
1

One

When it is over

When it is over, I don’t want to wonder
If I have made of my life something particular, and real.
I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened,
Or full of argument.
I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world.

Mary Oliver, ‘When Death Comes’

Travelling is an occupational hazard of academic life, especially in 
Australia where the ‘tyranny of distance’ takes its toll more than in most 
other places. Long plane journeys are a particular problem especially if 

you travel the crowded cattle class, as most impecunious conference-attending 
academics invariably do. The drinks trolley should desirably be avoided for good 
health reasons, you are advised, and there are warnings to be heeded about deep 
vein thrombosis and the need periodically to wiggle your toes to get the blood 
flowing. There is so much time to kill on long flights, and flights to and from 
Australia are invariably long. A movie or two may be taken in, but mostly I 
read. Just as often I write. For that, all I need is a pad and a pen. I still do most 
of my creative and even lecture writing in longhand, a legacy no doubt of my 
prehistoric educational background and a Luddite’s lurking trepidation about 
technology. People of my generation have become remnants in their own time 
(though we cheerfully live with the certainty that today’s jaunty avan garde folk 
will in the fullness of time also become footnotes in other peoples’ texts). 

Many pieces collected here were conceived and written on long-distance 
flights to and from Australia to far-flung corners of the globe: Africa, the 
Caribbean, Europe, Southeast Asia, the Americas. Of varying length, written in 
different moods for different audiences (and sometimes for no audience at all), 
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these essays emerged from the first rough drafts composed on these journeys. 
They are about people and places I have encountered actually or vicariously, about 
events which provoked a particular response in me, about topics and themes  
I had to have a word on, and about my unease with developments and digressions 
in my own area of academic specialisation. Sometimes writing things down is 
nothing more than an act of resistance against the ravages of failing memory. 
We all daily struggle with a range of emotions but seldom contemplate them in 
any serious way. The moment passes and the memory fades, replaced the next 
day by another thought, another emotion. More often now than before, I have a 
strong urge to commit the lived experience to paper, to shore up the fragments 
against the lengthening shadow, if nothing else. Nothing I have thought about or 
experienced or observed is ‘really real’ until it acquires concrete shape in the form 
of words. Words are the tools I use to structure thought and clarify emotion. 
Writing gives concreteness and form to reality, helps to ‘clasp the net over the 
butterfly,’ as EL Doctorow puts it.

Reading and writing has been an integral part of my life for the better part 
of three decades. Reading is second nature to me, writing much less so. Writing 
for me is a way of thinking more deeply about experience. It is a skill I have 
learned over time. It has not been easy, and many gaps remain. We came late 
to the English language. Its intricate structures and nuances were beyond easy 
comprehension, and the rules of grammar were elusive, as they still are. There 
were other hurdles as well. I do not come from a social or historical background 
grounded in intellectual pursuit. My grandparents were indentured labourers—
girmitiyas—who had come to Fiji in early 20th century, and my parents were 
struggling cane growers in rural Vanua Levu, living on the outer edges of 
encroaching poverty. I vividly recall the acute pain—embarrassment—I felt 
when I was once asked to do an exercise from a New Zealand textbook requiring 
me to ask my parents which two books they had most enjoyed reading and why, 
and then to tell the class what I had learnt about these books. My parents were 
non-literate, both in English and in their own native language. 

People of my generation growing up in rural Fiji in the post-war years often 
came from impoverished families scratching a meagre living from small cane or 
rice farms. There were no books in our homes, except some religious texts which 
were invariably more revered than actually read. There was no way of knowing 
about the world beyond the village horizon. School texts helped, but education 
had an instrumentalist intent to get us out of the predicament that had so 
blighted the life of our parents growing up in the shadow of indenture. Schooling 
in Fiji’s late colonial period was not about enlarging the mind or encouraging 
exploration and discovery. The emphasis was squarely on learning, rote learning, 
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the alphabets to acquire some elementary trade skills, to become better, more 
productive law-abiding citizens. The lucky ones might find a career in the lower 
rungs of the colonial bureaucracy, no more. The glass ceiling for those of the 
‘wrong colour’ or class was real. The fact that some of us broke the invisible but 
very real boundaries did so despite, not because of, the education we received. 
We were often the first ones in our families to receive secondary schooling and 
to have a vocation other than farming. We were pioneers in the true sense of the 
word, with all the limitations that went with it.

It is fashionable these days to talk about relevance and empowerment in 
school curricula. I understand the intellectual and emotional impulse that 
prompts such talk. There was nothing relevant or empowering about what we 
learned at school. On the contrary, local experience—cultural, social, historical, 
economic—hardly ever featured in the school curriculum. Our past was simply 
far too fractured and far too contested to lend itself to a warm, uplifting nation-
building narrative. It was safer to learn about other peoples’ places and pasts than 
your own. This sort of education is now routinely condemned by our postcolonial 
critics as part of an insidious imperial strategy to control and dominate subject 
peoples. That may be so, but we did not have a written past of our own upon 
which to draw for intellectual and cultural sustenance (and which the evil colonial 
masters could subvert for their own selfish purposes). Reading stories from the 
Caribbean or Africa in our remote rural school, we felt connected to other parts 
of the world. The stories and pictures opened up new horizons for us, helped us 
momentarily escape the mindless routine of village life. That in its own way was 
also an empowering, enlarging experience. We understood that bad as things 
were around us and for us, we were not alone in our miseries and predicaments. 
The need to know, to connect with the world around us has remained with me. 
The passion to know more has only intensified with time 

Reading was fun but writing was another matter. It was one thing to learn 
about split infinitives, and subordinate and co-ordinate clauses, quite another 
to recognize them in the texts we were required to read. Think of the agony 
of a child with the most elementary knowledge of the English alphabets being 
asked to distinguish between wrote and rote, wretch and retch, wrest and rest, 
to explain the meaning of onomatopoeia or malapropism. We simply reproduced 
on the page what we rote-learned in the books. We did set-pieces in composition 
and comprehension exercises about exotic people and places because there 
was no opportunity to write about our own surroundings. And there were no 
role models to follow either. We were lucky in high school and university to 
have teachers who cared about the English language and taught us, however 
unsuccessfully, to write fluent and agile prose, to pause and appreciate sentences 
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of nuance and rhythm. They took care in teaching. In my own university career, 
I have been lucky to have friends and colleagues who wrote as if they owned 
the English language, and whose example was inspiring, although well neigh 
impossible to emulate. I think in this respect of Hank Nelson, Donald Denoon 
and Tessa Morris-Suzuki in my own department here in Canberra. Doug Munro 
in Wellington read virtually everything I wrote and corrected my prose with 
gentle admonition. Other friends introduced me to such great cultural artefacts 
of the modern world as The Times Literary Supplement, New York Review of Books 
and the incomparable New Yorker. It has been my great fortune to have a circle of 
friends who take reading and writing as seriously as I do, for whom style matters, 
and to whom I often turn for advice and inspiration.

Academic writing today has its own specific rules of engagement and its 
own specialized audience. Scholars these days often write about themselves, for 
themselves and for a like-minded, narrowly-focused fraternity of specialists. 
Some of this is understandable: citation indices have to be kept in mind and 
starred journals as well, for they matter hugely in promotion stakes; but taken to 
excess it loses its purpose, the converted talking to the converted about arcane 
bits and pieces of knowledge of no great consequence to the world at large. 
This sort of intellectually myopic incestuousness has no appeal for me. Truth 
to tell, I am repelled by it. I live at the interface of scholarship and practical 
engagement with society. I am what the French might call spectateur engage, 
a politically engaged but independent intellectual (although intellectual is not 
a label I am comfortable with). I take my rights, roles and responsibilities as a 
citizen seriously. I live in society, not above or outside it. I am part of the history 
about which I write. I write to communicate, not obfuscate, to be read rather 
than simply to get ahead. I would like to have my voice heard on matters of 
consequence, to make a difference, if I can. Writing as accessibly as I can is my 
private act of resistance and revenge against some of the dominant intellectual 
fashions of our time.

But this passion of mine is not shared by some of my younger colleagues, 
formed by different experiences and influences, who accuse me—us—not 
unfairly, I should say, of being part of the assimilationist tradition of scholarship. 
We learnt the rituals and protocols of higher learning sanctioned by metropolitan 
universities and reproduced them faithfully to specified standards for validation 
by our peers and superiors. We worked within an approved epistemological 
framework, not questioning its assumptions and understandings, its limits and 
limitations, the insidious ways in which it marginalised ‘unauthorized’ thought. 
In short, we played along. Some of the younger generation is aggressively 
non-conformist. They flout the rules of English grammar and openly subvert its 
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narrative structures in the name of creativity and innovation. They want to be 
different and they want that difference to be acknowledged and accommodated. 
They want the world to understand their way of telling their stories, their 
unconventional and unorthodox approaches, and defiant stance against the 
conventions of the past. I understand their courage and ambition, and sometimes 
even support it, though I also share the view that the narcissism of the younger 
generation sometimes erases the historical subject itself. But my eclectic 
disposition notwithstanding, I have some difficulty accepting mangled English 
which passes for modish poetry. It is for me too late to change. Nor, if truth be 
told, would I want to.

I have come to the conclusion after a lifetime of reading and writing that 
accessible prose is valued by the lay reader. Stories draw people in. Story telling, 
as Hannah Arendt once wrote, ‘reveals meaning without committing the error 
of defining it.’ The sharing of experience creates the possibilities for individual 
acts of imagination. The reaction to my Mr Tulsi’s Store from readers around 
the world has been overwhelming. That book, for readers unfamiliar with it, is 
my effort creatively, through the device of ‘faction,’ to recreate the village world 
of my childhood. It is by far the most widely read of my books. In my journey, 
my contemporaries heard echoes of their own footsteps, markers of their own 
special moments, and they responded generously. Imaginative works have that 
special power to connect. The book also raises larger questions about writing 
about societies where no written records exist and where public memory is not 
neatly archived. How do you write about unwritten pasts? Or is that world lost 
to historical reconstruction?

Scholarly work occupies a very large part of my time, but not all of it. The 
tumultuous events in Fiji over the last decade or so have pulled me back to the 
present, and a considerable part of my time and energy is spent on commentary 
and analysis of contemporary events in that country. This is time consuming and 
often repetitive, but it is a responsibility and an obligation that I cannot escape, 
nor would I want to. Silence in the face of oppression is not an option for me, nor 
is the defense of democratic values and the rule of law a crime. ‘A society in which 
citizens cannot criticize the policy of the state,’ the great American historian 
Arthur Schlesinger Jr. once wrote, ‘is a society without the means of correcting 
its course.’ The fundamental truth of that statement is unchallengeable. There is 
also much wisdom in Joseph Schumpeter’s words: ‘To realise the relative validity 
of one’s conviction and yet stand for them unflinchingly is what distinguishes a 
civilised man from a barbarian.’

All this should suggest that I have a lived a fairly unconventional academic 
life. I constantly move between the present and the past. The link between the 
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two engages my intellectual interests and energy, and ‘Intersections’ best captures 
the range and scope of what I do. I inhabit the borderlands between scholarly 
endeavour and practical political engagement, between writing about the past in 
the conventional scholarly fashion and writing imaginatively about the world of 
living memory. The world of in-betweenity, of flux, suits my temperament. I have 
lived my life in different junction zones of history at different times. I was born in 
the late colonial period in Fiji, came of age when it became independent and have 
borne witness to its various postcolonial traumas. I have vivid recollection of my 
ancient indentured grandparents and through them have established a vicarious 
connection to another past. I now live forcibly exiled from the land of my birth. 
The world that formed and deformed me is vanishing before my eyes as I struggle 
to cope with the technology-driven, new fangled ways of the present. Not only 
the physical, material world, but the world of ideas and values with which I grew 
up and which I cherish are being trampled upon, forced to the margins, by men 
drunk on power: ideas about the sanctity of the ballot box, for instance, and the 
importance of the rule of law. ‘Change in all things is sweet,’ Aristotle said. May 
be, but Matthew Arnold is also right that too much change ‘doth unknit the 
tranquil strength of men.’ 

This volume admits the readers to my peripatetic world with the hope 
that they will write down their own experience of life and affairs. Preserving 
memory for future generations is a responsibility we cannot evade. But self 
indulgence is not the primary reason for putting this collection together. I 
have done so principally in response to requests from complete strangers from 
around the world seeking information and reading material about their parents’ 
or grandparents’ place of birth. The need to know, to trace one’s roots, is deep 
and urgent and very moving in its own way. And there are frequent requests 
from nieces and nephews in Australia, New Zealand and North America who 
write regularly to introduce themselves, establish family connections long 
forgotten, and ask for more relevant things to read. The younger ones ask me 
to go onto the Facebook. I do not know how and I am not sure, from what  
I have been told, whether I would welcome the inevitable intrusion and 
exposure that would entail. Others have urged me to create my own Web Page. 
That is a possibility but when: I cannot say. A Luddite’s lame response, I know, 
to avoid facing the excruciating truth about our mental anguish, our crippling 
incapabilities with modern technology. This collection of essays will have to 
do in the meantime. Some friends and colleagues in Fiji have complained, and 
justifiably so, that I have not reciprocated their generous acts of assistance over 
the years. I feel that burden more acutely now that I cannot return to that 
country for the foreseeable future. This volume, offered at an affordable price,  
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is my gesture of gratitude. It is a paltry gesture, I know, but it is the best I can do 
in the circumstances.Please accept it with the sincerity with which it is offered.

I was once asked by a student after a talk in Fiji why I wrote, and how  
I found time to write. I was stumped. It was not a question I had considered 
in any systematic way before. Invoking VS Naipaul, I spoke of my ‘fear of 
extinction,’ and of the deep urge to transcend the ‘familiar temporariness’ of 
life. I also invoked the name of Elizabeth Hardwick who was fond of saying 
that there were principally two reasons for writing: desperation and revenge. 
But I was still unsatisfied. Years later, I read Mary Oliver’s poem ‘When Death 
Comes.’ The concluding lines of that great piece of art, quoted at the beginning 
of this introduction, sum up my feelings much better. When the end comes,  
I do not want to wonder if ‘I have made of my life something particular, and real.’  
That will do me for an epitaph.




