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Twenty One

speaking to power

Nahin rahanevalli ye mushkilen 
Ye hain aage mod pe manzilen 

Meri baat ka tu yakin kar 
Na udaas ho mere hamsafar

These difficulties will not last forever 
Our destination is just around the corner 

Take heed of what I am saying 
Do not despair, my fellow traveller

I was at home in Suva Point when our security guard came up the stairs to tell 
me that some people outside the gate were looking for me. As I approached 
them, I realised they were un-uniformed soldiers, ten of them in two twin 

cabs. One of them, a young man in green floral shirt and sulu, came forward and 
said politely that I would have to go to the barracks to be interrogated.

Padma, who had by now joined me, intervened: ‘Interrogated?’
‘No, ma’am.’ the young man replied, correcting himself, feeling slightly 

embarrassed, I thought, uneasy. ‘Interviewed.’ At the barracks, as he led me to 
my cell, this young man in civilian clothes shook my hands gently as he left me 
to my fate. I saw tears welling up in his eyes as he left. An innocent man forced 
to carry out a dastardly act, knowing in his heart that what he was doing was 
unconscionable.

Standing at the gate I was overcome by a feeling of helplessness and impotence 
and palpable fear. If I had breached any law of the land, I should have been 
charged by the police force while affording me the full protection of the law. 
The military in any half decent society should have no business tormenting and 
terrorising its defenceless civilian population.
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I suppose the thought that there might be a knock on the door one day 
was always at the back of my mind, but when it came, it was still a surprise.  
I had been a vocal critic of military coups in Fiji since 1987, when the first one 
took place. I feel deep down in my self that there is something terribly wrong 
about overturning the verdict of the ballot box by the bayonet. I believe in the 
values of democracy and the rule of law. Democracy may not be the perfect form 
of government, it may not solve all our problems, but it provides the basis of 
legitimacy for tackling them. All this was known—it was on the record.

Things boiled over on my latest visit to Fiji during November 2009. I 
was asked by the Australian media about my reaction to the expulsion of the 
Australian High Commissioner, James Batley. I said that the expulsion was 
counterproductive and unnecessary, that it would deepen Fiji’s isolation in 
the region even further, and that it came it a particularly inopportune time 
when there were signs of a thawing of relations between Suva and Canberra. 
Engagement rather than disengagement was the way forward for Fiji. Pretty self 
evidently unexceptionable stuff, when you come to think about it.

Soon after making these comments to Radio Australia’s Geraldine Coutts,  
I was taken by the military from my Suva Point residence to the Queen Elizabeth 
Barracks, on the direct orders, I was later told, of a senior commander of the 
Third Fiji Infantry Battalion, the largest unit in the Fiji military. I was detained 
there for three hours and interrogated for about one by a Lieutenant Colonel.  
It is an ordeal not to be wished upon even your worst enemy. I cannot bring myself 
even now to recalling the traumatic details of what transpired in the military cell: 
the abusive language, the threat of unspeakable violence, the furious spitting in 
my face, the menacing shoving and slapping, the harangue about the noble aims 
of the military which outsiders did not understand, the arrogance of ‘doctors’ like 
myself who seem to know what was best for Fiji. I have no doubt whatsoever that 
my Australian citizenship saved me from further violence. I was told to leave the 
country within twenty four hours or face the consequences. I was left in no doubt 
what those consequences would be: my family might have to fetch my body from 
the morgue if I did not obey orders. For months afterwards, I had nightmares 
about the experience: the stench of urine in the cell, the blotches on the walls 
speaking of past acts of raw violence against the helpless incarcerated, the grilled 
door and the solitary window through which small rays of light filtered in to 
scatter the eerie darkness, the wretched blood-thirsty mosquitoes.

I had no idea of what was to come as I waited in the cell. Perhaps they might 
take me to another room, seat me down at a table and talk civilly about the rights 
and wrongs of what I was doing. Such naïveté but nothing like this had ever 
happened to me before. My most immediate thought was about my family, about 
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Padma in particular, what she might be going through not knowing precisely 
where I was and what was happening to me. There was no way of communicating 
with her. The young soldier had asked me to leave my mobile behind; that was the 
first thing they confiscated at the barracks. Padma is nothing if not a woman of 
calm common sense and immense practical resourcefulness. She rang close friends 
in Suva, who rallied behind her immediately, and she contacted our daughter, 
Yogi, in Canberra who activated her personal contacts with people in Foreign 
Affairs and Trade to great effect, the power and pervasive influence of the social 
media on full display. Within a matter of minutes, a whole transnational network 
of support was mobilized. Even before I had reached the barracks, the news of my 
impending incarceration had spread like the proverbial wild fire all around Suva. 

As I stood and shuffled and waited, I also thought of friends who had ‘visited’ 
this place before me and recalled their tales of terror but also their absolute 
determination not to give in, to acquiesce. They were bruised and brutalized but 
unbowed. Their example was an inspiration for me to stand my ground. I also 
thought of the long and difficult struggle for democracy, social justice and equality 
that had gone on in Fiji and about which I had written at length. Would all that 
sacrifice be in vain? I was witness to a history I could not forget, would not allow 
myself to forget. I simply could not look the other way as a matter of moral duty 
when the past of which I was a part, and the country which was the place of my 
birth, my passion and lifelong obsession, was being assaulted by a massive force of 
arms. Sometimes one does not have the luxury to choose the battle one must fight. 

Underlying the military’s reaction was a deep sense of frustration that its 
narrative about events in Fiji was not getting any traction in the international 
media, that it was being constantly and successfully rebutted by people like 
myself and other colleagues in Fiji. My detention was intended, I suppose, to 
send out a clear message to others who were on the other side of the divide: 
beware if you speak out. The great American historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. 
once wrote that a ‘society in which the citizens cannot criticise the policy of the 
state is a society without the means of correcting its course.’ The fundamental 
truth of that statement is unassailable. Dissent in a democracy should not be 
taken to mean disloyalty. I think it is the responsibility of every citizen, every 
civilised human being, to speak out against tyranny and oppression, against the 
subversion of democratic values and the rule of law. Scholarship must, as a matter 
of moral duty, speak truth to power. Silence cannot be an option. There are 
certain values humanity has embraced as its own which are worth standing up 
for and which transcend national and political boundaries.

I have long held the yew that coups don’t solve problems, they merely serve 
to compound them. Militaries around the world have been spectacularly inept 
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in running civilian governments. Violence as an instrument of public policy is 
always counterproductive. But much as we may like, we cannot turn the clock 
back. We must accept the reality that a coup has taken place in Fiji. The question 
is how do we get out of this cul-de-sac? Let us put on the table the flaws of Fijian 
democracy as it was practised since independence in 1970. Let the military put 
its cards on the table about its vision for the country. Let us engage in a broad-
based inclusive dialogue process. I am convinced that common ground can be 
found. But there has to be a commitment to a genuine dialogue in the first 
place, dialogue not monologue, which is the Fiji military’s preferred mode of 
communication and engagement. 

Unless the course is corrected in a timely fashion, Fiji’s problems will continue 
to fester. No one is going to invest in an unruly environment governed by 
decrees, many of which cannot be challenged in a court of law. Poverty levels are 
already unacceptably high. Squatter settlements around the major urban areas 
are mushrooming. Employment opportunities for school leavers are shrinking. 
The best and the brightest are leaving for other shores. But not all is lost. After 
the coups of 1987, the leaders of Fiji were able to sit down together and resolve 
the country’s difficulties in a calm and constructive way. There is no reason why 
it cannot be done again.

It does not give me particular pleasure to say things I feel I have to say about 
what is happening in Fiji. I would rather be left alone to with my research and 
writing which truly are my abiding passion. But silence, as I have said before, is 
not an option for me when it comes to the subversion of the rule of law in the 
land of my birth, or anywhere else for that matter. I hope my intervention would 
be received in the constructive manner in which it is offered. And when the dust 
settles, I hope to return to Fiji to continue my needlessly interrupted research.

As my Qantas plane descended at Kingsford Smith the following mid-day, an 
announcement came over the air for me to identify myself to the ground staff at 
the door. I did. Three Australian Federal Police met me at the gangway. A young 
female officer stepped forward, shook my hand and said, ‘Sir, you are home 
now. We will protect you.’ It was at that point that all my pent up emotions, 
kept carefully in check until then, erupted and I broke down. The irony of the 
situation simply overwhelmed me: being hounded out like a common criminal 
from the land of your birth and being warmly embraced by the land of your 
adoption. Now I don’t see Australia simply as the land of my adoption. It is much 
more than that: it is my permanent home where I will live out my last days.

Those comforting words of that young police officer at the Sydney airport will 
remain with me for as long as I live: ‘Sir, you are home now. We will protect you.’




