
AND Pr ess , 1967 , pp . 27-8 . 

Addi tionally , be cause CSR was the source of official data on 
sugar exports (CSR 2 2 11) , and from 1882 unti l  the mid-19 20 s so ld 
raw sugar to its own ref iner ies , the oppor tunity f or trans fer 
pri cing exi s ted . Con trary to the vi ews of Narsey ( 19 79 : 100) and 
Moynagh ( 1981 : 106 ) , it was no t seized in the period 1882-19 12 . 
CSR declared a Blue Book p ri ce for Fij i sugar on average 31 per 
cent ab ove th e world ( Java fob) price , as es tima ted from data in 
Latham ( 19 7 8 : 19 3) and Lowndes ( 19 5 6 : 443) ; and for the simp le 
r eason tha t company p rofit s , which were taxed in Aus tralia and New 
Ze aland , wer e  not taxed in Fij i .  However , in the years 19 15-2 3 
C SR subs tantial ly underprice d  raw sugar exports fo r two reasons . 
Firs t ,  i f  CSR had so ld to i t s  Auckland refinery at extremely high 
open-market prices , the cos t o f  the raw sugar inputs would have 
increased by 52 per cen t on the uni t values de c lared to Fij i 
cus toms o ffi cials ; and sinc e these inpu ts cons tituted 5 2  pe r cent 
of the f inal price of ref ined sugar , the New Zealand consumer 
wou ld have been expe c ted to ab sorb a 2 7  p er cen t price incr eas e 
w ithout cutt ing expendi tur e i f  CS R ref inery profits  were to be 
maintained (Lowndes 19 5 6 : 20 5 , 44 3 ;  Fiji Blue Books) . Second , high 
world sugar pri ce s promp t ed the co lonial government to impose a 
sugar export du ty from 19 16 , and fuelled demands for higher wages 
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and cane pri ces which es calated af ter the end o f  the indentured 
immigration in tha t  y ear . Company and exce ss profits taxes soon 
f ollowed ( see below) . The company therefore entered into an 
agreement wi th the New Zealand Government to se ll raw sugar to New 
Zealand at a below-market long- term price (Moynagh 19 8 1 : 10 5-6 ) ; 
and it unders tated the amount ac tually paid for Fij i s ugar by the 
amoun t o f  the export duty ( CS R  3106 ) . Thus , calcula tions from data 
in Chap ter 4 and Moynagh ( 19 81 : 10 6 )  show tha t ,  whi le the cane­
grower s '  share of dec lared expor t proceeds fell to b e tween 2 1  and 
34 per cen t  in 1915-2 3 ,  their  share of the wo rld marke t  price was 
even lower at 1 3  to 2 5  per cen t .  

Af ter the introduction o f  Imp erial p reference from 19 2 3 ,  
Fij i sugar was sold increas ingly t o  Canada and the United Kingdom , 
and CSR refineries were supplied from Java , Cuba and Peru ( Day 
1948) . Arb i trary pri cing o f  intracompany transac tions cease d . But 
Indian canegrowers who had di sp lace d  whi te p lanters still received 
the mino r share of sugar e xpor t  pro cee ds . Heavi ly indeb ted 
p easants on short-term leases producing a crop unrival led local ly 
in terms o f  returns per hour and p er acre (Moynagh 198 1 : 125) , and 
fac ing low wage/high technology comp e ti tion in ternat ionally , did 
not have the bargaining power to improve on the 32 per cent of 
sugar export revenue they received in 19 24-29 . The share increase d 
to 50 per cent in th e 19 30s , only be cause CSR s t ab i lized the cane 
pri ce in an effor t  to ensure steady supplies for its  mi lls (Moynagh 
19 8 1 : 1 24 ;  Fiji Blue Books ) . 

Mos t sugar expor t income from 1882 to 19 39 went , then , to 
CSR . Fur ther , as no ted in Chap t er 7 ,  CSR ' s  share was not ac tual ly 
returned to Fij i ,  for it was company prac t i ce to use the colony ' s  
sugar sale s  r evenue to cover Aus tralian and New Zealand impor t  
expendit ure , while meet ing Fij i expens es from the revenue o f  the 
CSR Auckland ref inery . Strictly speaking , CSR prof i t s  were not 
r epatriat ed from Fij i ,  for they were never received there . So , 
although Fij i had the expor t  income per head of a temp erate country 
after the sugar-led growth of 1882-19 13 , it did not r eceive the 
development st imul us the t emperate country r eceived . Low wages 
res tric ted domes t i c  demand and hence the opportunities for import 
sub st itution in a market already limit ed by smallne ss of p opulat ion . 
They also r educ ed domestic sav ing per hea d ,  which was b ound to b e  
lowered b y  the extent o f  sugar prof i t  ' repatria t ion ' . 

Moreover , what he ld for the sugar sector of Fij i ' s  colonial 
economy held for the copra sector . Income distrib ut ion in eastern 
Fij i was mor e  even than in the sugar-growing wes t , inasmuch as 
white copra planters and Fij ians received over half the price of 
an export good which could be s imp ly processed by the sun . But 
low wages were paid by p lanters , and whi te merchant companies 
manipulated the local terms of trade to extract the high profits  
po ssib le in an age of expor t growth without As ian merchant 
competit ion . Jus t as in the sugar sector , low wages r es tricted 
the demand for cons tnner goods ; and company c ontrol of the imp ort-



129 

export trade put profits  in the hands of a f ew .  Henry Marks & Co . 
in par tic ular did we ll out of trad ing in b oth copra and sugar 
r egional economies b efore its 1920 takeover by a s imilarly 
suc cess ful c ompany in Morri s ,  Hed s trom Ltd . The fac t or di stinguish­
ing these companies ' f ounder s from the managers of CSR , the banks 
and the shipping companies , was that they were locals commit ted to  
white s et t ler development . Potentially , they had a keener eye to 
domes tic r einvestment of profi t s  in diverse activi ties . Overall 
though , bus iness imper ialism in Fij i realized its ef fective 
collective aim of g enerating an export surplus . 

Fij i ' s  balanc e of t rade ( f  . o .b . ) was in def icit  in j ust  s ix 
o f  the sixty-f ive years 187 5-19 39 ; and the cumulative t rade 
s urp lus over the p eriod was £ 2 3  million , or an annual average o f  
£ 354 , 000 (Fiji B lue Books) . Par t of this £ 2 3  million would have 
gone towards insurance and freight expenses on imported goods 
carri ed by the f or eign-owned shipping c ompanies . If Bank of New 
South Wales balance o f  payment s  estimates f or 19 29-32 and 19 36 are 
any indicat ion, freight added between 12  and 17 p er cent of the 
f . o .b .  cost of imports (BNSW GM 302 / 3 30 ; O ' Loughlin 19 5 6 : 5 7 ) . 
Taking the h igher f igure , freight in 1875-19 39 on retained imp ort s 
would have b een £ 7  million . There were also net payment s for 
travel and govermnent pensions . But the great b ulk of the £ 16 
million rema ining af ter freight went in remit tances , interest , 
d ividends and profit s to f or eigner s ,  well over £ 8  million going 
as net profits  to CSR (Moynagh 19 81 : 66 ,  116 , 148) . In all , 
approximately one-quar ter o f  export revenue in 187 5-19 39 f lowed 
out in these forms . 

It i s  axiomatic that had repatriated prof its remained in 
F ij i ,  domest i c  sav ings-inves tment capacity would have been 
enhanced . It is axiomatic , t oo ,  that had the local wage level 
b een higher , the domes tic demand f or consumer good s  would have been 
larger . In short , Fij i ' s  development potential would have b een 
greater if it had b een a country of t emperate sett lement ins tead 
of a tropical colonial economy . The historical reality was that 
f ut ur e  colonial development depended on exogenous investment 
decisions of foreign cap i tal ists and the us e made of the expor t 
income whi ch was r eturned to the colony . 

Privat e  income usage 

Most income received by Fij i resident s  did no t go t owards 
increasing p roducti on in the co lony b e cause it  was spent on 
imports . Cons umption of imported manufactures was , af ter all , the 
mo t ivat ing purpose b ehind expor t produc t ion in the indigeous 
economy ; and import s were nece ssary to sus tain production in the 
export enclave . In 19 36 , import expendi ture p er h ead was three 
and a half t imes the 1881 level ; and of the £49 mi llion in expor t 
income whi ch was not r epatriated as prof its , remittance s and intere s t  
and divi dend payments between 1 8 7 5  and 19 39 , a q uite cons tant 7 0  
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per cen t  went on consumer import s , 30 p er cent going on investment 
impor t s  (Fiji B lue Books) . 

That the proport ion of cons lil!ler imports did no t dec line 
suggests that t rade-related profi ts were not emp loy ed , or not 
successfully emp loyed, to alter t he struc tur e of the co lonial economy 
sub s tantially . Ra ther , CSR ' s  reinve stment of profits  and introduc­
t i on of new techno log ies was na turally aimed at expand ing s ugar 
expor t ca pa ci ty . As the CSR general manager , Edward Knox ,  told 
the co lonial governor in 19 1 1 ,  CSR had in the main i t self provided 
all the infras tr uc ture nece ssary to colonial sugar p roduction ( CSR 
2935) . And , as he told ano ther governor in 19 2 3  ( C SR 2 9 2 3) , CSR 
management ' had never cons idered any thing in Fij i o ther than sugar -
that for any thing a t  all lab our is an es sential and i f  lab our under 
reasonab le condi tions were for thcoming we would pref er to s t ick t o  
our own industry for which w e  had the neces sary land equipment 
and experi ence ' .  Th e twin ob jectives of maintaining the commitmen t 
to sugar and keep ing wage rates low meant that CSR opposed agri­
cultural diversificat ion and general produc tivity improvement . 
Farmer sp ecia liz at ion on sugar cane product ion was encouraged by 
CSR prov i sion of fer tili zer at cos t ,  o f  capi tal equipment at below 
main tenance cos t ,  of finance at b elow-market ra tes of interest , and 
of land at low rent . Indian tenants on company land - who grew 
j ust over half the cane supp ly by the 19 30s - simp ly were no t 
p ermit ted to grow anything but cane , were compelled to adopt a 
f our-year rotat ion system, and were put under gr eat pres sure to 
p lan t Mauri tius bean ,  of no cash or food va lue , as a green manure . 
In contras t ,  Indian cane- farmers who leased from Fij ians pref erred 
a three-year cycle in wh ich rice was grown as a rotation crop, 
and whi ch permi t ted annual harvest ing of two-thirds o f  the farm 
area - while CS R tenan ts harvested ha lf (Moynagh 19 81 : 125-30 ; CSO 
2558 / 19 30 , F2/ 24 3 ;  Mayer 19 7 3 : 38-41) . 

There can b e  no doub t ,  then , that if CSR had no t been so 
firmly , and so wrongly (CSO F2 / 2 5 2 ) , commit ted to sugar cane mono­
culture at the farm leve l ,  the area under rice cul t ivation in 
Fij i wou ld have been cons iderab ly in excess of the 16 , 350 acres 
grown in 19 38 , food impor t-sub s t itution more advanced,  and the 
Ind ian cane- farmer better off . Yet b efore 19 39 , CSR pers is ted with 
a p rohib it ion of supplementary sub sistence production on tenant farms , 
while Ind ians on Fij ian leases tended to mine the land not b ecause 
their leases were too short at twenty-one year s ,  as c onventi onal 
wisdom then and later had i t , but because they were heavily in 
deb t  and needed t o  extract every p enny out of land they occupied 
on average for j us t  seven years before i t  was t rans ferred to o ther 
land-hungry p easant s  ( CSO F2 / 24 3) . Only the ant icipated effects 
of Japanese invasion on sou theast Asia ' s  rice expor ts promp ted 
CSR ' s  general manager to alter company poli cy ; in Apr i l  19 39 , he 
informed Fij i mill manager s that tenants were t o  be allowed to p lant 
b e tween a half and one acre in f ood crop s as a temporary emergency 
measure (Mayer 19 7 3 : 4 1 ;  CSO F6 / l/ l) . And i f  the hegemony of sugar 
on CSR tenant farms could be guaranteed by company edic t ,  i t s  
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leadership colony-wide could be reinforced by f ores talling at temp ts 
at ag ri cul tural divers i ficat ion . CSR ' s  monopoly of the only 
ext ens ive land transpor t ne twork allowed the c ompany to hinder 
alternative private and government- sponsored cash crop inves tment , 
no tab ly of cotton ,  by refusing railway carr iage to everyone excep t 
canegrowers . CSR also succes sfully p layed on Imperial and 
colonial government fears for whi te sugar p lan ters ' futures in 
the event that CSR restric ted inves tment or even withdrew from 
Fij i ,  and caus ed goverrnnent to abandon p lans for a pub lic rai lway 
scheme (Moynagh 19 81 : 6 1- 3 ,  134 ; Legis lative Counci l  Debates 19 2 5 ;  
Day 1948) . 

So CSR qui t e  rigidly adhered to a one-eye d policy o f  sugar 
s taple d evelopment ,  us ing i t s  powers as landlord , milling monopson­
ist and t ransport owner , and i t s  influence with government , to make 
company poli cy co lonial policy . However , CSR should not be 
s implistically characterized as an omnipotent corporate villain 
imposing i t s  evi l  will on a powerle s s  population , part ly by 
manipula ting a pupp et colonial government . By the late 19 30 s ,  the 
c ompany ' s  landholdings to talled 6 7 , 000 acres freehold and 81 , 000 
acres leasehold , of whi ch a third was cane land most ly leased to 
tenant farmers . Thi s  meant CSR owned j ust  1 3  p er cent o f  the 
freehold land in Fij i ,  h eld 27 per cent of the area leased from 
Fij ians , and act ed as landlord to half the canegrowers ( S tanner 
195 3 : 19 4 ;  Coulte r  1940 : 3 3) . Clearly , the c ompany could not prevent 
diverse agricu ltural development by refus ing access to the land 
resource . Nor did i t  attemp t to engage in a clumsy exercise of 
naked power of the s ort whi ch had once made rice growing in British 
Gui ana a criminal offence in order to keep labour on the sugar 
plantat ions (Masefield 19 50 : 4 7 ) . An individual owning land or 
leasing from Fij ians was fr ee to grow any crop he chos e ,  j ust  as 
th e mer chant with prof i t s  was free to inves t  in any thing which 
promi sed more prof i t s . For both,  final choice depended on op tions . 
And the fact was that e xp erience sugges ted money was most easily 
made in sugar and s ugar-related ac tivity . 

Europeans trie d a range of al terna tive expor t crop s in Fij i 
over the y ear s 1875-19 39 . As an act ing governor told the Colonial 
Office in 19 3 3 ,  sugar expor t  dependence had no t r esul ted from lack 
of enterpri se in other direc tions ( C08 3/ 203) . I t  happened ,  
however , tha t enterprise ended , more of ten sooner than la ter , in 
failur e - excep t for the es tablishment of copra ' s  hegemony in 
east ern Fij i fol lowing the 1870s co tton collap se . Bananas were an 
export of impor tance until  the post-World War I clo sure of the 
Au stralian mark et reduced the trade to quanti ta tive ins igni fi cance . 
Cof fee plan tations succumb ed to disease in th e 1880 s . Abor tive 
a t temp ts were made to produce cocoa . Thousands of pounds were 
inves ted in rubber p lan ting af ter 19 19 , only to be los t in the 
late 19 2 0 s  condi tions of wor ld over supply and rapid p rice decline . 
Many thousands inves ted in pineapple growing af ter 19 26  wer e lost 
in the Gr eat Depres sion , as were small 19 20s inve stment s in a co t ton 
revival . 
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On th e imp or t-substitution side , excep t for a shor tlived 
tob ac co industry and two temporar ily s ucce ssful tea p lanta tions ( CSO 
6 5 3/ 189 3 ; Fiji B lue Books 189 5-9 6 ,  19 29 - 30) , nothing was achieved 
until early in the twentieth cent ury , when three in every f our 
Indians who were physically free of the indenture sy stem became 
farmer s sp ecializing in cane and supplementing their income with 
r i ce growing (O ' Lough lin 19 56 : 5 ;  Mayer 19 6 3 : 29) . Fur ther rice 
produ ction occurr ed on mixed farms which collec tively also p roduced 
maize , b eans , peas and pulses , and var ious o ther food crop s for 
local market s - wi th the result tha t  rice p roduction outpace d  the 
rising Indian p opula tion down to 19 36 . Here was the mos t significant 
evid ence tha t  the money e conomy was spreading from the foreign 
t rade to the domestic sector of the colonial e conomy . Additionally , 
some Indians were dairy farmers and , wi th European farmer s sponsored 
by government from 19 20 , contributed to  a degree of s uccess in 
dairy produ ct import- s ub sti tution (Fiji B lue Books ; O ' Loughlin 
19 56 : 21 ) . 

Such was the extent of Fij i ' s  agri cultural diver sity at the 
end of six decades of growth and depres s ion . The only sustained 
processing of agri cultural ou tput was the milling o f  sugar cane , 
though a coconut oil mill op erated f rom 19 2 3 . The only product ion 
out side the agr icultural se ctor was of soap , biscuit s  and , briefly , 
canned meat . I t  is signi fi cant that the inves tment in manufac turing 
out si de of sugar mi lling was mos t ly made by a locally-b orn merchant , 
Maynard Heds trom . Had Burns Philp & Co . been a domes tic company , 
and had the prof its from banking , shipping and raw sugar p roduct ion 
b een more in domestic hands , there probab ly would have b een more 
interes t in domes tic reinvestment . But prof its were largely in 
f or eign hands ,  including tho se of the Guj arati and Punj ab i traders 
and artisans who regarded India as home . Even Morris , Heds trom was 
60 p er cent forei gn-owned by 19 31 . And the highes t prof i t s  were 
earned in the various facets of the export-imp or t  b us ines s  founded 
on su gar and copra produ ction , so tha t reinves tment in that same 
bus ines s was natural (MH ; BP ; Fiji B lue Books ) . 

Basically therefore , the high rate of export growth exper­
ienced between 1882 and 19 13 had a very limi ted impa c t  on colonial 
p roduction and emp loyment outside the foreign trade sector , not 
only because expor t  income was unequal ly dis tributed and part ly 
r ep atriated to Aus tralasia as pro fits , but als o  because the usage o f  
income r eceived i n  the co lony conf irmed i t s  export orientation and 
did lit t le to redu ce impor t dep endence .  The wi llingnes s  and 
ab ility of government to t ap into the export income stream and to  
use the proceed s t o  in crease productive capacity consequent ly 
became all the more crucial to Fij i ' s  long-term development p ro s­
pects . Of particu lar importance was the extent to whi ch government 
helped creat e a more productive and diversified agri culture and 
human , s ocial and physica l  infrastructure (Lewis 19 7 8a : l9 2 ,  217) . 



133 

The role of governmen t 

Real export exp ansion generated an increas ing amount of 
goverrnnent revenue . By 19 15 r evenue was seventeen times the 18 75  
level because o f  increasingly heavy tariff imp ositions which fell 
on consumers (Fiji B lue Books ; Ordina.nces 189 8 , 190 7) . In 19 11 , 
the merchan t Maynard He ds trom could candidly and accurate ly t ell 
the Legisla tive Counc i l  tha t ' Tii.e peop le who prof i t  by the prosperity 
o f  the c olony are the landowner s and the merchants and capitalis ts , 
and these ar e the p eople who escap e almo st scot free under our 
pres ent [ taxa tion ]  sys tem '  (Legisla tive Counci l Debates 19 11) . 
Government r evenue p er h ead o f  tota l  population was none theless 
high by Emp ire standards at  £ 1 . 7 ,  we ll above the £1 received by 
Crown Colony government in Jamaica ( a  favouri te co lony of comparison) , 
the £ 0 . 7  generate d in the Federated Malay S tates , and the £0 . 2  
raised in Nigeria (Eisner 19 6 1 : 134 , 369 ; Lim 19 7 7 : 245 , 249 ; Helleiner 
19 6 6 : 429 ; Birnberg and Re sni ck 19 75 : 301) . On t hese figures , it might 
be sugg es ted tha t pub lic inve stment could have been f inanced 
dire ctly ou t of taxa tion and the borrowing which a heal thy revenue 
made possible . But i f  Fij i ' s  colonial government was typical of 
governments of th e time in that it  under taxed , it  was equally 
typical in i t s  underspending (Reyno lds 19 80 : 9 3) . Wh er e Jamaica 
borrowed to bui ld roads , Fij i live d within its revenue . 

During the first twenty year s of co lonial rul e ,  thi s  meant 
the g overrnnent did li ttle b eyond main taining law and order . 
Agr icultural depress ion and hurri cane h i t  s o  hard in the 1880s that 
r evenue did no t reach pre-depress ion levels unt il 1900 ; and the 
Imperial government would provide no as sis tance beyond an e s tab lish­
ment loan of £ 105 , 000 in 18 76 and a £ 150 , 000 loan in 1880 , which 
wen t almos t  entirely on paying off  pre-Cession government deb ts ,  
admini strative exp ens e s ,  and cons truction of a cap i tal a t  Suva . 
Co lonial goverrnnent survived on a £50 , 000 overdraf t wi th the Bank o f  
New Zealand and adj u s ted expendi ture t o  revenue by re trenching 
staf f and paying tho se who remained les s . Health ( largely mi ss ion­
provided) , educa tion and pub lic work s had to be neglec ted ,  and 
thought of agri cultural r esear ch and experimenta tion abandoned . 
Even in the b e t ter year s 1890-9 7 ,  the average annual surp lus 
of revenue over current expenditure and loan repayments was a mere 
£2000 . If economi c development in the Bri tish Empire was a mat ter 
for the co lonie s th emselves , what was required for a better 
goverrnnen t performance in Fij i was revenue growth (Abb o t t  19 7 1 : 6 8 ;  
CSR 2 190 ; Fiji B lue Books ; Joy ce 19 7 1 : 4 7 ,  5 2- 3) . 

Such growth came wi th the rapid export expansion of 1900-15 . 
Where John Ba tes Thurs ton ended with £ 74 , 000 in his last full year 
a s  governor ( 189 6 ) , Sir Everard im Thurn had almo st £200 , 000 at  
his  di sposal during his first fu ll year as governor ( 1905) , and 
cou ld eff ective ly pursue an economic policy priori ty : de spite an 
almos t thr eef old increas e in current exp enditure b e tween 189 9 and 
19 11 , pub lic work s capital expenditure rose five time s ,  while 
still permi tting a sub s tantial increase in accumulated surp lus 
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balances (Fiji B lue Books) . Spending was concen trated on the 
rapidly-growing Suva urban area , and was we lcomed by white  t own 
councillors (Whitelaw 19 6 6 : 50- 1 ,  56- 7) . But , they argued,  
government public works di d no t go  far enough ei th er financially 
or geographical ly . Foreign development loans had no t been raised ; 
and the only signi ficant physical infras truc ture developments out­
s ide S uva in 19 00-11 were CSR ' s . 

Loan- financing o f  pub lic works continued to be ruled out 
by tho se whom Hedstrom dubbed ' the autocrats of Downing S tree t ' 
(Legis lative Counci l Debates 19 19 ; CO 8 3 / 9 2 ) , and although government 
inc reased import duties and , aga inst strong CSR opposit ion , intro­
duced export dut i es ,  company income tax ,  and an exces s  profits  tax 
in 19 16-21 ,  the resultant growth provided no opportuni ty for maj or 
incr ease s  in expendi ture on transpor t ,  s chools , hospitals and 
agri culture . While revenue grew by £177 , 000 in 19 15-2 2 ,  current 
expenditure increas ed by £ 2 56 , 000 because o f  civil s ervi ce pay 
increases , co sts ar is ing from the 19 20 Suva strike , a sold ier 
s et t lement dairy s ch eme and , heavi es t of all ,  th e cos t of r epa triat­
ing time-expired Indian labourer s . Pub li c  works cap i t al expendi ture 
in 19 2 2  was a mer e 15 p er cent high er than in 19 15 , and only 
because of 150 , 000 in Crown Agent advances against future government 
revenue (Knapman 1983 : 4 34-41) . 

Not surpr ising ly , there was a degree of desperat ion in the 
gover nment case for in creased taxa tion , especially after CSR,  
already successfully evading exces s prof its  tax and minimizing 
income tax,  took the company case again s t  export duties s traigh t  to 
the Co lonial Office in 19 2 2 ,  threa tened to q ui t  Fij i - and won 
(CO 8 3/ 15 8 ;  Gi llion 19 7 7 : 86-9 1 ;  CSR 29 2 3 ; Legis lative Counci l 
Debates 19 2 3 ) . Yet , in the event , a once-for-all cut in admini s tra­
tive exp enditur e together with revenue-raising through an increased 
tari f f  r estored government to a conventionally sound f inancial 
pos iti on . Down to 19 2 8 ,  b udget surp luse s were recorded and 
physical and social infras tructure devel opment acce lerated . Road 
and bri dge construction more than trip led the to tal di s tance 
car-owners could travel without renegotiat ing fami liar terri tory ; 
a Levuka wharf , a Central Medical S chool , and government bui ldings 
wer e cons tructed ; and Suva wa s supp lied with wa ter and electricity . 
Current exp endi ture increases included limi ted addi tional spending 
on h ealth and education . Th ere was s ome government involvement in 
dairying , co tton ,  pineapp les , rice and eradica tion of co conut 
diseas es . But even the lat ter , a ' classic in b iological contro l '  
ac cording t o  the Sh ephard r epor t on agricultural po li cy (CSO F2/  
243) , was achieved in spite of a resource cons traint whi ch in the 
op inion of governor Sir Mur chison Fletcher ( 19 29-36 ) was general : 
' The Colony has been starved of devel opment through lack o f  money , 
and all sect ions of the community . . . are crying out for assis tance 
in this way or that ' (CO 8 3 / 190) . 

More p recis ely , Fij i was devel opmen t- starved be cause locally­
generated funds had not been tapp ed as effec tively as they might 
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have b een ,  and because of imperial f inancial conserva tism . Had 
government been mor e  aggres s ive ear ly in the twentieth century , 
it would have captured a share of sugar export income . Had it been 
better supp li ed with tax accountants , it would have a cq uired a larger 
share of repatriated profits through income taxation . Had Imperial 
government not required inves tment of monetary res erves assoc ia ted 
with the government note is sue and savings bank in British or 
c o lonial securitie s , the reserves could have contrib uted to Fij i ' s  
development .  Ther e were , af ter all ,  lo cal inves t ors looking for 
non-exi stent local financial securi ties . In 19 16 , a local debenture 
i s sue to f inance the war effor t had rai sed £ 39 4 , 000 of which 
£ 3 2 1 , 000 came in equal propor tions from compani es and individuals 
in the co lony . Maynard Heds trom contended in 19 28 that one local 
bus iness had inves ted £40-50 , 000 in Aus tralian and New Zealand 
s to cks for lack of lo cal s to ck issues (Ordinances 19 16 ; Legis la tive 
Counci l Debates 19 17 , 19 28) . 

But Fij i ' s  was a dependent colonial economy in which mone tary 
development had no t pro ce eded far , so tha t the forego ing is a 
migh t-have-been . The important historical conj unc tion of 19 29 
was the arrival of a development-minded governor at  a time when 
impe rial policy b egan encouraging loan-financed colonial development 
through th e Colonial Development Bil l ,  a b ill which provi ded for 
up to £ 1  million in co lonial grants and loans annual ly and whi ch , 
more impor tant ly , promo ted borrowing on the open market if the 
colonial g overnment ' s  credi t-rat ing were good and i ts development 
projects  s ound (Abb o t t  19 7 1) . 

Governo r  Fletcher ' s  predece ssor ob served that Fij i ' s  s tanding 
in the London market was ' very desirab le ' (Legis lative Counci l 
Debates 19 28) . And F letcher had nei ther doub ts about where the 
developmen t pr iority lay , nor any inclina tion to cave in to CSR 
oppos i t ion to loan- financed pub lic work s ,  as if Fij i were no more 
than a sub s idiary comp any . He pushed his p lans through the 
Co lonial Of f ice , and ini tiated the rai s ing and spending of £66 1 , 000 
in loan funds be twe en 19 29 and 19 39 , £ 30 2 , 000 on roads alone , 
£ 135 , 000 on new , conspi cuously concret e ,  governmen t b uildings , 
£9 5 , 000 on a comb ina tion of roads , s chools , water supplies and o ther 
works , and £ 7 5 , 000 on loan repayments . Current and accumulated 
revenue provided a fur ther £669 , 000 for pub li c  works dur ing thi s 
period and , added to loan- finance d expendi ture , brough t the total 
spending on public capital works in e leven y ear s to £ 1 . 3  mi llion , 
mor e  than the spending in the twenty year s 1900-2 8 ,  and 4 4  per 
cent of the to tal £ 3 . 0  million in pub lic works capi tal expendi ture 
during the whole co lonial p eriod 1875-19 39 . If government ' s  
inves tment s pending during these lat er year s rivalled CSR ' s ,  it was 
be cau se of a surge beginning in the dep th s of depres sion (Legis la tive 
Counci l Paper no . 2  19 30 ; CSO 2 5 5 8 / 19 30 ; CO 83/ 190 ; Ordinances 19 29-
30 , 19 32 , 19 34 , 19 37 ; Fiji B lue Books) . 

Moreover , physical infras truc ture development wa s achieved 
without the financial reckle ssness and new tax imposit ions feared 
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by CSR managemen t .  Indeed , as the Bank o f  New South Wales Suva 
branch manager ob served in wri ting to the chi ef ins pec tor in 
Sy dney in November 19 37 (BNSW) : ' The conduct of the Colony ' s pub l i c  
finance i s  a mod el o f  financial rec titude . The p rovi sions f or 
s inking funds and deb t redemp tion would deligh t  the h ear t of the 
most timid and eld er ly gentleman in Lombard S tr ee t ,  however imbued 
with th e canons of Vi ctorian f inancial or thodoxy ' . S light ly reduced 
sp ending on general services was the pr ice of s uch deligh t . 
Exp endi ture on med icine and public h eal th could do li t t le more than 
maintain exi s ting servic es , though it should be mentione d  that 
there wer e  general hospi tals in Suva , Lautoka , Lab as a ,  and Levuka ; 
several provincial hospi tals and dispensaries ; and a lep er s tation . 
Changes in e ducation po licy could not b e  fully implemen ted for 
lack of funds : the takeover of mis sion s choo ls in the interes ts  o f  
coordinate d  and ultimately compulsory primary s chooling was s ucce s s­
ful only because the new Fij ian Dis trict S choo ls were run and 
f inanced by local popula tions ; while government re s tricted i tself 
to establishing s ome primary s choo ls and one se condary s chool f or 
Indians , one teacher training school ,  an agricultural s chool for 
around f or ty Fij ians , and a te chnical s choo l . An Agr i culture 
Department redirecting its effo rts to modernizing Fij ian agriculture 
by concen trating on 700 Fij ians exempt from corrnnunal duties was 
similar ly hampered . Research p roj e cts on b anana cult ivation ,  
coconu t  palm breeding , Fij ian food crops , and pas ture cultivation 
we re all either halted or abandoned comp l etely b e cause o f  inadequate 
s taffing and money ( Naval Intel ligence Divi sion 1944 : 186-9 , 19 1-2 , 
19 7 ;  Usher 19 43 : 35 ,  39 ; Whitehead 19 8 1 : 4 ,  2 3-4 , 2 8 ;  Mann 19 35 : 32 ;  
CSO F2 / 132 , F2/ 243) . 

To s ummari ze in a sentence , colonial government in Fij i ,  
like colonial government in general ( Reynolds 19 80 : 9 3) ,  made its  
firmes t con tr ib ution to foundat ions f or f uture development by 
creating physi cal infras tructure . 

Capitali st co lonial development : theory and reality 

In i t s  essentials theref ore , Fij i ' s  devel opment h i story in 
the year s be twen 1875 and 19 39 can be captured by a general model 
of th e colonial enc lave e conomy (Reynolds 19 7 7 : 15 7-8) . Expor t 
growth - largely b ut not en tirely b ased on foreign factors of 
prod uc t ion - gave rise to  increase d income whi ch was dis tributed 
very unequally , repatriated as prof its , sp ent on imports , and 
par t ly cap tured by government f or impor t-intensive expenditure 
a imed to some extent at  promot ing expor t supp lie s . Beyond sugar and 
copra pro cess ing , and butter , s oap and b is cui t produc t ion , there 
was no manufac turing devel opment . 

Some would argue from these uncontentious fac ts tha t Fij i 
is j us t  ano ther exemp lar o f  th e opera tion o f  a general law : 
capitalism caused und erdeve lopmen t .  In the q uoation in the 
introduc t ory section of this chap ter , Rodney des cribes the growth 
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o f  enclave export-import sectors as the development of ' dependency 
and und erdevelopment ' .  The wel l-known p op ulariz er Andre Gunder 
Frank ( 19 78 : 148-9 ) des cr ibes  the crea tion and growth of a p rimary 
export economy characterized by unequa l  income dis tribution and 
considerab le pro fi t  rep atriation as ' the capitalist development of 
underdevelopment ' .  And as Denoon ( 19 85 : 119 ) ob serves , ' the 
underdevelopment wheel has now been reinvented in the i s lands of 
the central Pacific ' .  For Fij i ,  S amy ( 19 7 8 : 2 3) no tes t hat ' the 
e conomy developed at the ini tiative and dis cre tion of mainly 
Aus tralian c apital ; organised , s tructured and con tro lled from the 
very beginning ' .  Narsey ( 19 79 : 66-7)  asser t s  tha t ' in Fij i as in 
mo st comparab le Third Wor ld economi es , foreign dominance of the 
economy is seen to be a cause of underdevelopment . • •  the s ugar 
industry was the primary genera tor of surplus in Fij i ,  and this 
s urp lus was r epatr ia ted back to Aus tralia ' .  Mo st recently , 
Narayan ( 19 84 : 129)  conclud es that depend ence on the world e conomy 
' and the consequent dominance through foreign ownership and control 
over the means of produc t ion,  distrib ution , and exchange '  have 
led Fij i to the edge of a ' p eri lous abyss ' .  Salvation allegedly 
l ie s in opting out of the world cap i tal i st trade , inves tment and 
t echno logy ne twork . 

But the concep tual , theoretica l  and empirica l  foundations 
of the neo-Marxis t  und erdevelopmen t thesis are unsound . Firs t ,  
the general proposition that cap i talism caused ' underdevelopment ' 
i s  mere tau tology . As Booth ( 19 85 : 76 2) argues , satis factory 
( classical cap i talis t)  ' development ' i s  identified as ' autonomous '  
or ' s e lf-sus ta ining ' , tha t is , a s  non-dep endent . Dep endent 
development , lab e lled ' underdevelopment ' ,  thereby becomes un­
sati s factory ,  by defini tion ; and s inc e dependent developmen t in the 
per iphery is clearly the histori cal produc t  of me tropoli tan 
capitali sm ,  i t is bo und to be true that capit alism caused ' und er­
d evelopment ' .  Wha t the lat t er ac tually means in terms of economic 
welfare is no t always c lear . Warren ( 19 80 : 112) , wri ting from a 
c las sic Marxis t per spec tive , takes ' und erdevelopment ' to mean tha t  
sinc e the Indus trial Revolution Third World peoples have b een 
increas ingly wo rse f ed ,  worse housed ,  more disease-ridden , les s 
produ ctively employed , and mor e  s ub j ec t  to rising inequal i ty 
domes tically - and pr oduces evidence to the con trary . S uch economic 
r etrogres s io n  may b e  in the minds of some Fij i radicals (Rokotuivuna 
e t  a Z .  19 7 3 :  3) , who wri te tha t 'we s tern "inves tment " development , 
our research sugges ts , will impoverish the maj ori ty o f  the popula­
tion ' . Ye t i t  seems more likely that what concerns the neo-Marxists 
is relat ive pover ty . Amin ( 19 7 7 : 1 10 )  argues tha t  the p eriphery 
is ' marg ina li z ed ' - ' no t  in ab so lute terms , b ut in relat ive terms , 
as shown by the increasing gap b e tween national products ' .  Nar sey 
(1979 : 66 )  is similar ly exp lici t :  

The bulk of the p eople o f  Fij i are figh ting a los ing battle 
wi t h  the inflationary cos t o f  living on incomes that has for 
decades condemned them to pover ty : with prices comparab le 
to tho se of Australia and New Zea land , the incomes of wage­
earners in Fij i have been merely a fraction o f  Australian and 
New Zealand wages . 
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If thi s  is what it means to be underdevelop ed , then the 
prospects for be coming developed are b leak indeed , for s imp le 
a lg ebra di c ta tes tha t the income gap b e tween industrial market 
and Third World economi es would take many years to b ridge . 
Reviewing twenty- five years of economic development , Morawe t z  
( 19 7 7 : 28) estimat es tha t ' Even amongs t the fast es t-growing 
d eveloping count ries , only eight would close the gap wi thin 100 
year s ,  and only s ixteen would close it w ithin 1 , 000 years ' .  What 
r eally mat t ers in these cir cums tances is the ab s o lute level of 
in come and how i t  i s  dis trib uted domes tica l ly . 

Thi s  brings us to cri tic i sm o f  the under development thes is 
on theoretical and emp irical grounds . The th esis may have proved 
i ts e lf to be ' an e lectric comb ina tion of or tho dox e conomic theory 
and revo lutionary phraseo logy ' (Kay 19 75 : 10 3) ; b ut the theory is 
s implis ti c , and has been rej ec ted as such b y  the orthodo x . 
Es sentially , the argument advance d by e conomi s ts immedia tely after 
Wor ld War II was tha t development was a ma t ter of e conomic growth , 
whi ch in turn was the result o f  cap i tal ac cumula tion . 'J'he neo­
Marxi st twi st , first advanced by Baran ( 19 5 2) , was to argue tha t 
cap i tal ac cumu lat ion did no t occur to an adequate extent in 
p eripheral cap i tali s t  countr ies be cause economic surp lus was 
r epatria ted as prof i ts and appropriated by domes tic , consump tion­
oriente d  elites . Thus Barra t t  Brown ( 19 7 4 : 1 39 )  assert s  that : 

Bri t ish capi tal certainly did encourage development , f irs t 
in Europ e ,  th en in th e United S tates and then in the 
dominions , b ut no t in India or Latin Ameri ca .  India was not , 
of course , an emp ty land , and investment was internally 
f inanced,  a lthough the dividend s returne d  to Bri tain ; and 
tha t  was cause enough for underdevelopment . 

Narsey advanc es the same proposition in the first  quo tation ab ove . 
The dep endent e conomy seems doomed to ' underdevelop ' so long as 
(part of?)  its s urp lus is no t invested domes tically . In logical 
contrad i ct ion , it is also d oomed to  ' underdevelop ' if economi c 
s urplus is re inves ted in its  en tirety , s inc e such reinves tment 
imp lie s greater ' d ep endence ' .  In any case , single-variab le 
explanati ons of devel opment , and particu larly the capi ta l  
accumu lation mod e l ,  have been d i s cred ite d on theoretical  and 
emp irical grounds ( S tre eten 1980 : 13- 14) : a t t i tudes , institutions , 
ent r epreneu rs hip , te chniques and ' human capi ta l ' wer e  ident ifi ed 
ear ly as f ac tor s p laying poten tially strategic ro les ; and they 
gained p rominence when statistical analyses revealed the awkward 
fact that capit al contrib ut ed re la tive ly l i t t le t o  the long- term 
increase in inc ome per head in devel oping countries . 

Tha t the la tter increase o ccurred a t  an hi storical ly 
unpr ece dented average rate be tween 1950 and 19 75  is we l l  es tab lished . 
So is the fact tha t th ere is no general causal link betwe en the 
degree of capitalism ,  socialism , or op enne ss of the e conomy , on 
the one hand , and the e f ficiency or equity of overall economi c 
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per formanc e on the o ther (Morawet z  19 7 7 ; Lip ton 19 7 7:7 4 ; Srinivasan 
19 7 7) . Ye t neo-Marxis t s  s imply refuse to face up to the general 
imp lication of these facts , namely tha t the development process 
is  too complex and varied to be cap tured by The-Cause-of-all- this­
is-Capi talism model;  and , preoccupied with why progres s has no t 
been faste r  rather than wi th actual advance s , they resolutely walk 
away from the coun ter-examples to their proposition that in tegration 
into the world cap i tali st system reduces and even eliminates 
meaning ful development possib ilities (Griffin and Gurley 1985: 
109 0 ,  1119 ) . Ins tead , they remain wedded to the bel ief tha t an 
alternative , b e t ter development path is , and was , availab le for all 
developing countries . The his torical counter factual is imp licit 
in the tautology o f  the underdevelopmen t the sis and ,  as Ley s ( 19 8 2: 
104) observes , is unconvincing : 

Either wha t  is implied is a s up erior (autonomous , inward­
oriented) kind of capitalist development ; for this to b e  
help ful i t  woul d then have t o  be shown how a n  autonomous 
cap i ta list development could be expected to unfo ld without 
the ineq uali ties and unevenness , the ins tab ili ty , crises , 
unemployment and wars that have charact erized early capi tali sm 
elsewh ere - and to do i t  much fas ter than has ever been 
achi eved b ef ore . Or the implied suppressed alternative is a 
socia lis t path of development : in this case ,  it would b e  
necessary to  show the social and political forces capab le o f  
carrying through such a strategy , and tha t  i t  could reasonably 
be expected to be superior . In mos t  African countr ies , 
thi s  would be di fficult , to say the leas t .  Th ere has to b e  
some thing wrong wi th a conceptualizat ion , the import o f  which 
is that the world should be o ther than it can b e . 

In the cas e  of Fij i ,  to sugges t  that an incipient , evi l- free , 
autonomous cap italist or sociali st  development was nipped in the 
bud by Aus tralasian economi c imp erialism and British poli ti cal 
imp erialism is  to indulge in capricious fantasy . There were 
options , but reali s tically they did no t inc lude evolut ion in 
isolatio n  or a sup er ior f orm of foreign-dominated capital ist  
development . As argued in Chapter 1,  the likely alternative to the 
actual f orm taken by capitali s t  colonial development in Fij i was 
an a t temp t at large-scale white sett ler development f ounded on 
disp osses sion and forced rural proletar ianization of Fij ians . And 
who ho lds up South Africa,  Southern Rhodesia and Kenya as models 
of co lonial development for whi ch Fij i ought to have been the 
pro totype? 

One radi cal response to the foregoing general cr i ticisms 
of the neo-Marxi s t  dependency /under development school has been to 
return to ' clas s ic ' Marxi sm, according to which ' The country that 
is more developed industrially only shows ,  to the le ss-develop ed , 
th e image o f  i t s  own futur e ' (Marx 1969 : 92) . Thus Warren ( 19 80) 
argues tha t colonialism and imp erialism were eng ines of progres s ive , 
though uneven ,  economic and social change . But for all the 
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conv incing evidence advanced in support of  thi s  proposition , the 
exp lanation of Thir d Wor ld development as simply th e resu l t  o f  an 
expand ing capi tal i s t  mode o f  p roduc tion is - like the conservative 
concep t ion of uni linear development (Ro s tow 19 60)  - so g eneral as 
to ri sk be ing ab s tractly plati tudinous , to b orrow Barrington 
Moore ' s  ( 19 6 7 : x) phrase . Certainly much of potential imp ortance 
is ignored by the Capi talism-is-the Cause-of-Development approach 
(Booth 19 85 : 76 7 ) , in the same way that a map showing only maj or 
highways leaves ou t de ta ils essential to finding one ' s  way in the 
s ub urb s ;  and Warren ( 19 7 8 : 8) himself no tes ' th e  inunense hetero­
geneity of the societies of the Third World ' .  Hence the initial 
app eal of th e ' ar ticulation ' of modes of p ro duc t ion approach 
(Foster-Car t er 19 7 8) , whi ch f inds i ts intellec tual pedigree in 
Marx ' s  s tatement in volume three of Kapital that the extent of 
(mer chant)  capi tal ' s  ' dissolution of the o ld [non- capi talis t ]  
mode o f  produ c t ion depends on i ts solidi ty arid internal s truc tur e ' 
(quo ted in Leys 19 74 : 6 ) , and whi ch i s  advoca ted by Denoon ( 19 8 5 )  
as analy tically usefu l  in s tudying Pacific  i slands development .  
However , the ' growing aridity and f inal inconclus ivenes s  o f  the 
"mod e  of product ion" debate i s  now widely acknowledged ' ,  and can 
be at trib ute d to conc ep tual tangles ari s ing out of ' the attemp t to  
theorize the s tatus of a group o f  national social format ions each 
wi th dis tinc t economic ,  polit i cal and soc ial h i s tories emp loying 
only the ab s tract and universal "laws " of the cap i tali s t  mode of 
product ion , or  some alternat ive framework of (meta theoreti cally) 
the same t yp e ' (Boo th 19 85 : 76 8 ,  7 7 4 ) . At base , b o th radical and 
cons ervative p erspectives founder becaus e  they attemp t the 
impos sib le - to reach the conunanding heigh ts of univers al b lue­
print ing . 

To make this j udgment , and specif ically to rej e c t  the 
neo-Marxi s t  underdevelopment thesis , i s  neither to abandon theory 
for ' h i t-and-run emp iricism ' ( Lip ton 19 7 7 : 75 ) , nor to eulogize 
periph eral capi talism in Fij i .  I t  is only to make a plea f or 
exp loration - aided by princip les and theory - of dis tinctive 
coun try experiences ,  f or ' the depic tion of a more comp lex mul ti­
toned canvas whi ch i s  truer t o  reali ty than b lack and white would 
be ' ( Gri ffin and Gurley 19 85 : 1120) . For the s ugar c olony of 
Fij i ,  an excep tionally high expor t growth rate in the p eriod 1875-
19 15 did not create an economic and soc ial paradi se . As argued 
earli er in thi s chap ter and elab orated by Lewis ( 19 7 8b ) , inasmuch 
as tropi cal pri ces and wages were set  by the low level of tropical 
agri cultural productivity , trade generally of fered tropi cal 
countr ies the oppor tuni ty to s tay relatively p oo r ;  the domina tion 
of for eign capi tal in Fij i guaranteed an ext ernal drain and worked 
again st any increas e in agri cultural productivi ty that wou ld have 
raised the oppor tuni ty co s t  of labour ; Indian indentured labourers 
wer e  sever ely exp lo ited by their whi te employers ; and Indian 
peasants were exp loi ted by th eir Indian moneylenders . Government 
d id li t tle succ es sfully toalt er the s ing le-crop expor t orienta tion 
of the colonial economy ; had limi ted s uccess in sub s t itut ing 
Wes t ern for ind igenous medical and pub lic h ealth p ract i ces ( Spencer 



19 4 l : vi ii) ; and neglect ed education . 
their own language o f  84 per cent in 
lit erate Indians , had acces s  to only 
not take them to univers i ty ent rance 
Divis ion 19 44 : 190 ) . 
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Despite a literacy rate in 
19 36 , Fij ians , like the less 
one secondary s chool whi ch did 
level (Naval Inte lligenc e 

Never theles s ,  there was development in Fij i in two basi c 
senses . Firs t ,  there was ini t ia t ed a process of s truc tural change 
involv ing changes in output comp o si t ion and in the technical and 
ins titu tional arrangements by which ou tpu t was produced (Flammang 
19 7 9 ) . Se cond , largely as a result of s t ructural change ,  there 
was ou tput and per cap ita output growth which yielded an economic 
surp lus to  capi talists and trickled down in smal l  part to Indians 
and Fij ians . Monetary exchange spread , produc t ion · was reorgani zed , 
and even some Fij ian wage labo ur b ecame less a t tache d to th e land ; 
and though the s truc tur e  and ownership of the co lonial economy 
were not conducive to local accumulation and diversifi ca tion , they 
did not to tally pre clu de it ei ther - as Frank ( 19 7 8 : 22)  concedes in 
discu s sing p lan tation economies , and as the evidence on Fij i 
in this monograph demonstrates . Economi c  imper ialism created 
opportuni ties as we ll as cons traints . 

I t  is important also to acknowledge that o ther cons traints  
existed independently of the form of incorporat ion into the world 
cap italis t economy , and accounted for at leas t s ome o f  the failures 
o f  cap italist enterprise in Fij i . Rainfall variab ili ty ,  continuous 
h ea t ,  and pests cons ti tuted additional ob s tacles to trop i cal 
agr icultural d evelopmen t : ' The tropi cs are li ttered with the ruins 
of development proj ects that refus ed to r ecognize  the se special 
prob lems ' (Kamarck 19 76 : 18) . Smal lness of popula tion and geographic 
ar ea limi ted the opportuni ti es f or inward-or iented development 
and , with smallness in t erms of p roductive capacity , by itself 
made Fij i dependent ( S elwyn 19 7 5 : 10 ;  s ee also Regional Development 
Dia logu e ,  Fal l 19 82) . I so lation in thes e cir cums tances b ecame a 
develo pment h indrance too , adding to transpor t co sts  and blunt ing 
Fij i ' s compe ti tive edge as a tropical expor ter . All these are 
obvious point s too easily ignored by tho se who would make Fij i ' s 
ac tual his tori cal development j us t  ano ther pr edic tab le chapter in 
a s tory o f  p eripheral underdevelopment through me tropolitan cap ital ' s  
s urplus extrac tion and who , in seek ing t o  discredit rather than 
unders tand capitalism in Fij i ,  wri te as though i t  were no t respons­
ib le for the economi c development which did o ccur , the income 
growth and the associated phy sica l ,  social and human infras tructure 
development . 

I t  mus t  b e  r ep eated tha t Fij i ' s  development his tory is no t 
a uniformly happy one . No thing ind icates thi s  mor e  clearly than 
the humi liation and suff er ing o f  indentured Indians on the s ugar 
p lantations . Yet out of the humi liat ion and suf fering came a 
potential f or economic advance : 
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indenture • • •  was a j ourney under taken to f ind s ecurity in 
this lif e ,  an ingredi ent largely miss ing in vi llage India . 
Narak ( the h ell of the p lantat ions) and kasbighar ( the 
brothel- like p lantat ion lines ) were landmarks on thi s trek 
an inevi tab le purga tory towards an earthly paradise • • •  I f  
one were a lowly p easant appearing predes tine d  to pover ty , 
migra tion o f f ered an escap e towards the enj oyment o f  some 
ma ter ial b ene f it s  in th e present life (Ali 19 7 9 : xxvii , 
xxix) • 

Moreover ,  pres ided over by a colonial state init ial ly determined 
not to eleva te economic over soc ial values in ind igenous soc iety , 
the Indians ' j ourney through h el l  to greater material we ll-b eing 
was a sacrifice whi ch permi t ted Fij ians - never at minimum 
subsis tence level - to acquire material benefi ts under colonialism 
w ithout exp eriencing the same j ourney . Regar dless o f  what outsiders 
thought about th e need for dragging Fij ians into the 'modern wor ld ' 
through forced individualization ,  the land-owning Fij ians them­
s elves could ef fectively impo se their own time s ca le on the 
development pro ce s s  of whi ch they were a par t . 

The p ri ce of the colonial s tate ' s  protective modi f i cation 
of Fij ians ' incorporat i on into world cap i talism ul tima tely was 
the presence of a fas t-growing Indian maj ority in the coun try . 
The socio-economic prob lems of ' plural society ' added a complicating 
dimensi on to the typi cal development prob lems of population growth , 
cons ci ousne s s  o f  rela tive material deprivation ,  p rimary export 
dependence , and grievances again st foreign economic domination . 
Indispu tably , and trivial ly , none of these prob lems would have 
aris en had not imperialism opened up Fij i .  Equally , and sub­
stant ively , counter fac tually- cons truct ed alternat ive paths of 
developmen t to  that actual ly followed mus t be assessed as either 
utopian or inferior . Fij i ' s  relatively undis turb e d  c olonial 
his tory ,  187 4-19 39 , was not the only hi story tha t could have 
o ccurred . It was s imp ly that mos t  p referred in the circums tances . 
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