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RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS AS ALTERNATIVE
STRUCTURES IN POST-CONFLICT SOLOMON
ISLANDS? CASES FROM WESTERN PROVINCE

INTRODUCTION

Political analysts, policy makers, and
aid agencies concerned with Melanesia
have recently begun to pay attention to the
role of Christian churches in governance.
As Douglas notes, “churches, with their
intensely local roots but broadly global
reach,” are increasingly being seen “as
alternative structures in the context of
ineffective or even absent state institutions”
(2007, p. 158). The importance of churches
in the absence of a functioning state became
obvious following the decade-long civil war
on Bougainville (Saovana-Spriggs 2000;
Howley 2002) and a period of civil conflict
in Solomon Islands lasting from 1998-
2003 (see, e.g., Scales et al. 2002; Oxfam
Community Aid Abroad 2003, p. 14-15;
Wainwright et al. 2003). In a discussion of
state-building possibilities for the Australian-
led Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon
Islands (RAMSI), Hegarty et al. argued,
“Existing civil society groups, especially
women’s groups and secular organisations
of the churches, offer a ready-made vehicle
for donor support of civil society” (Hegarty
et al. 2004, p. 9). Since 2004, the Australian

Agency for International Development
(AusAID) has worked with churches through
the Church Partnership Program in Papua
New Guinea and the Community Sector
Program in the Solomons. This new optimism
within Australia about the governance
potential of churches should be understood
in the context of pessimistic assessments
of the effectiveness of aid administered
by supposedly ‘failing’ Melanesian states
(Dinnen 2004; Ayson 2007).

In one sense, attention to churches
within the policy literature is overdue. For
more than a decade, anthropologists and
historians have been producing studies of
Christianity in Melanesia, some of which deal
directly with relationships between churches,
nationalism, and the state (e.g., Barker 1999;
Douglas 2002; Dundon 2004; Eves 2003;
Kaplan 1995; Latukefu 1988; McDougall
2003; Robbins 1998; White 1991). Churches,
moreover, have been providing ‘alternative
structures’ for more than a century. Colonial
administrations throughout Melanesia
were under-funded and under-staffed, and
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Christian missions, not the colonial state,
provided health services and education to
rural villagers. Beyond such services, neither
the colonial nor the independent state has
had much reach into rural villages. Only
with national independence in PNG and the
Solomons were many erstwhile church-run
schools, clinics, and hospitals turned over to
be administered by the newly independent
state (Hauck 2005; Bird 2007). The recent
transfer in the Solomons of some schools
from Educational Authority of the Western
Province to that of the United Church (Bird
2007, p. 11) might be seen as a return to the
status quo.

But should churches be providing the
essential services citizens might expect a
responsible state to provide? In his baseline
survey of church engagement in service
provision and governance in the Solomon
Islands, Rev. Cliff Bird sounds a note of
caution: “It would be a mistake to load extra
responsibilities onto them without looking
into ways in which their capacities could
be strengthened and expanded” (2007, p.
2). In addition to such pressing practical
challenges, significant political questions are
raised by neo-liberal strategies that attempt
to bypass the state by using ‘alternative’
(i.e., non-state) structures, whether these
are religious organizations, secular non-profit
organizations, or for-profit corporations like
mining companies. Writing of community-
based development projects that attempt to
bypass corrupt states in Melanesia, Schoeffel
critiques the “communitarian version of the
argument for privatisation and the rolling
back of the state” and concludes that, for rural
development projects, “there is no substitute
for state agencies” (1997, p. 2). Despite
sustained attention to decentralization since
Independence, support for provincial and
local government in Solomon Islands and
Papua New Guinea has not been adequate to
allow the state to effectively deliver services
(Cox & Morrison 2004; Filer 2004). Such
neglect of local forms of government may
be one reason that churches appear to be
among the few trans-local organizations that
reach into rural areas. As | will discuss at the
end of this paper, rather than attempting to
use churches to bypass the state, outsiders
might take their lead from Solomon Islanders
working for government bodies who strive to
work with churches in ways that bolster the

legitimacy and effectiveness of both church
and state.

Such cooperation requires not only an
appreciation of the centrality of churches in
social and political life, but also a detailed
understanding of the complex terrain of
Melanesian Christianity. Because religion
cannot be easily separated from what might
seem like secular functions carried out by
churches, outsiders interested in working
with churches should understand how the
structure, organization, and development
agendas of the different churches are
shaped by church history, circumstances,
and doctrines.

With these goals in mind, this essay
draws on postdoctoral research carried out
in the Western Province of Solomon Islands
and in the Solomons capital of Honiara
over four months in 2006-07 and in October
2007, as well as extensive prior research
carried out over the past decade that has
focused on the Western Province island of
Ranongga. Following a general overview
of Solomon Islands Christianity, | describe
the three predominant churches in Western
Province: the United Church, the Seventh-
day Adventist Church, and the Christian
Fellowship Church. This discussion highlights
significant differences in the organizational
structures of the churches, in the ways
they manage economic resources, and
in the degrees to which church members
embrace trans-local forms of identity. |
then turn to a few of the bewildering array
of new denominations and sects that are
gaining adherents. Working effectively with
churches requires understanding not only
the importance of the historically dominant
churches, but also why some adherents
are seeking new options. Like other historic
churches in the Solomons, the United Church
has a bureaucratic structure that allows
extensive local participation; moreover, of all
of the Western Province churches discussed
here, its structures and ideologies appear
most congruent with the secular liberal
attitudes that inform the ‘good governance’
agendas of Australia and some other donor
nations. Why, then, are some adherents of
the United Church seeking both salvation
and worldly connections through newer and
smaller religious groups?



Religious Institutions as Alternative Structures in Post-Conflict Solomon Islands?

CHURCHES IN THE SOLOMONS
AND WESTERN PROVINCE

The population of the Solomon Islands is
almost entirely Christian, but no single church
dominates. At some times and in some
regions, inter-denominational relationships
have been marked by animosity. At the
time of national independence, however,
leaders of dominant churches formed the
ecumenical Solomon Islands Christian
Association (SICA). Bringing together not
only those mainline Christian denominations
that habitually cooperate in global ecumenical
councils but also evangelical denominations
usually disinclined toward such cooperation,
SICA has been lauded as the most successful
national Christian organization in the Pacific
region and “the most influential and powerful
civil society organization in the Solomon
Islands in recent years” (Ernst 2006, p. 201).!
Such factors suggest that churches in the
Solomons are particularly well-positioned
to mediate divisions within the body politic.
In many ways, Solomon Islands provides
a best-case scenario for church and state
cooperation.

The strength of the churches as part
of civil society became obvious during
the civil conflict of 1998-2003. The crisis
involved hostilities between the indigenous
people of Guadalcanal and settlers from the
neighbouring, densely-populated island of
Malaita, who began migrating to Guadalcanal
after the Second World War because of
economic opportunities around the newly-
founded capital city of Honiara on the island’s
northernplains. Followingaseriesof perceived
offences by Malaitans, and a longstanding
perception that Guadalcanal people were
not benefiting from commercial development
on their island, in 1998 a Guadalcanal militia
began attacking Malaitan settlements. This
campaign resulted in the displacement of
up to 20,000 Malaitans who returned to their
home island. Then in late 1999 to early 2000,
a Malaitan counter-militia regained control
of Honiara town and, in conjunction with a
faction of the Royal Solomon Islands Police,
took Prime Minister Bartholomew Ulufa’alu
hostage and forced his resignation in June
2000. Despite the signing of the Townsville
Peace Agreement in October 2000, unrest
and violence continued, crippling the state and
bringing the formal economy to a standstill.

In 2003, Australia reversed a policy of non-
intervention and responded to the Solomon
Islands Prime Minister’s request for external
assistance. The Australian-led intervention
mission, RAMSI, was welcomed by Solomon
Islanders in July 2003 and quickly restored
law and order, though it has yet to address
many of the underlying problems that led to
the unrest (see Dinnen 2002; Fraenkel 2004;
Moore 2004; Moore 2007).

During the crisis years, many of the
most courageous peacemaking efforts were
orchestrated by Christian organizations. In
the weeks after the coups, women’s groups
made prayer visits to militants on opposite
sides of the battlefields, encouraging them to
lay down their arms and forgive one another.
They also facilitated exchanges of food
between Guadalcanal and Malaitan women
(Paina 2000; Pollard 2000). Moore reports
that, during the crisis, churches on Malaita
“cooperated better than they ever had before”
(2004, p. 153). Throughout the conflict, the
Anglican Melanesian Brotherhood mediated
between enemy sides. In April 2003, months
before RAMSI's intervention, seven Brothers
were martyred by one of the Guadalcanal
rebel leaders following attempts to negotiate
with him (Carter 2006). SICAheld animportant
peace conference in 2000; it also facilitated
the formation of the Civil Society Network
in Honiara, which steadfastly advocated
for peace and responsible government in
subsequent years (Scales et al. 2002).2

In contrast to Fiji, where religious affiliation
overlaid and exacerbated ethnic divisions in
the 2000 coups, religious affiliation in the
Solomons crosscuts the most salient ethnic
divisions (Weir 2000).The crisis years did
more than pit Malaitans against Guadalcanal
people—it also re-ignited separatist
sentiments among residents of provinces
not directly involved in the fighting but who
suffered the effects of state collapse. Even
though many hoped that they could opt out of
the failing state, they nevertheless identified
with their fellow citizens as fellow Christians.
On Ranongga Island, for example, far from
the violence, ordinary islanders frequently
prayed for peace and asked for God’s blessing
on ‘our Solomon Islands’ (McDougall 2003).
Given the importance of Christian affiliation
in fostering a sense of local, regional, and
national identity and in mitigating some of the
most fraught divisions of ethnicity and class
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in the country, | briefly discuss patterns of
affiliation in the Solomons as a whole before
turning to the Western Province, which is the
primary focus of the remainder of this essay.

Table 1: Major Denominations in Solomons

% National
Pop’n (1999
census)
Anglican Church 33%
(Church of Melanesia)
Catholic Church 19%
South Seas Evangelical 17%
Church
Seventh-day Adventist Church 11%
United Church 10%
Other 10%

According to the 1999 census, 98%
of Solomon Islanders identify themselves
as members of a Christian church. Ninety
percent are members of one of the five
historic churches that were established by
the early twentieth century in what was then
the British Solomon Islands Protectorate: the
Anglican Church of Melanesia (with 33% of
the country’s population), Roman Catholic
Church(19%), South Seas Evangelical Church
(17%), Seventh-day Adventist Church (11%),
and the United Church (formerly Methodist
Mission) (10%) (De Bruijn 2000; Ernst 2006,
p. 172). Aside from the Christian Fellowship
Church and Jehovah’s Witnesses (whose
members count for approximately 2% of the
population each), other religions named on
the census (including ‘customary beliefs’ as
well as several Pentecostal churches) each
claim as members less than one percent
of the population. Although the five major
churches still account for the majority of the
population, all of them except the Adventists
have lost adherents in recent years to these
smaller groups.

The Solomon Islands Christian Association
(SICA), briefly described above, is the
primary ecumenical body in the Solomons.
According to SICA General Secretary Rev.
Philemon Riti, prominent Solomon Islander
clergy and laymen founded SICA in 1967 to
overcome the artificial divisions introduced to
the country by rival overseas missions and
to facilitate interaction with government on

social issues.® The Catholic Church, Anglican
Church of Melanesia, and Methodist Church
were the founding full members of SICA, with
the South Seas Evangelical and Seventh-day
Adventist churches as associate members. In
the late 1990s, the South Seas Evangelical
Church became a full member, while the
Seventh-day Adventist Church remains an
associate member, as do several other para-
church organizations. SICA does not include
the small, mostly Pentecostal-charismatic
churches that have arrived since the 1970s
(such as the Assembly of God, Rhema Family
Church, Living Word, Christian Outreach
Center, Christian Revival Crusade, and many
others), some of which have formed an
alternative organization, Solomon Island Full
Gospel Association (SIFGA).

The five major denominations are not
evenly distributed around the Solomons.
With the notable exception of Seventh-
day Adventists, the early missions avoided
evangelizing on territory already covered
by another mission through informal
‘gentleman’s agreements.” Some missions
were concentrated in particular regions;
the Methodist Mission, for instance, limited
its activities to areas now part of Western
and Choiseul Provinces. Aside from the
almost exclusively Anglican island of Isabel,
denominational adherence in most provinces
is mixed. The two provinces at the heart of the
recent civil conflict, Malaita and Guadalcanal,
for example, both have large populations
of Anglicans, Catholics, South Seas
Evangelicals, and Seventh-day Adventists,
as well as followers of traditional religions
and newer denominations. Ordinary villagers
have extensive experience in inter-church
cooperation because their extended families
or clan groups are likely to include members
of different Christian denominations.

The Western Province is dominated by
three denominations: United Church, Seventh-
day Adventist Church, and the Christian
Fellowship Church. Western Province today
is comprised of the New Georgia Group
and Shortland and Mono Islands near the
border of Bougainville; prior to 1991, it also
included Choiseul, which is how a separate
Province (see Map 1). As discussed in more
detail below, the New Georgia Group was
first evangelized by the Methodist mission
in 1902. The successor churches to the
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10.

11.

12.

http://adventist.org.au/media/publications
‘Queen’s Birthday Honours,” 11 June

2005, available from BBC at http://news.

bbc.co.uk/2/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/birthhons

solomon_11_06_05.pdf. The CFC Spiritual
Authority was also recognized by the West-

ern Province Premier for leading ‘agro-forest
development, planting small-scale reforesta-
tion plantation, planting oil-palms and agricul-
ture commodities such as coconut plantations’
(‘Church Leaders Awarded Recognition,’
SIBC, 9 December 2006.)

The details of these developments are not
well documented and the CFC is not open to
outsiders. Little about the Christian Fellow-
ship Church is publicized through the national
media; for example, even the succession to
the headship of the church remained an inter-
nal affair. Edvard Hviding, who has been con-
ducting anthropological research in Marovo
for two decades, has a detailed knowledge
of these developments and is writing a book-
length study of the movement.

It is the safest seat in Parliament (Tausinga
ran unopposed in 2006) and Tausinga has
held four ministerial appointments, served as
Deputy Prime Minister, and been a candidate
for Prime Minister.

The Church of the Latter-day Saints (Mor-
mons) is important elsewhere in the Pacilc,
but church teachings about the inferiority
of dark-skinned peoples, which were over-
turned only in 1978, delayed expansion into
Melanesia. An LDS church has been built in
Honiara, but the 1999 census counted only 74
adherents in the country (Ernst 2006, p. 172).
Among non-Christian religions, only Bah&'i
is listed in the census and comprise 0.6% of
the population. Sunni Islam appears to have
grown signilcantly in the wake of the crisis.
These Wesleyan Methodists resisted join-
ing the mainline Australian Methodist church
when it amalgamated with other liberal Prot-
estant denominations into the Australian
Uniting Church in the 1970s. See “History,”
Wesleyan Methodist Church website, http://

www.wesleyan.org.au/.



http://www.

wcg.org.au/Content/NavigationMenu/Care-
Pac/Solomon_lslands/default.htm [accessed

20 January 2008]).

14. Interview, Pienuna village, 12 December
2006.

15. Interview, Gizo, 20 February 2006.

16. Mrs. Norma Ivupitu, Interview, 16 October
2007.
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