






































Mr Tulsi’s Store

love, or trying to, could spend a few precious hours together away
from the public gaze, complete assignments, exchange notes. I, too,
had my secret romantic interests and aspirations. It was in the library
that I got to know my future wife! It was my good fortune that, like
me, Padma, too, was a driven student. Padma was an important
reason I spent most of my waking hours in the library.

But there was a deep intellectual attraction as well. The idea of
a building full of books, on virtually every topic under the sun, was
heavenly for someone from my reading-deprived background. For the
first time, I could lose myself completely in books for hours on
end, without guilt, undistracted, absorbed. That habit caused
disapproving, dismissive comments about me being a ‘bookworm’, an
‘academic’, uninterested in the wider university scene. Some actually
pitied me. If only they knew of the goings-on in our block, or talked
to Sef or Eddie or Filip! I was simply indulging a passion 1 had
acquired in high school. I read deeply around the subjects of my
assignments, delved into encyclopaedias and reference works and
historical and anthropological texts on Fiji.

Then there was reading for sheer pleasure: novels, poetry,
mostly by Indian, Caribbean and African writers, Mulk Raj Anand,
R.K. Narayan, V.S. Naipaul, Chinua Achebe, Alan Paton. Fortunately,
it is a habit that has persisted, the pleasure increasing with the passage
of time. I also remember reading magazines and newspapers from
other regions. One that caught my attention was 7apia, a journal of
creative expression and political commentary from the West Indies.
Brinsley Samaroo, whom I met years later, was one of its regular
contributors, writing about the struggle for political and social
equality of the Indian community there. Those articles ignited my
interest in our distant Indian cousins in the diaspora. But what struck
me at the time, perhaps more than anything else, was the sight of
familiar names, though written in a form that made them appear
idiosyncratic — Samaroo, Ramharaksingh, Sahadeo, Mahabir — in
print, writing fluently, with power and persuasion about culture, politics
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and society, while I was still learning the alphabets of elementary
composition. I wondered whether I would ever be able to follow their
example.

At the university, some of our own fellow students —
Raymond Pillay, Sashi Kant Nair, Anirudh Singh, Dhurup Chand —
were writing poems and short stories with local themes which
appeared in Unispac. Raymond was my favourite; he was everyone’s
favourite. His stories, such as ‘Muni Deo Devil’ and ‘Brief Skirmish’,
were about romantic longings, hapless teachers and the frustrated
search for marriage partners. They rang so true. We understood the
names of the characters: Moti, Parvati, Bangaru Naidu, Brij Mohan.
They could have been from our own village, even been our own
relatives and friends. And his language was so precise and evocative.
‘Black as a baigan’ [eggplant] required no interpretation to us village
kids. Parmesh Chand used Hindi words which caused great
amusement amongst us because we were unused to seeing our rough
language in print. ‘Bahut thanda lage ka yaar?’You feeling very cold or
what? ‘Bahut jor. Very much. These writers alerted us to the creative
possibilities of places and emotions we had not contemplated before.
In her carefully crafted and entirely plausible short stories, Vanessa
Griffen introduced us to the world of Fijians and Part-Europeans. Her
word pictures were perfect: “This Fijian woman, any Fijian woman,
was a common sight on the sea wall, sitting crouched, with faded
cotton skirt billowing in the wind, or standing tall against the sky.
Beside her, in a basket plaited out of green coconut leaf, she kept her
bait.” It could be Suva Point or Stinson’s Parade or anywhere around
the Suva harbour. And then there was Dhurup Chand, a diminutive
boy from Lautoka, a dreamer at heart, troubled by unrequited love,
whose haunting poems about love and loss left us with tears:

Sometimes I hear the wind talking.

Only a few lonely dreamers are seen
Out where they are walking
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from Labasa, on the Fiji Senate which he labelled ‘a piece of sublime
mysticism and nonsense’, ‘an artificial political machinery’, ‘sheer
waste of time and money’ and ‘irrelevant at the same time’. Brave
words in the context of the times when our national leaders were
especially sensitive about criticism.

There was more serious discussion as well. A few students
and some left-leaning Australian expatriates living in Suva, and
tangentially associated with the university, produced a booklet titled
Fiji: A Developing Australian Colony, which highlighted the dominance
of Australian economic interests and institutions in the Fijian
economy and indirectly implicated the Fijian Government in the
dependent relationship. It predictably attracted wide publicity and
a hostile reaction from expected quarters. The publication was
mentioned in the Fiji Senate. In 1973, the university organised a large
seminar on the nature and meaning of development for the newly
decolonising region, and attended by distinguished academics
(Raymond Firth being one), national planners, academics, lawyers,
aspiring leaders, student activists. “What kind of life do we want for
ourselves?” asked Amelia Rokotuivuna, the perennial Fijian free-
thinker and activist. Jone Dakuvula pleaded for ‘freedom to examine
and criticise’, in Pacific societies marked by rigid rank and hierarchy.
After all these years, Jone is still at it. Karam Ramrakha, the
intellectually restless member of the National Federation Party,
reminded us that ‘being dependent or dominated is very much a state
of mind’, and asked us, the younger generation, to ‘free ourselves from
a servile mentality’.

We felt that, by raising these questions, we could make a
difference to the ongoing discourse of nation building. People would
listen to us. We were so naively optimistic about humanising the
development process, developing a social conscience, persuading
national leaders to set aside their vested political interests in the cause
of the greater good. Emerging Pacific leaders among us — Barak Sope
of Vanuatu, the self-styled future Fidel Castro of the Pacific, clad in
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Maoist garb complete with the cap, comes readily to mind —
espoused appealing rhetoric about class struggle and people’s welfare.
The Pacific Way’ of doing things was both eminently desirable as well
as within reach, if only we would try. We, the young educated elite,
imbued with the right values and a crusading zeal to set things right,
could actually make history in our own lifetime. History had a role to
play, a therapeutic role ‘in promoting the rehabilitation of the Pacific
peoples because it restores their confidence and self-respect, and
enables them to take their place in a new changing world,” wrote
Sister Mary Stella, Raymond Pillay and Asesela Ravuvu, our seniors. It
would promote national unity and integrity. The future, we felt, was
within our grasp. Such youthful idealism, sadly so short-lived.

In our classes we confronted texts that brought our own
historical experiences and the dilemmas of development closer to
home. Adrian Mayer’s Peasants of the Pacific, about rural Indo-Fijian
society, interpreted our own heritage for us, and the struggles of an
immigrant community coming to terms with the social and cultural
realities in a new homeland. Ken Gillions Fijis Indian Migrants
provided a glimpse of the original Indian indentured migrants and
their journeys and travails on the plantations. It was history close to
home, as we read the names of places and events and festivals and
rituals which our grandparents used to talk about. I had heard Aja use
the word jahajibbai, the brotherhood of the crossing, and how
important it was to him, but to read those words — and others such
as kala pani, dark waters, kulambar, plantation overseers, girmit,
indenture — in a book was a thrilling experience. As it turned out,
Ken was later to become my thesis supervisor, glad, he said, that one
of us, descendants of the girmitiyas, was writing our own history.

The geographers and anthropologists tackled the problems of
development in a multi-ethnic society. Ray Watters’ Koro dissected the
distress, anxiety and bewilderment of the Fijian people facing the
realities of the modern world, and the troubling conclusion that the
‘stability and coherence of their social system will no longer persist in
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the face of disintegrating tendencies’. Cyril Belshaw wrote similarly
about the ‘storms of economic and political insecurity’ facing the
Fijian people. The old shelter of the traditional bure was no longer
viable. “The people have cradled new children and generated new
enterprises, but they have no other shelter, and the products of their
inventive still perish as they lean against the shaky posts, and the rains
come through. They want to plant more useful trees than the ivi, and
to build a shelter of more modern, less confining, design.” Such
accurate analysis in so evocative a prose, so relevant today, nearly half
a century later. The makers of our nation heard these voices, but did
not act. They did listen, though, to E.K. Fisk’s views about ‘three
Fijis', racially compartmentalised, and his narrow, race-based
prescription for economic development.

Such engagement with real issues of change and development in
our own country and in the region came naturally to us because the
University of the South Pacific was required by its founding mission
to train manpower to meet the anticipated needs of the rapidly
decolonising region. Its charter provided that the ‘objects of the
University shall be the maintenance, advancement and dissemination
of knowledge by teaching consultancy and research and otherwise and
the provision of appropriate levels of education and training responsive
to the well-being and needs of the communities of the South Pacific’.
For that purpose, the university adopted the structure of broad
developmental schools rather than the conventional departmental or
faculty structure. The three founding schools were the Schools of
Natural Resources, Education, and Social and Economic Development.

The philosophy of social science teaching was essentially
pragmatic and utilitarian, to prepare students for careers in the region’s
public service as economists, sociologists, administrators, school teachers,
to give them some understanding of the social and economic
characteristics of the South Pacific region. Political awareness of the
students was a part of the academic mission, to make them ‘more
effective, balanced and understanding participants in what will inevitably
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be the quickening pace of political development in the countries of the
region’. Broad cultural development of the individual was recognised,
along with the need for some specific disciplinary training ‘to a level that
would be acceptable for graduate courses elsewhere’. But these objectives
were secondary, and graduate training intended for a select few. The
emphasis on content, as opposed to the process of learning, was
understandable in the context, but it also deprived us of a deeper
introduction, a theoretical probing, of the disciplines we were studying.
We ‘did’ history, acquired the relevant information and learnt the facts,
but knew virtually nothing about the discipline’s philosophy or
methodology, the foundations of historiography. That kind of
knowledge, so necessary at the postgraduate level, indeed taken for
granted, had to be acquired privately, painfully, in a haphazard way. And
gaps remain.

Public engagement with the important issues of the day was
exciting and interesting and important, no doubt; but sometimes it
took over to the point where scholarship became a diversion. It is a
tension found in the universities of most developing countries in
Africa and the Caribbean. It is hard to remain a neutral, detached
observer of your own society caught in the ferment of change. There
is an obligation and a responsibility to speak up, to show your hand
when it matters. I understand that. Had [ remained in Fiji, I have no
doubt that I, too, would be a part-time academic dabbling full-time in
politics. Yet, a certain regret gnaws at the heart about the missed
opportunities to produce enduring, fundamental scholarship which
the university was so centrally situated to produce, making it the
premier centre of Pacific learning. And now, with the uncertainties
and anxieties spawned by the coups and the exodus of staff and the
best graduate students, the gap widens.

All this is a repudiation of the promise the university represented
when it first started. There was a genuine commitment to excellence
then, to seeing the experiment of higher learning succeed, just as there
was a commitment among Fiji’s leaders to sceing the fledgling
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experiment of a newly independent multiracial democracy succeed. We
had something to ‘prove’, that we could be just as good as our
counterparts elsewhere. Periodic reviews and assessments by
internationally distinguished academics lauded our performance. We,
both the staff and the students, felt proud. But once our standards were
vindicated, we slipped, became complacent, generally indifferent to
outside perceptions, arrogant about our accomplishments. And the
Fijian turmoil has traumatised the spirit that informed our idealism and
our unbounded youthful optimism about the possibility of unlimited
progressive change. So much potential, so little of it realised. The
commitment has gone, at least for now. Erstwhile colleagues now ask
me about jobs overseas. In many cases their families have already gone.

The University of the South Pacific was where I began my
intellectual journey. For that reason, a certain deep and intense
nostalgia about the place remains. I want my alma mater to flourish,
to be the shining light on the hill. I want its students to take their
rightful place in the international community of scholars. That is my
private dream. But the overwhelming emotion is one of loss and
betrayal of promise, sharpened by the passage of time and my own
experience of other places. The absence of those who were there at the
beginning of my hopeful journey 30 years ago magnifies those missed
opportunities.
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