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Abstract

Women are globally underrepresented as political leaders; as of January 2023, only
17 countries had a woman head of government. Included in this small group is Samoa,
which elected Fiame Naomi Mata’afa as its first woman prime minister in 2021 after a
fiercely contested election and subsequent protracted legal disputes centered around
interpretations of Samoa’s 10% gender quota. Drawing on data from the Pacific Attitudes
Survey, the first large-scale, nationally representative popular political attitudes survey
conducted in the Pacific region, this article examines how the political environment in
Samoa shapes opportunities for women’s political participation and leadership. Using the
theoretical framework of cohabitation, it finds that although there is an enabling
environment for women’s participation and leadership in formal politics, women’s access
to decision-making spaces more broadly is still constrained by norms of traditional
leadership. This speaks to traditional and nontraditional political norms and practices
that coexist, at times uneasily, alongside one another.

Keywords: Gender and politics; popular attitudes; political participation; political
leadership; Samoa; Pacific Islands; cohabitation; tradition

The political system of Samoa is a unique mix of traditional/customary and
modern/western elements. It has a Westminster-style parliamentary system in
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which the only eligible parliamentarians are those who hold customary chiefly
titles. Its subnational government structure is embedded into traditional village
governance systems. At all levels, its political systems have historically been
dominated by men and male interests, yet in 2016, it introduced the Pacific
Islands region’s first parliamentary gender quota, and in 2021, it elected the first
woman prime minister in the region, Fiame Naomi Mata’afa, a highly ranked
customary titleholder.1

In this aspect, Samoa is not unusual as a postcolonial independent state. The
challenge of so-called hybrid governance — fusing traditional and modern
elements of the state— is a common one. Hybridity has become a key framework
in examining postcolonial governance in Samoa and other contexts (see, for
example, Dinnen and Allen 2016; Dziedzic 2022), highlighting the interplay
between traditional and modern spheres in constructing the contemporary
state; these “do not exist in isolation from each other, but permeate each other
and, consequently, give rise to different and genuine political orders that are
characterized by the closely interwoven texture of their separate sources of
origin” (Boege, Brown, and Clements 2009, 17).

Yet the nature of hybridity suggests a degree of cohesion in state order that is
sometimes absent, and that is often highly contested. In Timor-Leste studies, the
concept of “cohabitation” has been put forward as an alternative framework. In
other words, rather than “hybridizing,” customary, religious, and nontraditional
political norms and practices instead coexist to varying degrees of harmony (see
Viegas and Feijó 2017).2

In this article, we use data from the Pacific Attitudes Survey (PAS) to
explore perceptions of women’s political leadership in Samoa through the
theoretical framework of cohabitation. We find that there is widespread
support both for greater numbers of women in politics and for institutional
measures to increase women’s political representation. Running counter to
this, however, is enduring resistance to women’s participation in what are
seen as more traditional public spaces, and their representation in more
traditional leadership roles. This helps to explain the outcome of the 2021
election, in which Fiame’s win as the first woman prime minister was strongly
contested.3 That she ultimately prevailed was seen by some as evidence of the
strength of Samoa’s democratic institutions (see Iati 2022). We argue that it is
evidence of cohabitation, in that parliament is largely conceptualized as a
nontraditional space.

The article is structured as follows. First, we provide an overview of the
literature on women, politics, and leadership in Samoa. Next, we set out the
theoretical framework of cohabitation and themethodology of the PAS. Then, we
use the findings of the PAS to analyze attitudes toward democracy, women’s
political participation, andmeasures to increase women’s access to leadership in
Samoa through the lens of cohabitation. We follow this by examining the 2021
election in Samoa in light of these findings. Finally, we reflect on the implications
for the gendered nature of political institutions, and the future of politics, in
Samoa.
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Women, Politics, and Leadership in Samoa

Samoa is a small island nation in the Pacific region; it was the first Pacific country
to become independent, in 1962. Asofou So’o (2009, 202) has argued that the
constitution “blends the institutions and processes of liberal democracy with
selected elements of Samoan custom and tradition.” Some authors, however,
have documented what they perceive as tension between liberal democratic and
traditional Samoan governance principles (see Lawson 1996; Tuimaleali’ifano
2001).

There is a widely held belief that Samoan society is relatively gender-equal
in comparison to other societies. Traditional Samoan culture emphasizes
balance in the roles of women and men, exemplified in concept of feagaiga,
the sacred relationship between brothers and sisters seen as the foundation of
gender relations (Afamasaga-Fuata’i et al. 2012; see also Latai 2015). Scholarship
on gender in Samoa, however, has highlighted the tension between the high
status of sisters in Samoan culture and enduring gender inequalities, including
the relatively low status of wives in their husband’s families (Schoeffel 1979)
and women’s lack of voice in decision-making at the village level (Pa’usisi 2019).
There is also a lack of balance in national politics: as of May 2024, only
20 women had been elected or appointed to the Samoan parliament since its
establishment.4

Male leadership is entrenched through governance traditions at all levels of
society. In Samoa, each extended family is led by a matai chosen by consensus.
Matai is often translated into English as “chief,” although it is a quasi-democratic
system as the family decides who receives a matai title, and it can be removed if
the matai is considered to be not meeting their obligations (Tchérkezoff 1998).
Although women are eligible to obtain matai titles in most villages in Samoa,5 in
practice, men make up the majority of matai titleholders. Eligible women often
cede potential titles tomale relatives, a practice that reflects norms of leadership
with men playing a more prominent role — and women a more background
role— in village affairs (see Fraenkel 2006; Meleisea et al. 2015; Motusaga 2021;
MWCSD 2015). The 2021 census showed that just 8.9% of Samoan residents with
matai titles were women (SBS 2022).

Traditionally, a key role of matai is to serve on the village council and
contribute to decision-making in this way. Yet even when women hold matai
titles, they are far less likely to participate in local government than male matai.
In some villages, this is because village bylaws specifically prevent women from
joining council meetings. In others, the barriers are informal: women report
being uncomfortable with the language used in such meetings or lacking confi-
dence to participate because the councils are overwhelmingly male-dominated
(Meleisea et al. 2015; MWCSD 2015; Sustineo 2022).

A matai title is also an eligibility requirement to contest national elections in
Samoa.6 It can be argued that this reduces gender-based discrimination in
political spaces, as rank can “outweigh” gender in a sense, although the rela-
tionship between rank and gender is complicated (see Corbett and Liki 2015).
Given the disproportionately low number of women matai, it is clear this
eligibility requirement constitutes a formal barrier to greater women’s political
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representation; yet it seems unlikely that changes to eligibility rules would
meaningfully impact women’s electoral chances, as norms of representation
that prioritize matai titleholders are entrenched in Samoan society (see Iati
2022).

In the initial stages of the post-independence political system in Samoa,
participation and leadership were largely determined by existing village-based
political traditions and customary hierarchies rather than any form of party
organization. The first Samoan political party, the Human Rights Protection
Party (HRPP), was not established until 1979, almost two decades after inde-
pendence. The emergence of a nascent political party system, however, ushered
in a new era of Samoan politics (see Schoeffel, Percival, and Boodoosingh 2016).
The HRPP formed a government following the 1982 elections, and barring a short
period in opposition in 1986–1987, it was in power continuously until 2021.

The HRPP’s four decades of dominance in Samoan politics created political
stability by ensuring consistency in social and economic policy. The party’s
regular two-thirds or larger parliamentary majorities enabled the government
to enact constitutional change essentially at will. Government policies stymied
the emergence of a strong opposition. In particular, a move in 2006 to restrict
official recognition to parties with at least eight members of parliament (MPs)
effectively blocked opposition parties from receiving government funding (Iati
2013, 456). In the 2016 election, HRPP-endorsed or -affiliated candidates won 94%
of the parliamentary seats; the prime minister argued that in the absence of an
officially recognized opposition party, HRPP backbenchers would act as an
“internal opposition” (Malielegaoi and Swain 2017, 223).

One of the various constitutional changes enacted by the HRPP was a 2013
move to introduce a parliamentary gender quota. The “10% law,” as it was
known, mandated a minimum level of women’s representation in parliament.
Under the law, if the threshold was not met at a general election, the highest-
polling unsuccessful women candidates would be appointed to parliament to
take up additional seats (Baker 2019).

The introduction of the parliamentary gender quota faced some initial
opposition, with detractors claiming its use did not align with Samoan culture
and traditions (Baker 2019; Motusaga 2016). This line of argument is reflected
elsewhere in the region, where gender equality initiatives have been similarly
criticized for being culturally inappropriate (see, for example, Lee 2017; Siow
2018). It was also put forward that a quota system would be insulting to women,
implying they could not be elected on their own merits. Conversely, supporters
emphasized the need for balance in decision-making and highlighted Samoa’s
poor record on women’s political representation (Baker 2019). Ultimately, cab-
inet’s support for the quota and the HRPP’s large majority in parliament ensured
that the constitutional amendment was passed.

The “10% law” was implemented for the first time in 2016 (see Fiti-Sinclair,
Schoeffel, and Meleisea 2017). In that general election, four women were elected
outright; subsequently, one woman was appointed to the 49-seat parliament to
make a total of 50 MPs. Fiame also became Samoa’s first woman deputy prime
minister following this election.
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Although women’s parliamentary representation had been consistently low
since independence, the quota was seen as largely motivated by external pres-
sures. The government stressed the importance of meeting international obli-
gations in making a case for the quota; the prime minister argued it would
“ensure that Samoa keeps up with the modern world in terms of gender equality
and fairness” (quoted in Tone 2012). Opposition MPs and the mainstream media
promoted the idea that it was a United Nations-driven proposal, with a wide-
spread rumor circulating that the prime minister had been convinced to adopt a
quota after sitting next to then-UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon at a dinner
(see Baker 2019).

The Samoan gender quota attracted the spotlight following the 2021 election,
when attempts were made to use an expanded interpretation of the quota
legislation to appoint a sixth woman member of Parliament. This would have
deadlocked numbers in the legislature and necessitated a second election, thus
potentially stopping Fiame— now the leader of a rival party to the HRPP— from
becoming primeminister. The ultimate peaceful resolution of this constitutional
crisis has key lessons for how the cohabitation of customary and nontraditional
elements of the Samoan political system work in practice.

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

In this article, we ask the following question: How do Samoan attitudes about
traditional governance — and the place of women within these structures —
impact their views on women’s political participation and leadership? We draw
on the concept of “cohabitations” developed in Timor-Leste studies (Feijó and
Viegas 2017). Rather than conceiving of the “traditional” and “modern” realms of
political legitimacy as combining to form ontologically separate “hybrids,” Feijó
and Viegas examine the way plural identifications can coexist in subjects and be
deployed in distinct forms of sociopolitical engagement. Thus, for example, more
traditional modes of authority and spirituality could bemaintained in the face of
colonial power in complex patterns of accommodation and resistance that
persist into the postcolonial era. These plural forms of identification in different
contexts may be subject to “mutual recognition” and operate as different
symbolic “idioms” (Feijó 2017, 241) deployed in distinct contexts.

As Butler (2012) observes, cohabitation necessarily involves sharing spaces
with those we have not chosen. In politics, cohabitation as Feijó (2017) describes
it entails adjusting to and acknowledging multiple sets of principles, forms of
authority, and sites of legitimacy. These can coexist in harmony or in tension. In
postcolonial states like Timor-Leste and Samoa, these cohabitations fundamen-
tally shape political attitudes, behavior, and conflict.

This article draws on data obtained from the PAS: the first large-scale,
nationally representative (n=1319) popular political attitudes survey conducted
in Samoa (see Leach et al. 2022). The survey included a total of 181 questions
across 25 thematicmodules covering a range of topics including attitudes toward
democracy, national identity, leadership, governance, development, and inter-
national relations. Systematic random sampling was used for the selection of
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households, with individual selection alternating by gender to reflect the
roughly equal proportion of men and women in Samoa. Data collection took
place in December 2020 and January 2021. This time period is particularly
instructive, allowing the findings to be viewed in light of the results of the
April 2021 election and subsequent constitutional crisis. This was a critical event
in Samoan politics, highlighting the “shifting notions regarding the respective
roles of the formal Constitution and of traditional authority in national politics”
that have occurred over time (So’o 2022, 408).

Attitudes toward Women in Politics and Decision-Making in Samoa

The results of the PAS tell a story of attitudes toward women in politics and
decision-making in Samoa that is broadly positive. The vast majority of respond-
ents believed that Samoa is a gender-equal society and that this extended to the
formal political sphere. Findings revealed substantial support for awoman prime
minister and for temporary special measures to facilitate women’s access to
parliament. But this widespread support for women’s access to formal political
spaces did not extend to roles and political forums that were seen as more
traditional. A distinction between traditional (head of state and village leader-
ship) and nontraditional (member of parliament and prime minister) forms of
governance emerged clearly from the data. This has significant implications in
terms of where women’s access to leadership spaces is deemed legitimate or not,
as we see different — and at times contrasting — norms around women’s
political participation that coexist alongside each other.

Support for Women’s Political Representation

The survey found generally high support for women’s representation in politics.
Almost nine out of ten (88%) respondents supported the statement that “women
should be involved in politics as much as men,” with no significant differences
between male and female respondents (Table 1). In other questions, however, a
generational gap emerged, with younger Samoans less likely to support a more
active role in government for women.

When asked their thoughts around the number of women in parliament, 56%
of respondents believed there were too few, 37.5% believed the number was “just
right,” and just 6.5% believed there were too many, again with no significant
differences betweenmale and female respondents. Intergenerational differences
were evident here, with respondents aged 30 or above (59%)more likely to report
there were “too few”women in parliament compared to younger Samoans (49%).
Those with tertiary education (65%) were also more likely to think that there
were “too few” women in parliament compared with the primary- and
secondary-educated respondents (53%).7

Surveyed several months before the first woman prime minister of Samoa
took office, a notably large majority — 85% — of respondents agreed that “a
woman should become prime minister of our country,” with 61% reporting
strong agreement. Women were more likely to strongly agree (67%) than men
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(57%). Again, there were age differences: whereas 65% of respondents aged 30 or
above strongly agreed that “awoman should become primeminister,” this figure
dropped to 51% for the younger cohort.

Although popular attitudes toward women’s participation in politics were
generally positive, there was nonetheless a substantial proportion of respond-
ents who viewed women as less capable political actors, with 43.5% agreement
that “in general, men are better at political leadership than women.” There were
no significant gender differences, but education levels were a significant factor
here: tertiary-educated respondents (35%) were less likely to agree than pri-
mary- or secondary-educated respondents (46%). Past studies of women in
politics in Samoa have noted a pervasive public view that leadership roles were
best suited for men (see Fiti-Sinclair, Schoeffel, and Meleisea 2017).

Gendered Interest in Politics and Support for Democracy

In the PAS survey, women (27%) were significantly less likely to report being
“very interested” in politics than men (43%). Samoan men (38%) were also more
likely to report following news about politics and government daily compared to
women (27%). This gendered difference was further reinforced when taking age
into account. For instance, Samoan women aged 30–59 were far more likely to be
generally interested (74%) in politics compared to women aged 21–29 (60%). This
was also reflected across both genders, with younger Samoan men also more

Table 1. Gender and politics: How much do you agree with the following? (%)

Indicator

Strongly

agree Agree

Total

agree Disagree

Strongly

disagree

Women should be involved in politics

as much as men.

46 42 88 8.5 3

A woman should become prime

minister of our country.

61 24 85 9 5.5

A woman should become head of state

in our country.

24.5 25.5 50 25.5 24

There should be temporary special

measures to increase women’s

representation in parliament.

38.5 39 77.5 15 7

In general, men are better at political

leadership than women.

16.5 27 43.5 29.5 26

University education is more

important for a man than a woman.

5 15.5 20.5 30 49

Women should not speak in village

councils.

17.5 18.5 36 26 37.5

Men and women should have the same

rights to own land.

62.5 24.5 87 8.5 4.5
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likely to be less interested in politics (63%) compared to adult Samoanmen (83%)
who registered the most interest in politics overall (Figure 1).

The reasons for the gender and age gaps in political interest and engagement
are likely to mirror each other— that is, that women and young people feel less
connected to political life because the political sphere is dominated by oldermale
voices. This finding reflects similar outcomes globally (GBS 2018, 55). Scholarly
literature has demonstrated that the male dominance of politics can impact
women’s level of political engagement (Alexander 2012;Wolbrecht and Campbell
2007). In Samoa, this male dominance is evident in both village-level and
national-level politics (see Baker 2018; Meleisea et al. 2015). These reinforce
each other, themost explicit example being thatmatai titles are required to sit in
both village councils and the national parliament. Yet even where women hold
titles, local-level leadership norms often prohibit their participation in village
governance (see Meleisea et al. 2015; MWCSD 2015; Sustineo 2022). Because
national-level candidacy requires aspirants to demonstrate monotaga (service)
to their village— a requirement that is often interpreted to mean participation
in village governance — this exclusion from local-level politics has compound-
ing effects on political aspirations.

The PAS also gauged respondents’ preference for democratic systems, as
opposed to the alternative of authoritarian rule. Overall, 61% of Samoan
respondents agreed that “democracy is always preferable to any other kind of
government.” By contrast, just 8% of respondents selected “under some circum-
stances, an authoritarian government can be preferable to a democratic one.”
Notably, however, a substantial cohort (25%) selected the third option: “for
people like me, it does not matter what kind of government we have.”

These responses indicate a strong foundation of popular support for democ-
racy in Samoa and a very low level of support for authoritarian alternatives when
compared to equivalent responses in Southeast Asian countries (Welsh, Huang,
and Chu 2016, 134), for example. Yet they also reveal a substantial minority
unconvinced that the choice of political system directly matters to their own
lives. When these responses were disaggregated by gender, the picture became
somewhat clearer: women were significantly less likely to report that “democ-
racy is always preferable to any other kind of government” (56%, compared to
66% for men) andmore likely to report that “for people like me, it does not really
matter what kind of government they have” (30%, compared to 20% for men).
This finding suggests women feel relatively disempowered in democratic
decision-making compared to men.

Figure 1. Degree of interest in politics.
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This may partly explain why women tend to have different attitudes toward
political parties in Samoa. For instance, fewer than half (44.5%) of women
respondents thought that political parties were suitable for Samoa’s system of
governance, whereas men were more inclined to believe political parties are
suitable (56.5%). Women were also less likely to trust political parties, with only
43% of women reporting trust in political parties, compared to 54% of men.

Taken together, these dynamics can be seen as reflective of the broader
gender gap in political representation. Samoan women have historically been
underrepresented in parliament and in cabinet. Their marginalization from
politics is reinforced by thematai-only eligibility rule— only 3% of adult women
in Samoa are matai titleholders, compared to 28% of men (SBS 2022). The
electoral gender quota introduced in 2013, however, does at least guarantee a
minimum level of women’s representation in Samoa’s parliament.

Institutional measures such as quotas to increase the number of women in
politics— commonly called “temporary special measures” in the Pacific context
— are rarely universally supported. Proposals to institute temporary special
measures have often been met with significant backlash, both in the Pacific
region and globally (see Baker 2019; Krook 2010). Commonly, resistance to
temporary special measures centers around the idea of merit, with quotas seen
as subverting the principle of equality of opportunity in elections (Dahlerup
2007). This argument was certainly raised in discussion around Samoa’s gender
quota at its introduction (Baker 2019). Yet the PAS data demonstrated that
almost 10 years on, the quota was widely accepted in Samoan society. There
was 77.5% support, with no significant gender differences, recorded for the
statement “There should be temporary special measures to increase women’s
representation in parliament.”

Women’s Access to Leadership Spaces

The survey showed that widespread support for women’s access to parliament
does not translate to leadership in other institutions. This was especially true for
institutions that were viewed as more traditional. At the village level, 37% of
respondents agreed that women should not speak in village councils.

Support for the statement “A woman should become head of state in our
country” was comparatively low, with just less than half (49%) of respondents
reporting agreement, and no significant gender differences. This result presents
a profound contrast with the equivalent figure for prime minister (85%). At the
time, no women had been elected or appointed to either of these positions in
Samoa’s history. The extent to which the current iterations of these positions
were seen as “traditional” obviously varied. The O le Ao o le Malo (head of state)
position was only created through the 1962 Samoan constitution but has exclu-
sively been held by (male) paramount chiefs. In contrast, although the first three
Samoan prime ministers post-independence did hold paramount chiefly titles,
the emergence of political parties in the 1980s marked a shift in access to
parliamentary leadership positions (see Schoeffel, Percival, and Boodoosingh
2016), and since then, the prime ministerial role has been held by others with
lower-ranking titles.
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Younger people weremore likely to agree that a woman could become head of
state (55%) than were seniors, aged 60 and above (43%). This was in contrast to
the reported attitudes toward a woman becoming prime minster, with fewer
young people in favor than older respondents. Although seemingly contradict-
ory, this fits with a wider pattern in the data: although older respondents had
more democratic attitudes, they were also more traditional in their outlook. In
this way, traditional and democratic principles are not necessarily in tension, but
manifest differently.

These results go hand in hand with other aspects of women’s overall partici-
pation within politics in Samoa— both traditional and formal. Whereas overall
participation in different types of political activity was mixed (Table 2), partici-
pation by women trended lower than men. For instance, men (42%) were more
likely to have “gotten together to try and resolve local problems” than women
(33%). Men (19%) were also significantly more likely to have attended rallies
when compared to women (9%). These differences were especially profound in
relation to contacting traditional institutions. Women reported contacting the
village mayor (54.5%) and village council (45%) at significantly lower rates than
men (67% and 74.5%, respectively).

From the survey, there is evidence to show that gender norms of participation
in traditional leadership spaces persist, even as ideals of gender equality have
been mainstreamed more broadly. As noted above, a substantial minority of
respondents (37%) agreed with the statement “Women should not speak in
village councils.” Yet respondents strongly endorsed the statement “Men and
women should have the rights to own land,” with 86% reporting agreement. In
neither case were there significant gender differences in responses.

There was a strong positive result to the question “How proud are you of
Samoa’s fair and equal treatment of women in society?”with 91% of respondents
reporting they were proud or very proud. This aligns with the common assertion

Table 2. Political activity

Have you done any of these things in the past three years? (%)

Once

More than

once Never done

Gotten together with others to try resolve local

problems

17 38 45

Attended a demonstration or protest march 4 3.5 92.5

Have you done any of the following because of personal, family, or neighborhood problems, or

problems with government officials and policies? (%)

Once

More than

once Never done

Contacted your village Pulenu’u (mayor) 15.5 45.35 39

Contacted village Fono (council) 10.5 49.5 40
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that Samoa is a gender-equal society. Gender equal attitudes are certainly
reflected in the responses to the question of women’s representation in formal
political institutions.

This suggests that parliament is increasingly being viewed as a nontraditional
leadership space. Attitudes toward matai-only eligibility for parliament seem to
attest to this, as only 50% of respondents agreed that “only traditional leaders
should be able to run for parliament,” with 49% disagreeing. Notably, male
respondents (56%) expressed higher degrees of support for matai-only
eligibility than women did (44%). This perhaps reflects the gender discrepancy
the rule reinforces, with far more men than women eligible to run for a
parliamentary seat.

Over time, the positionality of the Samoan parliament has evolved. At its
establishment, a central impetus was preserving the traditional governance
system — fa’amatai — and incorporating this into new political institutions
(Lawson 1996). As such, eligibility to both vote and stand for parliament was
restricted to matai. In 1990, a referendum to institute universal suffrage nar-
rowly passed, although matai-only candidacy remained. Although these links to
traditional governance structures remain, the findings above indicate they are
not seen as fundamental to the legitimacy of parliament.

Yet even as the space for women in parliamentary politics—what is now seen
as a nontraditional leadership space — seems to be widening, the PAS findings
suggest that tradition and culture are still paramount for most Samoans. When
asked whether “it is important to respect tradition and culture even if it goes
against the law”, 85% of respondents agreed. The statement that “government
should recognize the traditional way of doing things” attracted even stronger
agreement from respondents (97.5%). For both questions, no significant gender
differences were reported. This suggests that support for “traditional” govern-
ance in traditional spaces — which, throughout Samoa’s history and with very
few exceptions, has meant male-dominated decision-making — is still high.

Gender, Cohabitation, and the 2021 Samoan Elections

For most of Samoa’s post-independence history, the HRPP dominated, regularly
winning parliamentary majorities of two-thirds or larger. As of 2020, the HRPP’s
Tuilaepa Sailele Malielegaoi was the second longest-serving prime minister in
the world, having held the position since 1998. The status quo of Samoan politics,
however, faced a major challenge in 2020 as a result of concerted opposition to
three related controversial bills. The HRPP government was seeking to make
changes to the judicial system that would elevate the status of the Land and Titles
Court, which dealt with customary land tenure and matai title disputes. Critics
argued that the changes would erode the authority of the Supreme Court and the
rule of law in Samoa, creating an untenable system of competing legal and
customary judicial structures (see Meleisea and Schoeffel 2022). In themselves,
the proposed moves disrupted the established balance between formal and
customary institutions in Samoa. The issue caused a dramatic split in the HRPP,
with Fiame resigning as deputy prime minister in protest against the bills.
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Fiame was a very experienced cabinet minister and had been an HRPP MP
since 1985. She also had a well-known political background: her father, a
paramount chief, was Samoa’s first prime minister, and her mother, also from
a high-ranking chiefly family, was among Samoa’s first women MPs (see Spark
and Corbett 2020). Leading up to the 2021 election, Fiame became the leader of
the newly established opposition party, Fa’atuatua i le Atua Samoa ua
Tasi (FAST). Fiame’s status as a respected and long-serving politician enhanced
the legitimacy of FAST as an opposition force. The party ran a nationwide
campaign that centered around Fiame, a vastly different strategy to the decen-
tralized and constituency-focused approach HRPP had come to employ in the
absence of a strong opposition (Baker and Palmieri 2023).

This was notable: whereas the HRPP model of campaigning tended to devolve
candidate selection to local governance structures, prioritizing a view of politics
as village-centered and based in tradition, the FAST party ran a new form of
election campaign that centered around national issues. This novel style of
politics was exemplified by Fiame, actively campaigning to become Samoa’s first
woman prime minister. Fiame’s wealth of experience in politics enhanced her
status as a political contender, but so too did her paramount chiefly family
lineage. In this way, Fiame was deriving legitimacy from traditional forms of
political status while simultaneously transforming norms of political leadership
(Baker and Palmieri 2023). In other words, she was uniquely placed to “ensure
continuity while embodying change” (Spark, Corbett, and Fairbairn-Dunlop
2022, 529).

The April 2021 election resulted in a deadlock: HRPP and FAST each won 25
seats, with one independent MP, Tuala Iosefo Ponifasio, also elected.8 Five
women had won seats in the election,9 leading many to assume that the quota
threshold had beenmet. Yet debate swirled around competing interpretations of
the gender quota, fueled by unclear language in the constitutional provision. The
legislation refers to “five (5)” women MPs, but also stated that women should
make up “a minimum of 10% of Members of the Legislative Assembly”.10 This
became an issue with a recent increase in the size of parliament: with 51 mem-
bers, five women only constituted 9.8% of the legislature.

On the evening of April 20, the head of state issued a warrant of election
appointing a sixth woman MP, Ali’imalemanu Momoemausu Alofa Tuuau. Ali’i-
malemanu was a sitting member and an HRPP candidate, giving them 26 seats in
parliament. FAST, which the next day publicly secured the support of Tuala, also
giving them 26 seats, immediately challenged the appointment of Ali’imalemanu
in court. OnMay 4, the head of state issued thewrits for a second general election
citing the deadlock, another decision quickly challenged by FAST.

On May 17, Samoa’s Supreme Court ruled in FAST’s favor on both the
additional woman MP — two of the three judges supported the FAST party’s
interpretation that five women MPs met the threshold — and on the second
election, ordering the head of state to instead convene parliament byMay 24. The
head of state agreed to convene parliament on that day, only to abruptly
backtrack, leading to FAST conducting their own swearing-in ceremony on the
lawns outside the locked parliament building — a move that the HRPP labeled
“treason” and also challenged in court (Jackson 2021).
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Although subsequent appeals established that the minimum threshold of
women MPs should be six rather than five,11 this did not benefit the HRPP
electorally in the short term. A July 23 Court of Appeal ruling found the FAST
party’s swearing-in ceremony to be constitutional, paving the way for Fiame to
take office as Samoa’s first woman prime minister (Tabangcora 2021). A series of
by-elections in November increased FAST’s majority in parliament, cementing
their hold on government.

The role of the head of state in the political machinations was highly
controversial. In previous political crises, as So’o (2022) has observed, the role
of the head of state has also been critical, but in those cases, their moves favored
traditional norms of leadership: siding with leaders with higher customary
status. In 2021, the decisions of the head of state were seen to favor the HRPP
and pit the head of state, a paramount chiefly title holder, against the FAST party
led by Fiame, the daughter of another paramount chiefly title holder.Many of the
head of state’s decisions on the 2021 election were found by the courts to be
unconstitutional, suggesting “a contradiction between traditional respect for
tama-a-‘�aiga [paramount chiefs] and the rule of law” (So’o 2022, 421). Although
ultimately resolved peacefully, the 2021 constitutional crisis does raise import-
ant questions about cohabitation and the political settlement in Samoa.

Given the postelection controversies in 2021, the future of the gender quota
has been a topic of public debate. Prominent commentator on gender issues
Mema Motusaga (2021) labeled the use of the quota “perverse” and a “mockery”
of its objectives. A July 2021 Court of Appeal ruling criticized the drafting of the
quota amendment, noting that “mixed messages, confusion and an ambiguity of
ideas” in the legislation contributed to the constitutional crisis.12 A commission
of inquiry into the 2021 election recommended reviewing the provision; after the
report was tabled, a parliamentary committee initially proposed removing the
quota (RNZ Pacific 2023). It was claimed that the majority of submissions to the
inquiry did not support the quota provisions (Keresoma 2023), which would be a
substantial shift from the levels of support recorded in the PAS prior to the 2021
election.

A series of parliamentary debates in October 2023 demonstrates the question
marks over the longevity and sustainability of the quota legislation. After fraught
and emotional exchanges, which led to a woman member of parliament openly
crying on the floor, the legislature ultimately resolved to reject the parliamen-
tary committee recommendation to remove the quota and instead amend it with
clearer wording (Sanerivi 2023). It is clear, however, that the quota will continue
to be controversial for some time yet.

Conclusion

Samoan scholars have warned against viewing tradition and democracy as a
dichotomy (see Iati 2022). Yet equally, the idea of “hybrid” institutions in which
traditional and democratic practices blend together belies the prospects of
conflict and tension, as seen in the 2021 constitutional crisis. So’o (2008) has
described the interplay between democracy and custom in Samoa as “an uneasy
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alliance.”We argue that the concept of cohabitation, borrowed fromTimor-Leste
Studies, could inform thinking about how traditional and nontraditional political
institutions interact in Samoa and other postcolonial contexts.

This is important for scholarship on gender and politics, as countries like
Samoa have much to tell us about gender in postcolonial state contexts. The
cohabitation between traditional and democratic politics is important context
for how gender informs access to leadership. Traditional norms and practices
that favormale leadership can act as serious constraints onwomen’s pathways to
power and decision-making positions, and these can endure even as the political
context evolves. At the same time, however, there are potential opportunities for
women in political spaces that are seen, or able to be reframed, as nontraditional.

The question of where women sit within Samoa’s political system, and within
Samoan democracy, is an important one. As the PAS report notes, the findings
generally “point to a distinct model of Samoan democracy in which respect for
modern democratic norms is tempered and entwined with respect for tradition
and associated notions of hierarchy and community leadership” (Leach et al.
2022, 15). This is a complex balance, and one in which the place of women’s voice
in decision-making has been contested over time (see Meleisea et al. 2015;
Pa’usisi 2019; Schoeffel 1979). It was a balance that was seriously tested in the
political controversy during and directly following data collection for the PAS.

In politics, Samoa now has a woman prime minister for the first time; as of
May 2024, there were six women members (12.9%) of the 53-seat Samoan
parliament and three women ministers (20%) in the 15-seat cabinet. While
gender parity is yet to be achieved, this is the highest level of women’s repre-
sentation in either institution to date. Yet women’s access to decision-making
spaces more broadly is still constrained by norms of traditional leadership. This
speaks to the idea of “cohabitation” — traditional and nontraditional political
norms and practices that have not hybridized, but instead are coexisting along-
side one another.
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Notes

1. Marshall Islands was the first Pacific country to elect a woman head of government, President
Hilda Heine, in 2016.
2. In the context of Timor Leste, “cohabitation” also has another distinct and more common
meaning, describing when the president and the prime minister are affiliated with different political
parties (see Beuman 2015). In Samoa, with a head of state that is appointed rather than elected, this
other meaning does not apply.
3. In Samoan culture, when amatai title is bestowed, that person then uses the title before their first
name. If a matai holds multiple titles, they are all placed before the first name with no set convention
with regard to the order of the titles. Referring to a matai by their title is a mark of respect, and in
formal writing, matai are usually referred to by their title rather than their last name. We have
followed this convention in this article.
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4. This figure excludes those who were unseated due to postelection court decisions.
5. As of 2015, 21 villages did not recognize women matai (Meleisea et al. 2015).
6. From 1962 to 1990, suffrage was also restricted to matai. In 1990, a referendum on universal
suffrage passed with a narrow majority; although not the main purpose of the change, it had the
effect of enfranchising a significant number of women (see Palmieri, Howard, and Baker 2023).
7. According to the 2021 census, 37% of Samoans reported school certificate or lower as their highest
education qualification, and 5% reported a bachelor degree or higher as their highest education
qualification (SBS 2022).
8. Since the previous election, Samoa’s parliament had increased in size from 49 to 51 MPs.
9. TwowereHRPP candidates (sittingmember Faimalotoa Kika Stowers-Ah Kau and newcomer Leota
Aeau Tima Leavai) and two ran for FAST (Matamua Vasati Pulufana and Mulipola Anarosa Ale
Molioo). Fiame was elected unopposed in her seat of Lotofaga.
10. See Constitution of Samoa, pt. V, art. 44, § 1A.
11. Ultimately, two women were appointed as additional members in parliament to bring the
number up to six, as one MP-elect (Leota Tima Leavai) resigned as part of the settlement of an
electoral petition. The Supreme Court then ruled a third additional woman member should be
appointed, citing another section of the constitutional provision in relation to resignations. This
third appointment was later invalided by the Court of Appeal.
12. Electoral Commissioner and Anor v. Faatuatua i le Atua Samoa ua Tasi (F.A.S.T. Party) and Anor,
CA04/21 CA05/21, Supreme Court of Samoa held at Mulinuu, p. 3.
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