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Introduction
The Solomon Islands, a nation of hundreds of islands scattered across the
southwestern Pacific, possesses a political system shaped by its unique geography,
diverse cultures, and eventful history. Since achieving independence from the United
Kingdom in 1978, the Solomon Islands has operated under a Westminster-style
parliamentary democracy combined with a constitutional monarchy. This book, The
Politics of Solomon Islands: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in Solomon
Islands, aims to provide an accessible yet comprehensive exploration of the nation's
political institutions, historical developments, and contemporary challenges.

Understanding the political landscape of the Solomon Islands requires both a
grounding in its constitutional arrangements and a nuanced appreciation of local
realities. At the heart of the system lies a written constitution that defines the powers
and responsibilities of the executive, legislative, and judicial branches, all operating
within a framework of popular sovereignty. Beneath this formal structure, however,
are informal systems and practices—ranging from traditional leadership to church
networks—which continue to influence governance and political behavior across the
archipelago.

The country’s history has been marked by political instability, shifting alliances, and
frequent changes in government leadership. The prevalence of coalition governments
reflects the multi-party system's fragmentation, where few parties have national reach
and many elected members serve as independents. These dynamics have contributed
to recurring votes of no confidence and challenges in maintaining effective, stable
governance, a theme that has persisted from independence to the present.

Intertwined with the formal political landscape are deep-seated social and economic
issues. Ethnic tensions, especially those between Guadalcanal and Malaita
communities, have erupted into violent conflict, exposing persistent grievances over
land, resources, and political power. Recovery efforts, such as the Regional Assistance
Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI), have helped restore order but have not fully
resolved underlying problems. Economic pressures—from declining logging revenues
to concerns over debt—continue to shape the policy agenda, while effective solutions
remain elusive.

Geopolitically, the Solomon Islands finds itself at the crossroads of international
interests. The 2019 decision to switch diplomatic recognition from Taiwan to China and
subsequent security agreements have placed the nation in the global spotlight,
prompting debates over sovereignty, transparency, and the future direction of foreign
relations. These developments are layered upon ongoing domestic conversations
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about corruption, government accountability, and the prospects for political reform.

This book invites readers to engage with the complexity and dynamism of Solomon
Islands politics—not only as formal institutions and constitutional arrangements but as
the sum of evolving relationships, contested identities, and adaptive responses to
change. Through its twenty-five chapters, the book will chart the historical, structural,
and contemporary dimensions of politics in the Solomon Islands, laying the
groundwork for understanding both the nation’s achievements and the ongoing
challenges ahead.
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CHAPTER ONE: A Tapestry of Islands and Influences:
Pre-Independence Politics
Before the arrival of European powers, the islands that now constitute the Solomon
Islands were not a single political entity. Instead, they were a complex tapestry of
diverse societies, each with its own unique customs, languages, and forms of
governance. Life was largely organized around kinship groups and local communities,
with authority often vested in elders, chiefs, or influential "big men." These traditional
systems, while varying from island to island, emphasized communal ties and
consensus-building, a legacy that continues to subtly influence modern political
dynamics.

Contact with the outside world, initially through exploration and later through labor
recruitment, began to weave new threads into this tapestry. The infamous practice of
"blackbirding," or the recruitment of indentured laborers, often through coercion, for
plantations in Fiji, Samoa, and Queensland, had a significant impact on the islands and
their social structures. This era, while economically driven, also exposed islanders to
new ideas and external power dynamics.

The late 19th century saw the major European colonial powers, Britain and Germany,
carving out spheres of influence in the Pacific. In 1893, Britain declared a protectorate
over the southern Solomon Islands, gradually extending its control over the
subsequent years to include more islands. The stated reasons for this ranged from
suppressing the abuses of labor recruitment to regulating interactions between
islanders and settlers, but a significant motivation was to prevent other European
nations, particularly France and Germany, from expanding their territories.

The British Solomon Islands Protectorate, as it became known, was a vast and diverse
territory, and administering it was no small feat. The colonial government, initially
headquartered on the island of Tulagi, focused primarily on maintaining order and
facilitating economic activities that benefited British interests, such as copra
production from coconut plantations. Education and healthcare were largely left to
Christian missions, which also played a significant role in shaping social life and
introducing new organizational structures.

World War II dramatically interrupted colonial rule and profoundly impacted the
islands. The Solomons became a key battleground in the Pacific theater, with intense
fighting between Allied and Japanese forces, particularly on Guadalcanal. This period
brought significant destruction but also exposed islanders to the wider world on an
unprecedented scale and stimulated a new sense of political awareness.
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Following the war, the British returned, moving the capital to Honiara on Guadalcanal,
utilizing infrastructure left behind by the American military. The post-war period saw
the emergence of nationalist movements, the most prominent being Maasina Rule,
primarily based on Malaita. This movement, meaning "Brotherhood Rule," sought
greater autonomy, improved economic conditions, and a revival of customary
practices, posing a significant challenge to the colonial administration.

In response to growing calls for decolonization globally and the stirrings of political
consciousness within the protectorate, the British began a process of constitutional
development. This involved the gradual introduction of local advisory councils, which
eventually evolved into elected local councils across the islands. These councils
provided early opportunities for Solomon Islanders to participate in formal governance
structures, albeit with limited power.

Further constitutional changes in the 1970s paved the way for greater self-
governance. A new constitution in 1970 replaced the previous councils with a
Governing Council with more elected members, though the British Governor still held
considerable authority. This was followed by another constitution in 1974, which
introduced a ministerial system of government headed by a Chief Minister. Solomon
Mamaloni became the first to hold this position, a significant step towards internal self-
rule.

Full self-government was achieved in January 1976, with Peter Kenilorea taking over
as Chief Minister and leading the country towards complete independence. This period
was not without its tensions, as some in the Western islands expressed concerns
about being marginalized in a centralized state and formed a breakaway movement.
These anxieties highlighted the regional and ethnic diversity that would continue to be
a defining feature of Solomon Islands politics.

Despite these challenges, a conference in London in 1977 finalized the arrangements
for independence. And so, on July 7, 1978, the Solomon Islands became an
independent nation, adopting a Westminster-style parliamentary democracy and a
constitutional monarchy. Peter Kenilorea became the country's first Prime Minister,
stepping into a role that would prove to be both challenging and dynamic in the
decades that followed. This marked the end of one era and the beginning of another,
where the legacy of traditional governance, the impact of colonial rule, and the
aspirations of a newly independent nation would converge to shape the political
landscape.
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