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Thirteen

one life, Three Worlds

To be an Indian from Fiji is to be a complex bundle of contradictions. 
It is to be formed and re-formed by a unique mix of social, cultural 
and historical experiences. Although the Fijian constitution defines 

us as ‘Indian,’ we are, in fact, marked by a confluence of three quite distinct 
cultural influences: South Asian, Western and Oceanic. Generalizations in these 
matters are always risky, but the truth will be obvious to people of my age, the 
post-world war two generation growing up in Fiji. Our food and our religious 
and spiritual traditions, our dietary habits and general aesthetic sense (in music 
and cinema, for instance) is unmistakeably South Asian. Our language of work 
and business and general public discourse, our educational system and legal and 
judicial traditions, our sense of individual and human rights, is derived from 
our Western heritage. And our sense of people and place, our sense of humour, 
our less charged, ‘she’ll be alright,’ ‘tomorrow is another day,’ attitude to life in 
general, comes from our Oceanic background. 

A century of enforced living in a confined island space has produced overlapping 
and inseparable connections. The precise contribution of one influence over 
another on us, our world view, on the general shapes of our thought and action, 
would vary from time to time and from place to place. It would depend on our 
educational background, the degree of exposure we have had to external influences, 
the family circumstance and our network of relationships. There will be variation 
and diversity. We will accentuate or suppress a particular aspect of our heritage 
depending on the company, context and perhaps acceptance: more English here, 
less Indian there. Nonetheless, every Indian person from Fiji will carry within them 
the traces of the three primary influences which have shaped them.

Most Indo-Fijian people of my age would have three—sometimes more—
languages: Fiji-Hindi, Hindi1, English, and Fijian. Proficiency in the last 
three would vary. A person growing up near a Fijian village, or with extensive 
interaction with Fijians at work or play, would speak Fijian more fluently than 
one who grew up in a remote, culturally self-enclosed Indo-Fijian settlement. 
Likewise, a person from a rural area is likely to be more fluent in standard Hindi 



187

One Life, Three Worlds

than his or her urban cousin who did not have the opportunity to learn the 
language formally in primary school. And someone who grew up in a town or 
city and went to a government or Christian school is likely to be more at home in 
English than a person from the country. 

But every Indo-Fijian person, without exception, would be able to speak 
Fiji-Hindi with no prior preparation. That is the language that comes naturally 
to us. It is the mother tongue of the Indo-Fijian community, the language of 
spontaneous communication among ourselves. It is the language that connects 
us to time and place, to our childhood. It was the language through which we 
first learned about our past and about ourselves. It was the language that took us 
into the deepest secrets, stories and experiences of our people. Our most intimate 
conversation takes place in Fiji-Hindi. Our thigh-slapping sense of humour, 
earthy and rough and entirely bereft of subtlety or irony, finds its most resonant 
voice in that language. And its influence persists. 

Whenever we Indo-Fijians meet, even or perhaps especially in Australia, we 
are very likely to begin our conversation by asking Tab Kaise, ‘How Are You.’ 
This is less an enquiry than an effort to establish an emotional connection. Yet, 
the irony is that we do not accord Fiji-Hindi the respect that it deserves. Purists 
tell us that it is broken Hindi, a kind of plantation pidgin, with no recognisable 
grammatical pattern, full of words with rough edges and a vocabulary of limited 
range incapable of accommodating complex thoughts and literary expression.2 
We are slightly embarrassed about its humble origins and apologetic to outsiders, 
especially from the subcontinent. Its use is properly confined to the domestic 
sphere. It is not the language we use in public discourse. There is little Fiji-Hindi 
on Fiji radios, there is nothing in the newspapers. The media uses—has always 
used—standard Hindi. That is what hurts: the continued calculated neglect and 
the sniggering put-down of the language by the Indo-Fijian cultural elite. The 
startling gap between the reality of our private experience and the pretensions of 
our public performance could not be greater. 

I cannot comment on the deeper structures and origins of the language, 
but common knowledge and popular understanding suggest that Fiji-Hindi is 
‘cobbled together’—as the critics would put it dismissively—from the dialects and 
languages of northeast India, principally Avadhi and Bhojpuri3. Formal Hindi 
was not the mother tongue of the immigrant population; these two languages 
were, which then merged into Fiji-Hindi, with subsequent words, metaphors, 
images from South Indian languages, and Fijian and English.4 This was the new 
lingua franca which emerged on the plantations. The plantation system was a great 
leveller of hierarchy and social status. The caste system gradually disintegrated, 
and with it the finely-regulated cultural order that the immigrants had known 
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in India.5 The new regime rewarded initiative and enterprise, and individual 
labour. The living conditions on the plantations produced new cross-caste, cross-
religious marriages. People of all ranks and social and religious backgrounds 
lived and worked together, celebrated life and mourned its passing communally. 
They had no other choice. 

From that cloistered, culturally chaotic environment emerged a new more 
egalitarian social order, and a new language, Fiji-Hindi. Old ways had to give 
way and they did. New vocabulary and grammar had to be mastered, new ways 
of looking at the world acquired. The Indian calendar—Pus, Bhadon, Asarh, 
Kartik—was, or began to be, replaced with the Roman calendar. English words 
entered the new vocabulary, names of institutions (town for shahar, school for 
pathshala, binjin for benzene, kirasin for kerosene, kantaap for cane top, bull 
for the Hindi word baile, phulawa for plough. And in areas near Fijian villages, 
Fijian words entered the language as well. This humble new language, levelling, 
unique, unadorned, a subaltern language of resistance, drawing strands from a 
large variety of sources, is the language that comes to me naturally. 

Yet it is not the language that I would speak on a formal occasion, while 
giving a public talk in Fiji or an interview to a Hindi radio station in Australia. I 
am expected to use formal Hindi in public discourse. Everyone expects this of a 
cultural or political leader. It confers dignity and status on him, earns him (for it 
is rarely her) the people’s trust and acceptance. To be able to use Hindi fluently is 
to be seen as someone who has not lost touch with the people, is still connected 
to his roots, can be trusted not to betray the interests of the community. Over the 
years, I have given dozens of public addresses in Hindi. People express genuine 
appreciation that I am still able to speak the language, after being away from Fiji 
for most of my adult life. ‘Look,’ they say to the supposedly wayward younger 
generation losing touch with their cultural roots, ‘he lives in Australia but still 
speaks our language. He hasn’t forgotten his roots. And nor should you!’ Notice 
that Indo-Fijian identity in this quote is tied with Hindi. The same people who 
applaud me for speaking in Hindi would talk to me in Fiji-Hindi in private; to 
speak in formal Hindi with them in private, informal situations, would be the 
height of pretension. It is all tamasha, theatre.

I am glad I am still able to read and write Hindi. I would be the poorer without 
it, but for me it is a learned language all the same, with all the limitation learned 
languages bring with them. Those who hear me speak the language fluently have 
no idea of the amount of effort I put into preparing my speeches. Although 
I don’t actually read the text in order better to connect with the audience (as 
all good teachers know), each word is written down, in Devanagri script, the 
speech rehearsed line by line several times over, virtually committed to memory. 
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Proper imagery and metaphors have to be chosen with the help of a bilingual 
Hindi-English dictionary, because what is clear to me in English is often obscure 
in Hindi, and the forms of address are different. The disparity between the 
private, painful effort of preparation and the appearance of a polished public 
performance is deep. 

For years, I unthinkingly accepted the need to speak formal Hindi. It was 
the expected thing to do. No other alternative, certainly not Fiji-Hindi, was 
conceivable. I could speak in English to Indo-Fijian audiences, but that would 
be pointless, talking over their often unlettered heads. I felt curiously elated 
that I could read and write and speak the language better than many of my 
contemporaries; it was my badge of honour and pride, my way of demonstrating 
that I could still connect with my people. But I now realise the futility of my 
action: a reluctance to acknowledge the ‘game’ I was playing, thinking that 
Hindi was my mother tongue. When it clearly was not.

Hindi was the medium of instruction in most Indo-Fijian community schools 
from the very beginning, and an examinable subject for the Senior Cambridge 
School Certificate in the post-war years. From the start, the colonial government 
was keen on Hindi. It encouraged the spread of English because it was the ‘official 
and business language of the colony,’ but Hindi—or Hindustani—could not be 
ignored. ‘Hindus and Muslims alike will need it in different forms as the key to 
knowledge of their religions and literature and as the means of communication 
with their relatives and co-religionists in India. And for a considerable section too 
busy with their own affairs to undergo much schooling, and imperfectly equipped 
to use a foreign language as a vehicle of thought without danger to their practical 
relations with their environment, their ‘mother tongue’ must remain both their 
sole means of communicating with others and the sole means of expressing their 
thoughts and feelings.’ Hindustani was important for administrative purposes, 
too, because ‘an adequate knowledge of Hindustani must be needed by the 
European community in touch with the Indians, the more so because without it, 
it is, and will be, impossible for the European official or man of affairs to get into 
close touch with just those classes which to a large extent depend on him for help 
and guidance.’ And finally, there was the broader consideration ‘that Hindustani 
is the lingua franca of probably a larger number of inhabitants of the Empire than 
English itself and is spoken in a number of colonies besides Fiji.’7 

The government’s agenda is understandable, but it is not entirely certain 
that Hindustani was the ‘mother tongue’ of the indentured migrants, who came 
principally from the Avadhi-Bhojpuri speaking areas of north-eastern India and 
Telugu, Tamil and Malyali speaking regions of the south. For the South Indians, 
Hindustani was not the mother tongue at all, and in the north, Hindustani or 
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Urdu was the language of business and administration and the cultural elite, a 
legacy of the Mogul era of Indian history; it was not the language of the mass of 
the peasantry. And it is not at all certain that Hindustani was the language spoken 
in other colonies whose immigrants, too, had derived from the same regions as 
the immigrants in Fiji. For administrative convenience, then, Hindustani was 
imposed as the ‘mother tongue’ of the Indo-Fijian community.

The government’s position was supported by the Hindi-favouring Indo-Fijian 
cultural elite, although many of them preferred not Hindustani—which was a 
mixture of Hindi and Urdu—but a purer form of formal Hindi, and wished for an 
extension of English in primary schools.8 The preference for Hindi or Hindustani 
(but not Fiji-Hindi), reflected a wider process of Sanskritisation taking place in 
the community in the post-indenture period. For many Indo-Fijians, indenture 
or girmit (from the agreement under which the immigrants had come to Fiji) was 
viewed as a period of unspeakable shame and degradation. That ended upon the 
abolition of indenture in 1920.9 Community leaders sought to establish voluntary 
social and cultural organisations to erase the memory of a dark period in their 
lives, and to impart correct moral and spiritual values to their people. 

This was evident in virtually every aspect of Indo-Fijian life.10 The Fiji-born 
discarded rural Indian peasant dress of dhoti (loin cloth) and kurta (long flowing 
shirt) and pagri (turban) for western-style shirt and shorts and slacks. In religion, 
animal sacrifice and other practices of animism of rural India gradually gave way 
to cleaner forms of Brahmincal Hinduism.11 The caste system, with all the ritual 
practices associated with it, slowly disintegrated. Hindu children were given 
names after gods and goddesses—Ram Autar, Shiv Kumari, Saha Deo, Ram 
Piyari, Latchman—to erase caste distinction. All these represented a conscious, 
deliberate dissociation from a past understood as painful, embarrassing and 
degrading.12 The public embracing of Hindustani as the lingua franca was a part 
of that effort.

Both Hindustani and Indian history and culture were promoted in the 
colonial curriculum, and published in the School Journal edited by A W 
MacMillan.13 Stories of great men and women, of kings and queens, historical 
events of great antiquity appeared, all designed to make the Indo-Fijian 
children proud of their ancestral heritage, of their ‘motherland’: stories about 
Siddharata (Buddha), Rabindranath Tagore, Emperor Akbar, Pandita Ramabai, 
Raja Harishchandra, figures like that. The Journal also highlighted the great 
achievements of the British Empire, and published pieces on important places 
and peoples in it. There was nothing—or very little—on Fiji and the Pacific, 
little beyond some amusing anecdotes about the Fijian people. So not only the 
language, but the mind and soul of the Indo-Fijians was nourished by stories 



191

One Life, Three Worlds

from our two ‘motherlands’: India and England. The actual ‘motherland,’ Fiji, 
was left undiscussed, disregarded, confined to the fringes of the humorous 
anecdotes. Our immediate past was ignored not only because it seemed mundane 
but also because it was the site of deep contestation. Indenture was an indictment 
of the government, whom the labourers saw as having a complicit role in the 
atrocities which they endured on the plantations. India was safer. The emphasis 
on India and things Indian, hero-worshipping and frankly romantic, continued 
in the post-war years in the specially composed school texts, Hindi pothis, by the 
India-born Ami Chandra.14

English was the second language taught in the Indo-Fijian primary schools. 
The aim was to give school children an elementary knowledge of grammar and 
vocabulary, the sort of rudimentary knowledge required to understand official 
instructions and notices, and occasional snippets from the great texts of English 
literature. The texts used in the post-war years were the New Method Readers, 
Caribbean Readers, The Oxford English Readers for Africa and University of 
London’s Reading for Meaning. There was nothing in these texts about Fiji or 
the Pacific Islands. Here is the Table of Contents of The Oxford English Readers 
for Africa, Book Six for the last year of primary education: The Story that Letters 
Tell, How Messages are Sent, The Island, by Cecil Fox Smith, Farmer’s Work, 
The Arctic Wastes, I Vow to Thee, My country, by Cecil Spring-Rice, Sound and 
Light, Different Kinds of Buildings, The Bees by William Shakespeare, The Fight 
Against Disease, The Work of the Post Office, The Discovery, by JC Squire, The 
Men Who Made the World Larger, A Wonderful Little Builder, Bete Humaine 
by Francis Brett Young, Napoleon, Some Stories of Famous Men, Bridges and 
bridge-Building, Good Citizenship, A Famous Speech from Shakespeare, On 
Mercy by William Shakespeare and, finally, Some Business Letters.15

The list needs no commentary: it is Anglo-centric and its intellectual orientation 
and purpose self-evident. Much the same trend continued in secondary schools 
where English texts and examples were replaced with examples from Australia 
and New Zealand.16 I suppose the intention of the texts was to inculcate in us a 
deep pride in the British empire (upon which the sun never set, we were taught 
to remember, and to remember, too, that Britannia ruled the waves, that ‘we’ had 
won the great wars of the 20th century, that London was the cultural centre of 
the world, that the best literature, the best of everything—the Bedford trucks, 
the Austin and Cambridge and Morris Minor cars—came from England), to 
appreciate the good fortune of being its member, to be grateful for what little 
tender mercies came our way because we had nothing, we were nothing. 

I recognise the cultural bias of the texts now, and it is easy enough to be 
critical of their colonising purpose. But these large and troubling issues did not 
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matter to us or to anyone else then. I recall the thrill, on a remote sugar cane farm 
with no electricity, no running water, no paved roads, of reading about faraway 
places and peoples as an enthralling experience, making imaginary connections 
with African children whose neat faces we saw in glossy imperial magazines that 
came to our school as gifts from the British Council. An acquaintance with them 
reduced our sense of isolation, expanded our imaginative horizon. And it is the 
appreciation of that enlarging, enriching, experience that has remained with me. 

While we learned a great deal about the western and the Indian world, 
there was nothing in books about Fijian language and culture, beyond the fear-
inducing stories about a cannibal (Udre Udre) who had eaten a hundred men 
and marked each conquest with a stone—which was there for everyone to see. 
There were a few innocuous stories about Ratu Seru Cakobau, the wise and great 
Fijian chief, who eventually ceded Fiji to Great Britain in 1874 and the Tongan 
intruder and challenger to his authority, Enele Ma’afu; but that was about all. 
Fijians remained for us objects of fear; many an unruly child was sent to bed with 
the threat that Seru (or Emosi or Sakiusa or some other Fijian with similar name) 
would snatch us away from our parents if we did not behave properly. 

The Fijian ethos, as we understood it, often through the prism of prejudice, 
inspired no great respect. We valued individual initiative and enterprise, their 
culture, we were told, quelled it. We saved for tomorrow, they lived for now. 
We were the products of status-shattering egalitarian inheritance; Fijian society 
was governed by strict protocol. They ate beef; we revered the cow as mother 
incarnate. Our schools were separate. Fijians went to exclusively Fijian schools 
(provincial primary ones and then to the Queen Victoria or Ratu Kadavulevu), 
while we attended primarily Indo-Fijian schools. For all practical purposes, we 
inhabited two distinct worlds, the world of the Kai Idia and the world of the Kai 
Viti.17 Fiji has paid a very large price for its myopic educational policy.

This, then, is my inheritance, and the inheritance of my generation: complex, 
chaotic, contradictory. I have lived with it all my life and throughout the course 
of my university education in different countries over the past three decades. It 
enriches me even as it incapacitates me, complicates the way I do and see things, 
the way I relate to people around me, the way I see myself. There have been many 
moments of sheer agonising desperation over the years when confusion reigned 
in my linguistically fractured mind, when I could not find words in any language 
to convey precisely what I wanted to say, how I felt about a particular place or 
person, when I felt hobbled and helpless, like the washerman’s donkey, belonging 
neither here nor there: Na ghar ke na ghat ke.

English is the language of my work. I am not closely familiar with its deeper 
grammatical structures and rules of engagement and composition: alpha, beta 
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and coordinate clauses, auxiliary, infinitives and intransitive verbs, prepositions 
and subordinate conjunctions—these things confuse me even now. And its 
classical allusions to Greek and Roman mythology—Pandora’s Box, Achilles 
Heel, Trojan Horse, Crossing the Rubicon, Cleopatra’s nose, Ulysses, Cyclades 
and Cyclopes, Medusa’s Head; its references to the stories and people of the Old 
and New Testaments, to Job, John, Matthew and Abraham, the Wisdom of 
Solomon, to quotations from the Book of Ecclesiastes and Ezekiel; its borrowing of 
words and phrases from European literature—it was years after high school that 
I realised that the phrase ‘to cultivate your garden’ came from Voltaire’s Candide, 
what TS Eliot meant by ‘Hollow Men’ and why ‘April is the cruellest month,’ 
what Heathcliff’s windswept moors looked like—all this knowledge had to be 
acquired through surreptitious reading; they remain beyond my easy reach even 
now. 

Yet, my professional competence in the language is taken for granted. The 
journals and academic presses to which I send my work for publication make no 
concession to my chequered linguistic background. That is the way the game is 
played in academia.18 It has taken many years of learning and un-learning, many 
years of doubt and desperation, to acquire some proficiency in the language. 
I try to write as simply as I can, which leads some colleagues, au fait with the 
lexicon of post-modern scholarly extravaganza, to equate simple writing with 
simplistic thought! I have sometimes been accused of writing fluently, but only if 
the readers knew the effort, the revision after revision and the deliberate thought 
that has gone into the writing. I recognise good writing when I see it; I envy the 
effortless fluency of writers who produce words as if they owned them. Essays 
and reviews in The New Yorker, for instance, with their wonderfully engaging 
prose, the breathtaking quality of images and metaphors, invariably provoke 
admiration in me. I readily accept my limitations, my inability to produce with 
words meanings and miracles like those for whom English is the mother tongue. 
That is the way it is, and always will be.

Some colleagues in the Pacific islands, non-native speakers of English, are 
more adventurous, less accepting of the conventions of the language, who are 
prepared to flout its rules, play with it in unconventional ways, bend it to meet their 
needs.19 They have ‘indigenised’ the language in interesting ways, encouraged, I 
suppose, by the liberating tenets of post-colonial and cultural studies. So what 
appears to me to be badly mangled English in need of a sharp, ruthless, editorial 
pen is avant-garde poetry for them. In an appealingly rebellious kind of way, 
they are unapologetic, defiant in their defence of idiosyncrasy. Clearly scholarly 
conventions, styles and expectations have changed in the last two decades or 
so. The diversity tolerated—perhaps even encouraged?—now would have been 
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unthinkable when I was learning the alphabets of the academe. I recognise, as 
I see the younger generation, that I am trapped by a different past and different 
expectations. I am sometimes accused of being a part of the ‘assimilationist’ 
generation which paid scant regard to local modes of expression, local idioms, 
but slavishly embraced the ethical and intellectual premises of colonial and 
colonizing education and the English language. I suppose we are all products of 
our own particular histories.  

Writing formal academic English is one thing, speaking it colloquially quite 
another. To be reasonably effective, one has to have some knowledge of the 
locally familiar idioms and metaphors, a grasp of the local lingo, as they say. 
These are not as easy to acquire for someone who came to Australia half- formed. 
I have had to educate myself on the side about Australian society and culture 
and history and its special vocabulary. This has not been easy in an academic life 
filled with pressure to create a refereed paper trail that government bureaucrats 
can see and understand (and, most importantly, reward). The task is made all 
the more difficult because we had nothing about Australia in school beyond 
the most elementary lessons about Lachlan Macquarie, John MacArthur and 
the merino sheep, the gold rushes of the 19th century, the convict settlement 
and the squattocracy, cramming exercises in geography (which was the longest 
river in Australia, its highest mountain, its capital city, its tallest building: that 
sort of thing) and the occasional novel (Voss and To the Islands) in high school. 
Not surprisingly, Australia remained for us remote and inaccessible, the sahib’s 
country, a place to dream about, a land from where all the good things we so 
admired came: the Holden car, the refrigerator, the tram engine, the canned 
fruit, the bottled jam and the refined white sugar, so pure and so good, that we 
used it as an offering to the gods in our pujas.

Seeing Australia as a student from a distance was one thing; living in it, trying 
to get a handle on the texture of the daily lived life, was another. Its sheer size and 
variety: the hot, red featureless plains merging into the shrubbery desert in the 
distance, the remote, rural, one-street towns on the western fringes of the eastern 
states, dry, desolate spaces along highways littered with the decaying remains of 
dead animals and the rusting hulks of long-abandoned vehicles, places that lie 
beyond the certitude of maps, at the back of beyond, as they say. I had to get 
used to the idea that golden brown, not deep green, was the natural colour of 
Australia, that its flora and fauna were unique.

New words and phrases I had never heard before had to be learned and 
used their proper context: Dorothy Dixer, Gallah, Apeshit, Blind Freddy, Rels, 
Bulldust, Coat-hanger, Dingbat, Wanker, Drongo, Tall Poppy, Scorcher, Ripper, 
Ratbag, Ocker, My Oath, Knockers, Bludger, Dinky Di, Fair Dinkum, Perv, 
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Spitting the Dummy, words which locals use effortlessly, but which are strange 
to newcomers. Nothing can be more embarrassing than using a wrong word 
at the wrong time, or committing a faux pas, in the company of people who 
assume you are equally knowledgeable about the local lingo as them. At a party 
in Canberra many years ago, I used the word ‘fanny’ in what context I do not 
remember. In the United States, where I had lived for a decade, it means female 
buttock, but here it meant something quite different (you know what I mean!) 
Pin drop silence greeted my remark, to use that tired cliche.

Beyond vocabulary, I also felt as a new migrant that I should equip myself 
with the basic knowledge of this country’s history. One cannot be a university 
academic in Australia and remain ignorant of its history, especially when I live 
in Canberra and have as neighbours colleagues who have had a large hand in 
shaping the way we see Australia: Ken Inglis, Bill Gammage, Hank Nelson, John 
Molony, Ian Hancock, Barry Smith. But it is more than the desire simply to be 
‘one of the boys,’ ‘to be in the know.’ When new migrants enter a country, they 
enter not only its physical space but also its history with all the obligations and 
responsibilities they entail; to be effective and responsible citizens, they need to 
understand the inextinguishable link between the country’s past and its present. 

So I had to bone up on Australian history and folklore: Gallipoli, Eureka 
Stockade, Ned Kelly, the Anzac Tradition, the debate about Terra Nullius, the 
Great Dismissal, the Bodyline Series and Bradman’s Invincibles, about Phar Lap, 
Mabo, Bob Santamaria and Archbishop Daniel Mannix, Dame Edna Everidge, 
Simpson and his Donkey, Kokoda Trail, Patrick White, Gough Whitlam, 
‘Pig Iron’ Bob, ‘The Australian Legend,’ ‘The Rush That Never Ended.’ I now 
know the names of most Australian prime ministers in roughly chronological 
order. I am passionate about cricket. My summer begins the moment the first 
ball is bowled in a cricket test match, and ends when the cricket season is over 
(and when the agapanthus die out). And I read Australian literature and follow 
Australian politics as a hobby. Gaps remain, of course. There is much catching up 
to do. I wish, as I write this, that I—and the Indo-Fijian community generally—
had made half as much effort to understand the culture, language, traditions, 
the inner world of the Fijian people, among whom we have lived for well over a 
century, but about whom we know so little. Sadly, the ignorance is mutual.

The curiosity and the thirst for new knowledge I have about this country, 
its past and its present, its vast parched landscape, is not matched, with few 
exceptions, by my colleagues and friends in Australia about me and my 
background, my history and heritage, the cultural baggage I bring to this country. 
I have sought to educate myself about the Judeo-Christian tradition, about the 
meaning and significance of Lent and Resurrection and the Last Judgement, 
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for instance, or about the Sale of Indulgences, the Reformation, about Yahweh 
and the Torah. And I know a few Christmas Carols too (‘On the twelfth day of 
Christmas...’). But my Australian friends, perhaps understandably, have no idea 
about my religious and cultural heritage, about the Ramayana and the Bhagvad 
Gita, about the festivals we celebrate: Diwali and Holi and Ram Naumi, about 
our ritual observances to mark life’s journey or mourn its passing. It is not that 
they are incurious: they simply don’t know. My inner world remains a mystery to 
them. I regret very much not being able to share my cultural life more fully, more 
meaningfully, with people whose friendship I genuinely value.

The process of understanding is a one-way street, I often feel. Perhaps they 
have no incentive to know about me; it is I who have the greater need to know. 
I am the one who is the outsider here, not them. Perhaps things will change 
when—it is no longer a question of if—multiculturalism takes deeper roots, 
when the public face of Australia truly shows its diverse character, when more 
of us become more visible in the public arena rather than remain as cartoon 
characters propped up for public display on suitably ceremonial occasions. The 
contrast with the United Kingdom is huge in this respect. There, as I discovered 
in my two extended trips there in recent years, multiculturalism is a publicly 
accepted and proudly proclaimed fact, in popular culture, in the universities, 
in the media. Multiculturalism is just starting its journey here. In Australia, in 
my experience, the primary line of demarcation is gender, not cultural identity. 
When we advertise positions, we are asked to make special effort to alert women 
candidates to potential employment opportunities. Universities require adherence 
to the principle of gender balance on committees. Few colleagues ask: why are 
there so few Pacific and Asian academics in my Research School of Pacific and 
Asian Studies? Many would remark on the gender imbalance in it. But I digress.

English is my language of work, but it is inadequate in expressing my inner 
feelings, in capturing the intricate texture of social relationships which are an 
integral part of my community. There are simply no English words for certain 
kinds of relationships and the cultural assumptions and understandings which 
go with them. The English word ‘Uncle’ denotes a particular relationship which 
most native speakers would understand. When finer distinctions are required, 
the words maternal and paternal are added. But it is still inadequate for me. We 
have different words for different kinds of uncles. A father’s younger brother is 
Kaka.20 His elder brother is Dada. Mother’s brother is Mama. Father’s sister’s 
husband is Phuffa. They are all uncles in English usage. But in Hindi, each has 
its own place, its own distinctive set of obligations. We can joke with Kaka, be 
playful with him, but our relationship with Dada is more formal and distant. 
A Dada can be relied upon to talk sense to one’s father, with some authority 
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and effect; a Kaka, knowing his proper place in the order of things, cannot, at 
least not normally. Brother-in-law in English is pretty generic, but not in Hindi. 
Sister’s husband is Jeeja or Bahnoi, but wife’s brother is Sala. We have a joking 
relationship with the latter—he is fair game—but not with the former. Your 
sister’s welfare is always paramount in your mind. A troubled relationship with 
Jeeja could have terrible consequences for her. Older brother’s wife is Bhabhi, and 
younger brother’s spouse Chotki. Bhabhi is treated with a mixture of respect and 
affection, more like a mother. With Chotki we have an avoidance relationship, 
and keep all conversation to the bare minimum. We don’t call Bhabhi and Chotki 
by their names. Ever.21 And it would be unthinkable for them to call you by your 
name either. We relate to each other not as individuals, but as social actors with 
culturally prescribed roles.

Some of the cultural protocols and restrictions governing family relationships 
have inevitably broken down in Australia, and even in urban Fiji, succumbing to 
forces of modernity and the culturally corrosive effects of accelerated mobility. 
You have no choice but to speak to Chotki if she is the one who picks up the 
phone. But my younger sisters-in-law still do not address me by my name, not 
because this is something I myself prefer. On the contrary. I am still addressed 
respectfully as Bhaiya, as cultural protocol, or memory of cultural protocol, 
demands. And I take care not to be a part of loose talk in their presence. All 
the children invariably call me Dada. It would be unthinkable for them to call 
me by my name. It is the same with my children when addressing their uncles 
and aunties. Even Indo-Fijian community elders and my friends would be called 
uncles and aunties though this convention or practice would not apply, on the 
whole, to my Australian friends. So, in denoting the complex maze of domestic 
relationships we have, I find English inadequate. 

English has made greater inroads and makes more sense in other day-to-
day activities though. When shopping for groceries, I often use English names. 
Watermelon, for example, not Tarbuj, Bananas, not Kela, Rice, not Chawal, 
Onion, not Piyaz, Potatoes, not Aloo. But some vegetables I can only properly 
identify with the names I used as a child: I always use Dhania, not Coriander, 
Haldi, not Turmeric, Karela, not Bitter Gourd, Kaddu, not Pumpkin, Dhall, not 
Lentils . I wish I knew why some names have remained and others have gone 
from memory.

I was once a fairly fluent reader and speaker in Hindi, although now the 
more difficult sanskritised variety is becoming harder to understand. It takes 
longer to read the script and decipher its meaning. Listening to the news, on 
SBS Hindi radio for instance, I get the meaning but miss the nuances; painfully, 
the gap increases with each passing year. My Hindi, now more stilted than 
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ever, is restricted to the occasional conversation with people from South Asian 
background, from India, Pakistan and even Bangladesh. There is an expectation 
on the part of many South Asians that I would—should—know Hindi because 
I look Indian and have a very North Indian name. 

It is not an unreasonable assumption. And I use it, as best I can, to establish 
rapport with them, to acknowledge our common ancestral and cultural heritage, 
to establish a point of contact, to define our difference from mainstream Anglo-
Australia. I cannot deny the enjoyment this gives me. Many weekend taxi drivers 
in Canberra are Pakistani university students keen to bolster their meagre 
incomes. When I travel with them, they—or I—would ask the obligatory 
question: Where you from? The taxi drivers would reply in English. Achha, okay, 
or Theek hai, that’s fine, I am likely to say. If there is chemistry (about cricket, 
for example) we will continue in English-interspersed Hindustani. When words 
fail, or are unable to carry a conversation forward, we revert to English, but the 
connection has been made. That is the important point; that is what matters.

Hindi comes in handy in my private cultural life. The music that fills my 
house, to the bemused tolerance of my children—Dad is playing his music 
again!—is Hindustani or, more appropriately, Urdu: ghazals, romantic songs, by 
Mehndi Hassan, Jagjit Singh, Pankaj Udhas, Talat Aziz, Ghulam Ali, and sweet-
syrupy songs from Hindi films of yesteryears by Talat Mehmood, Mohammed 
Rafi, Lata Mangeshkar and Mukesh. This is the music that arouses the deepest 
emotion in me, takes me to another world, can reduce me to tears. An even 
faltering knowledge of the language, often with the assistance of a bi-lingual 
dictionary, enriches my appreciation of the words in the songs. 

It is the same with movies, though the language of the screen, designed to reach 
the masses and denuded of flowery literary allusions, is much more accessible. 
Most Hindi videos these days are dubbed in English to reach the non-Hindi 
speaking world (especially the Middle East and Southeast Asia) or young children 
of the diaspora who have no Hindi, but the pleasure is not the same as listening 
to and understanding the dialogue in the original language. Hindi enables me to 
enter a wider culture and connects me to people and places that would otherwise 
remain inaccessible. In that sense it is like English, minus the fluency. 

I am glad I still retain some small knowledge of the language. But things of 
the heart, which give me meaning and deep pleasure, enrich my life, I cannot 
share with most of my Australian friends. The gulf is too wide; we are too 
different. Nor, to be fair, can I, try as I might, understand or truly enjoy the 
deepest aspects of their cultural and aesthetic life. I was on a remote pre-historic 
farm, beyond the reach of radio, when the Beatles were taking on the world! And 
the sporting heroes of Australia, with whom they grew up, are unknown to me.
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In everyday life, though, I do not use formal Hindi at all. To do so would 
be considered silly and pretentious. At home with my wife, and sometimes with 
my children, I speak Fiji-Hindi. It is my natural language. There are no standard 
conventions which I have to follow. Its loose grammatical structure enables me to 
improvise, to incorporate into the vocabulary English words of ordinary usage. 
That freedom is exhilarating. I use Fiji-Hindi when talking to other Indo-Fijians, 
not necessarily to converse at length in it, but to establish a point of recognition. 
The nature and depth of the conversation would depend on the closeness I have 
with the speaker. With most Indo-Fijian men, I would have no hesitation using 
Fiji-Hindi. I would be more reserved with Indo-Fijian women though, so as 
not to give any signal or hint of intimacy. Indian cultural protocol even today 
demands a degree of distance between men and women who are not close friends 
or family: hugging, giving someone a peck on the cheek and other western forms 
of showing affection are out of bounds and considered improper. English would 
for me be the most comfortable medium of communication with them, neutral. 
It is the same with my wife when talking to Indo-Fijian men. With children of 
friends and family, I normally speak in English, conscious that they might not—
and many don’t—have Hindi or Fiji-Hindi.

The Fiji-Hindi I speak now is not the one I spoke as a child. Then, it had few 
foreign words. But now, my Fiji-Hindi is increasingly filled with English words 
and phrases. I suspect it is the same in many urban parts of Fiji too. Drinks aur 
Dinner hai: it is a drinks and dinner party. Kafi late hoi gaye hai: it is getting 
quite late. Lunch kar liha: have you had lunch. Kutch trouble nahi: no trouble. 
Bada bad hoi gaye, does not look good, Us ke support karo, support him, Report 
likho, write a report, Walk pe chale ga, will you join me for a walk, Telephone 
maro, ring. My Fiji-Hindi would sound strange, unfamiliar, to people of my 
father’s generation back in rural Fiji. My children’s precariously limited, English-
accented Fiji-Hindi would be incomprehensible to them, just as their language, 
full of rustic references and vanished metaphors and words would appear vaguely 
strange to us. 

There is some sadness in this perhaps inevitable change. It is the price we 
pay for ‘progress,’ I suppose, for living away from our place of birth. Fiji-Hindi 
was the language of my childhood. It was the only language of communication 
between me and my parents, both of whom were unlettered and are now dead. It 
was the language through which I saw the world once, through which I learned 
about our past and ourselves, told stories and shared experiences. That Indo-
Fijian world, and my mother tongue, will go with me.

Fiji-Hindi is my mother tongue, not my children’s, who have grown up in 
Australia. They have some faltering familiarity with it, but that will go with time. 



200

i n t e r s e c t i o n s

It is the same with other children—or young adults—of their age. There will be 
little opportunity or incentive for them to continue with the language. Fiji is their 
parents’ country, they say, not theirs. For most of them, English will effectively 
become the only language they have. Some Indo-Fijian families in Australia 
and elsewhere, traumatised by the coups and the ravages of ethnic politics, have 
actively sought to erase their memories of Fiji and things Fijian, even Indo-Fijian. 
The rejection of Fiji-Hindi is a part of that process of denying the past. Others 
have sought actively to embrace aspects of Indian subcontinental culture. Their 
children learn Hindi or Urdu in community-sponsored language classes. They 
attend temples and mosques to learn the basics of their faith and celebrate all the 
most important festivals of the Hindu or Muslim calender. Classical dance and 
music classes flourish in many Indo-Fijian communities in Australia. 

Hindi or Urdu, I suspect, rather than Fiji-Hindi, will be the second language 
of choice for the new generation. Born or brought up in Australia, they will 
have their own contradictions and confusions to deal with. Their problems and 
preoccupations will be different from mine. I admire the way they are adapting 
to their new homeland in ways that I know I could not, did not have the skills 
to. Confident and resourceful and inventive, they are completely at home in 
cross-cultural situations. The cultural gulf between their world and that of their 
Australian friends in music, film and general aspects of popular culture will never 
be as great as it is for me and people of my generation. My fears and phobias, my 
confused and confusing cultural inheritance, won’t be theirs. Mercifully, their 
destinies won’t be hobbled by mine.




