
History of Fiji 

The islands of Fiji were first settled at least 3,500years ago by migrating sailors 

whose descendants became known as the Lapita. Though their actual origins are 

unknown and written records do not exist, researchers think these early migrants may 

have come from Asia. Various Pacific peoples later migrated to the Fijian Islands, which 

they called Viti; Western explorers used the Tongan word Feejee to name the islands 

and the people. According to legend, sons of an early settler named Degei established 

the chiefly system (yavusa) that ordered society for centuries to come. Until Christianity 

was introduced, Degei was worshiped as a god.  

Although the Dutch had a brief encounter with Fijians in1643, Captain James 

Cook of England spent more time with them in 1774. Later, trade vessels came for 

sandalwood, which was used in ornamental carving and cabinetmaking. The islands 

were known by many as the Cannibal Islands because of the Fijians’ reputation as fierce 

warriors and cannibals. Eating the enemy let Fijians possess the enemy’s power; it was 

not for lack of food. After years of tribal warfare, Chief Ratu Cakobau converted to 

Christianity in 1854, united rival tribes under the new religion, ended cannibalism, and 

became king of Fiji in 1871. 

Cakobau was aware of European competition for territory in the Pacific and, in 

1874, offered to cede the islands to Great Britain (after the United States refused the 

same offer). Britain brought in laborers from India to work on sugarcane plantations. The 

descendants of these workers now comprise nearly half the population. Exactly 96 years 

to the day after cession to Britain, Fiji gained its independence (10 October 1970). Ratu 

Sir Kamisese Mara became the first prime minister, and his Alliance Party (mostly ethnic 

Fijians) governed until 1987,when a coalition led by the National Federation Party 

(mostly ethnic Indians) won a majority in parliamentary elections.  

Two weeks after the elections, however, General Sitiveni Rabuka led a military 

coup to restore control to native Fijians. The coup was halted because Britain’s 

governor-general (Queen Elizabeth’s representative in Fiji) assumed executive control 

and negotiated a settlement between the Indians and Fijians. Rabuka then staged a 

second coup, establishing a civilian government dominated by Fijians. Fiji subsequently 

was voted out of the Commonwealth by its member nations. Rabuka appointed Mara to 

once again serve as the prime minister. In 1992 elections, Rabuka was elected prime 

minister. Mara became vice president and was elected president in 1994by the country’s 

Great Council of Chiefs after the 1993 death of President Ratu Sir Penaia Ganilau.  
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A new constitution ratified in 1990 favored indigenous Fijians over Indians, 

making it impossible for Indians to ever control government. The document subsequently 

came under review and was officially amended and signed into law by President Mara in 

July 1997. Fiji rejoined the Commonwealth soon thereafter. The amended constitution 

opened the way for multiracial elections in 1999 and promised equality and basic human 

rights. It called for both Fijians and Fiji-Indians to be called Fiji Islanders.  

A landslide victory in May 1999 gave the Fiji Labour Party (FLP, an ethnic Indian 

party) a majority in Parliament, and Mahendra Chaudhry served as Fiji’s first Indian 

prime minister. However, in May 2000, rebels seeking control of the government for Fiji’s 

indigenous majority stormed Parliament, taking Chaudhry and members of his 

multiethnic coalition hostage. Ten days later, the military took control of the country and 

declared martial law. After nearly two months of negotiations between the government 

and rebel leader George Speight, the hostages were released, Chaudhry was deposed, 

and an interim government was established.  

Laisenia Qarase of the Fijian United Party (an indigenous-Fijian party known by 

the Fijian acronym SDL) headed the interim government until parliamentary elections 

were held in August 2001. The SDL won by a slim margin over Chaudhry’s FLP, 

allowing Qarase to remain prime minister. However, in December 2006, Fiji experienced 

its fourth coup in 20 years when Fiji’s military leader, Commodore Frank Bainimarama, 

deposed Qarase. Bainimarama had been an outspoken critic of legislation that could 

have granted amnesties for Speight and other plotters of the 2000 coup. 
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