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Foreword

What you see is what you get

Doug Munro

Brij Lal is what the English would call a ‘scholarship boy,’ one of those 
lads from the provinces who would not have received a tertiary education 
but for their fees and allowances being met through the award of a 

competitive scholarship—in Lal’s case it started with a Canadian Third Country 
Scholarship, in 1971, to study at the recently-founded University of the South 
Pacific. Thus did the boy from the back blocks of Labasa, whose parents were 
unlettered, start on the journey that would lead to a stellar career as a historian of 
the Pacific Islands and especially of Fiji. He is not simply the most distinguished 
graduate of the University of the South Pacific but would grace the roll of 
graduates of any university in the world. For over thirty years Lal has moved 
purposefully through the major periods of Fiji’s history. As well as having eight 
academic monographs to his name, he has been involved with some twenty-five 
edited collections. The starting point was the revision of his doctoral dissertation 
(Girmitiyas: the origins of the Fiji Indians, 1983; reissued 2004) but the emphasis 
thereafter has increasingly focused on the political history of twentieth century 
Fiji, including biographies of A.D. Patel (A Vision for Change, 1997) and Jai Ram 
Reddy (In the Eye of the Storm, 2010). I’ve lost count of the number of journal 
articles and book chapters that Lal has written. They began to appear in 1979, 
the centennial of girmit, and the output has not slackened.

The present book comprises a selection of these shorter pieces, but it is a 
selection of a selection. Many of Lal’s journal articles on the indenture system 
in Fiji have already been republished within single covers (Chalo Jahaji: On a 
journey through indenture in Fiji, 2000; reissued 2006) and his more creative 
writings (‘faction’) have appeared in a number of volumes, beginning with Mr 
Tulsi’s Store (2001). The present book completes the circle with a broad selection 
of his writings on more recent events in Fiji and beyond, and puts on parade 
Lal’s versatility as an historian and writer. Although he has largely confined his 
research to Fiji, both the form and content of his writings are eclectic, ranging 
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in style from academic non-fiction, popular ‘faction’ and serious journalism; and 
in geographic range (anywhere his travels take him), and this includes following 
the Indian diaspora to the Caribbean and recounting his impressions of London.

Lal has often used the metaphors of travel to denote both historical processes 
and individual experiences—‘journey’, ‘odyssey’, ‘voyage’, ‘banishment’, 
‘sojourn’. Journeys might involve changes of direction, hence one of Lal’s 
‘faction’ books being entitled Turnings (2008). Now there are ‘intersections’, 
those often happenstance criss-crossings between life and events—or as Lal puts 
more precisely, the ‘series of haphazard intersections between the primitive and 
the modern, colonial and postcolonial, past and present, and scholarship and 
political activism’—and these are what drives the present volume. Lal is fond of 
quoting the Australian historian Ken Inglis to the effect that ‘A lot of history is 
concealed autobiography,’ precisely because it describes the extent to which his 
own writings are forged through a specific mind intersecting with particular 
experiences. For that reason, to give one small example, the scholarship boy 
who made his way on the basis of merit is hardly likely to barrack for chiefly 
privilege. A broader intersection between mind and matter is that History, for 
Lal, is not so many dispassionate words on paper but the recounting of real and 
lived experience. Lal, moreover, needs a sense of involvement and attachment 
before he can warm to a subject, and in his earlier work on the indenture system 
in Fiji he found a topic where the heart and the head came together: his choice 
of subject stemmed from relevance and a sense of engagement with his own 
roots. There is more to it. His writings on indenture always contained a strong 
argumentative line, often accompanied by a moral stance: the labourers were 
exploited and women labourers especially so; labourers soon learned not to 
engage in confrontational resistance to the plantation system; women were not 
the major cause of the high suicide rates on the plantations.

These same features apply to his work on the contemporary history of Fiji. Its 
personal salience lies in writing about the recent history of his country of birth, 
which, incidentally, he started doing well before the 1987 coups. What the coups 
did do was to impart a sense of urgency and fuel the moral dimension. Lal said to 
me in the late 1990s that ‘there is something fundamentally wrong and immoral 
about deposing a duly elected democratic government through a military coup’, 
and he has not deviated from that position from that day to this. Democracy has 
had a strange journey in Fiji: the winners at the ballot box claim it as the source 
of their legitimacy whereas the losers condemn democracy as a foreign flower, 
sublimely unaware on this line of reasoning that Christianity must fall into 
the same noxious-weed category. When Broken Waves, his history of twentieth 
century Fiji, appeared in 1992 as a volume in the Pacific Islands Monograph 
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Series, the series editor, Robert C Kiste, rightly pointed out that Broken Waves ‘is 
a history with a point of view; it is neither impartial nor ambiguous and may well 
provoke controversy. Lal’s own perspectives and value judgments are explicit, 
and he does not conceal his disappointment and even anguish over the failure to 
create a truly democratic multi-racial society.’

Never were truer words spoken—and in the same way, I openly acknowledge 
that I was completely biased when co-authoring a book on the collapse of the 
National Bank of Fiji: ‘Yes, that’s right. I am biased against imprudent banking 
practices, political cover-ups, the looting of the state and the bad governance that 
encourages such behaviour. Damned right I’m biased!’ To assume the posture 
of the detached scholar, as Oskar Spate once put it, is none other than a feigned 
‘impartiality which evades responsibility by saying nothing, the partiality which 
masks its bias by presenting slanted facts with an air of cold objectivity—these 
are a thousand time more dangerous than an open declaration of where one 
stands; then at least those who disagree can take one’s measure with confidence.’ 
In like fashion, Lal’s readers can be assured that what they see is what they get. 
There is no question of his flying in under false colours. In fact, Lal cannot abide 
people in any walk of life, and especially public figures, who say one thing and 
then do another, or who are models of unprincipled inconsistency and consistent 
only in adherence to their own self-interest.

Many of the pieces in the present book bear witness to Lal’s role as a ‘participant 
historian’, which has a long pedigree in Pacific Islands historiography. He needs 
to engage with his subject matter—to get his hands dirty—and he mounts a 
spirited defence of his position in this book. Of course there are various levels 
of participation in the events that one writes about and Lal’s deepest immersion 
was being appointed one of the three members of the Reeves Commission to 
review the 1990 Fiji Constitution. For the most part, however, Lal has been a 
close observer of the political scene in Fiji but at the edges of action. Although I 
suspect he would feel uneasy at being labelled a public intellectual, that is what 
he is: he has recognised expertise and an acknowledged reputation (or cultural 
authority), he is willing to express his views in a variety of media, and he has a 
constituency. But speaking truth to power can be a dangerous thing and Lal has 
been exiled from the country of his birth and where he hoped to retire—or at 
least he sets foot inside Fiji at his physical peril. There have been other setbacks, 
not least the abrogation of the 1997 Fiji Constitution which he helped to create, 
and further coups. He does not dwell on any sense of personal disappointment, 
real though it is, and instead is more concerned about the overall situation in Fiji 
and the absence of any light at the end of the tunnel. More than once he has said 
to me, regarding his research on Fiji, that it is ‘so painful to visit the past, and a 
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failed past at that.’ At least he does not feel the sense of irretrievable waste that 
has beset Jai Ram Reddy, whose biography he has written: ‘I gave up thirty years 
of my life for nothing,’ [he said to Lal], with a palpable trace of disappointment 
and hurt in his voice. ‘All that sacrifice: what for?’ That is not to say that Lal 
is upbeat about Fiji’s future. He is under no illusions that ‘there will be future 
coups in Fiji long after I am gone. All I can do is to say my piece and state where 
I stand.’

Lal is also disappointed at the lack of a widespread reading culture in Fiji, 
as will be evident from the latter pages of this book. Life for him would be 
insupportable without books. He is also aghast at slovenliness of written 
expression, not least amongst fellow academics. The present book, in both matter 
and manner, is one person’s attempt to lead by example and to show that serious 
writing can be read to be enjoyed—just as Oskar Spate often said in a slightly 
different context, ‘You don’t have to be solemn to be serious’. In an essay not 
published in this book, Lal presented his credo that both History and how it is 
written and practised really matters:

I belong to a tradition and a generation which does not regard a 
few lines of mangled English as fine poetry. Grammatically incor-
rect English that passes for modish prose is, for me, an exercise in 
language abuse. Shakespeare, Matthew Arnold and John Stein-
beck are not, for me, Dead White Males whose works have no 
relevance. I have read them with the same devotion and interest 
as I read Albert Wendt and MG Vassanji, Chinua Achebe and VS 
Naipaul. And great poetry often provides deeper insights into the 
human condition than post-modern theory… Let us not reject out 
of hand the humane, intellectually liberal and morally engaged 
discipline of our founding ancestors. Let us engage in the intel-
ligent language of ordinary discourse. Let’s continue to search for 
tangible, verifiable and knowable truths with passion and imagi-
nation. Let us once again proclaim the fundamental truth that 
History matters.1

As well as being an exemplar of the possibilities of written English, Intersections 
provides historical perspective on the ‘Fiji situation.’ Let us not reject out of hand 
the possibility that something can be retrieved from the repeated failures of Fiji’s 
postcolonial past. There is still a remote hope that the clouds might clear. So 
neither should we reject out of hand, however faint the possibility, that post-
independence Fiji may yet be able to forge a just multi-racial society, a viable 
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economy and an equitable political system where the result of the ballot box is 
accepted and where people’s civil rights are not abused. The spirit that pervades 
Brij Lal’s Intersections offers indirect but instructive insight as to how these 
objectives might be achieved and for that reason repays careful attention.

Doug Munro
Wellington, New Zealand
April 2011




