Indenture Dialogue

Vol. 2(1)- 2022  © Girmit Partners www.girmit.ac.fj editor@girmit.ac.fj

Raymond Pillai’s Adhuuraa Sapnaa: Reimagining Girmit and
Homeland

Khemendra Kumar
Subashni Kumar
Satish Chand

To cite this article: Kumar, Khemendra, Subashni Kumar, & Satish Chand.
(2025). ‘Raymond Pillai's Adhuuraa Sapnaa: Reimagining Girmit and Home-
land’, Indenture Dialogue, Vol. 5: 31-39. http://girmit.ac.fj/wp-
content/uploads/ID-2025/kumar.pdf

Date Published: 31 December 2025

Other articles in this volume: https://girmit.ac.fj/current-issue/
Editorial Board: https://girmit.ac.fj/editorial-board/

Notes for Contributors: https://girmit.ac.fj/notes-for-contributors-2/

Abstract
This paper examines the literary contributions of Raymond Pillai, a pi-
oneering Indo-Fijian writer, through the lens of his bilingual play
Adhuuraa Sapnaa (Shattered Dreams). Drawing on Vijay Mishra’s
concept of Girmit Ideology and theories of home and diaspora by critics
such as John McLeod and Salman Rushdie, the paper explores how Pil-
lai reinterprets the Girmit experience not as a nostalgic return to the
past but as an urgent engagement with the present realities of Indo-
Fijians in post-independence Fiji. Through the protagonist of the play,
Pillai foregrounds the themes of displacement, institutional marginali-
sation, and the contested meaning of citizenship, while challenging en-
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trenched narratives about Indo-Fijian loyalty, belonging, and national
identity. This paper argues that Adhuuraa Sapnaa is both a historical
redress and a creative intervention in Fiji’s collective memory. Pillai
reimagines Girmit consciousness with an underlying exploration of
homeland.
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Introduction

Raymond Pillai occupies a distinctive place in Fiji’s literary history as
one of the pioneer Indo-Fijian writers in English. His contemporaries are
Satendra Nandan and Subramani. Educated in Fiji and Australia, Pillai pursued
an academic career at the University of the South Pacific, joining a group of
emergent writers who rode the postcolonial wave and attempted to ‘write
back’. Mana, a literary journal dedicated to promoting Pacific literary works,
provided these writers with a platform to test and refine their voices. Pillai was
a regular contributor to this journal, dabbling in poetry and short fiction. Soon,
he established himself as a poet, a short-story writer, and a playwright.

Pillai achieved international recognition when his short story, The Cele-
bration, appeared in the anthology Story Wallah! A Celebration of South Asian
Fiction in 2004. The short story found space alongside the works of Anita De-
sai, K.S. Maniam, M.G. Vassanji, Hanif Kureishi, Salman Rushdie, and other
prominent writers of Indian origin. And it is this short story that launched Fiji-
an literature in English on the global stage, consequently earning him a reputa-
tion as a fine short-story writer. In praise, Stanley Atherton and Satendra Nan-
dan, in their introduction to Creative Writing from Fiji (1985), acknowledge
Pillai’s creative writing achievements.

Pillai started writing fiction as early as 1969. His poems and short sto-
ries appeared in journals and magazines in Fiji and New Zealand. Subramani, a
literary critic and a writer, saw Pillai as ‘a skilful writer’ whose stories gave the
‘impression of logical discourse carried out in fictional form’ (South Pacific
Literature 102). Pillai’s stories ‘abound in maxims, adages, epigrams and aph-
orisms’ (Subramani 102). However, Subramani also highlights Pillai’s use of a
‘conventional plot and language’ (98) borrowed from the literary tradition of
‘epical fiction’ (Subramani 97) such as the Panchatantra, an ancient Indian
collection of fables, or the European fabliau.

Another obvious aspect is writing as a second-language user and using
Western literary sensibilities. Subramani comments that Pillai’s writing shows
‘the skilled non-native speaker’s fondness for balanced statements, repartee,
literary phraseology, litotes, witty observations and irony’ (Subramani 97). The
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stories resulting from a pastiche of Indian and Western literary sensibilities de-
pict a ‘microcosm of Indian life’ in Fiji from a subaltern perspective as an In-
do-Fijian (Subramani 105).

As a pioneer Indo-Fijian writer, Pillai explores various themes and voic-
es. In a conference paper titled Prose Fiction in Fiji: A Question of Direction
(1979), Pillai challenges the homogenous classification of Fijian literature
based on Western standards. According to a post-colonial critic, Jennifer Bryn-
ard, Western critics tend to ‘ignore the plurality of people, interests and the
contexts that exist in the developing world” (178). Could one capture the plu-
rality of Fijian literature under one umbrella? Pillai believed in pluralism. His
creative output reflects his argument. Although many would see Pillai as the
voice of the Indo-Fijians, that voice is not singular. His voice reflects the plu-
rality of the Indo-Fijians, encompassing diverse religious, social, economic,
and geographical backgrounds, among many other differences within Indo-
Fijian society. Stan Atherton comments that ‘Pillai’s fictional world reflects
the society of Fiji’s Indians, originally indentured sugar cane workers who now
account for more than half the country’s population’ (73).

From writing in English, Pillai pursued his craft in his mother tongue,
Fiji Hindi. His effort resulted in the play Adhuuraa Sapnaa, which he translat-
ed into English as Shattered Dreams. The play was first staged in Wellington,
New Zealand, in 1993. Both versions appear in Beyond Ceremony: An Anthol-
ogy of Drama from Fiji (2001). Later, the play was adapted into a feature film,
Adhura Sapna (2007), directed by Vimal Reddy. With such varied literary
achievements, Pillai became a literary trendsetter in Fiji. The University of the
South Pacific appointed him Writer-in-Residence in 2002. If only time had
been on his side, he would have written longer prose fiction. His untimely de-
mise in 2007 left a void in Fiji’s literary landscape.

The Girmit experience finds a special place in the works of Indo-Fijian
writers. Vijay Mishra, a literary critic and scholar from Fiji, claims a sublimi-
nal connection between the indentured consciousness and Pillai’s fiction (‘In-
do-Fijian Fiction and the Girmit Ideology’ 177). Pioneer Indo-Fijian writers,
such as Satendra Nandan, overtly utilize Girmit consciousness, and the Girmit
experience therefore becomes central to postcolonial deconstruction and cri-
tique. While his contemporaries approached the Girmit legacy with a historical
bent, Pillai departs from this stance. Instead, he interrogates how the psychic
scars of indenture intersect with current struggles for recognition, equality, and
belonging.

Pillai’s fiction presupposes the occurrence of some form of psychic
fragmentation, but it also shows a concern for the reconstruction of the present.
Thus, Pillai takes a self-conscious polemical departure from the ideological
structure of Girmit Ideology. Pillai is not overly concerned with the past, nor is
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he particularly haunted by the Girmit past. He attempts to transmute the initial
uprooting into contexts where old contradictions must come to terms with the
new realities of independent Fiji. This effort is seen in his works, where Pillai
reframes this legacy, proposing that redemption and legitimacy in the national
narrative can emerge not through blood sacrifice but through the metaphorical
‘sweat and blood’ of agricultural toil and community resilience.

Reframing Girmit Ideology

Vijay Mishra’s theory of Girmit Ideology positions Girmit conscious-
ness as a foundational, if often subliminal, force in Indo-Fijian writing. In his
essay, he argues that Indo-Fijian fiction has to be evaluated against the ideolog-
ical ‘base’ of the Girmit Ideology (171). Girmit Ideology results from a ‘con-
sciousness moulded from the experience of some forty years of servitude’ dur-
ing the Indian indenture experience in Fiji. Mishra believes that the historical
experience took root in the minds of Indian labourers during their period of in-
denture in Fiji. With the hope of better opportunities, the laborers formed a
utopian notion of a promised land where their aspirations would be fulfilled.
However, the recruitment practice, the dreadful crossing of kalapani, and the
drudgery of plantation life and coolie lines eventually wilted the dreams of a
promised land. This collective experience, according to Mishra, is akin to the
‘failed millennial quest’ (171). Although one might see Mishra’s assertion as
reductive and simplistic, he makes a compelling argument that the ‘failed mil-
lennial quest’ is a product of the indenture experience. He supports this claim
with examples from the works of Satendra Nandan, Subramani, Raymond Pil-
lai, and later Sudesh Mishra and Mohit Prasad.

Each writer mentioned here approaches Girmit Ideology on their own
accord. Pillai also uses the Girmit Ideology. However, he tries to resist the ten-
dency to mythologise indenture. Instead, his fiction ‘demystifies’ Girmit by
situating it in relation to contemporary inequities. He probes land lease expiry,
ethnic discriminatin in civil service promotion practices, and the racialised pol-
itics of nationhood. His approach to Girmit Ideology is most apparent in his
play Adhuuraa Sapnaa.

Adhuuraa Sapnaa effectively captures the Girmit ideology. This play
appears in the collection of plays in Beyond Ceremony: An Anthology of Dra-
ma from Fiji (2001). Mohit Prasad, a prominent contemporary Indo-Fijian
writer, in introducing the play, writes that the play highlights the ‘perennial is-
sues of life in Fiji’ faced by Indo-Fijians (Prasad, 2001: 192). The issue is the
persistent pursuit and the subsequent failure of millennial dreams: first by the
girmitiyas, then by the Indo-Fijians.

Through Sambhu, the play’s protagonist, Pillai highlights the sad pre-
dicament of Indo-Fijians. Sambhu desires to reincarnate the Girmit experience
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by investing in a farm. It is a clear signal of reviving the failed millennial
dream of his ancestors, a reclamation of Indo-Fijian contribution to Fiji’s de-
velopment. Sambhu believes the only way to make a proper claim to Fijian na-
tionhood is by reincarnating the Girmit experience. To him, this means enact-
ing the Girmit plantation life, except that whereas the original girmitiyas could
not achieve their millennial dreams, in Sambhu’s re-enactment, the children of
girmitiyas do realise their dreams, resulting in equal status in the nation-state.
Here, the Indo-Fijians no longer occupy the marginal space; rather, they garner
an equal footing in the nation’s collective history.

Pillai also challenges the notion of ‘blood sacrifice’. He challenges the
notion that shedding blood for the nation does not place one group above the
others. For Sambhu, sweat and toil on the land replace blood sacrifice. Mishra
states: ‘Nations demand blood libations; those unable to offer them will be
doomed to impartial belonging, never fully “owning” the nation’ (The Litera-
ture of the Indian Diaspora 37). He further presumes that Indians will remain
in the diaspora because they cannot die for a cause (Mishra 37).

The value of blood was amplified during World War II when Ratu
Sukuna, the leader of the iTaukeis then, said, ‘Fijians will never be recognised
unless our blood is shed first’ (Lal, Broken Waves 120). World War II offered
iTaukei Fijians an opportunity to display their loyalty to the British Crown.
Pennfather, the Advisor on Native Affairs in 1943, claimed that there is no
“finer native in the Empire, physically and morally, than a Fijian and there cer-
tainly is not a more loyal one, as has been proved by their wonderful war ef-
fort” (Lal 135). In contrast, Indians in Fiji staged a significant revolt during
World War 11, against unequal treatment in society, lesser wages, and poor
conditions compared to Europeans. ‘Equal pay, equal worth, equal risk’ be-
came the principle of Indian participation (Lal 120). The colonial government
formed a firm opinion that Indians were disloyal. As a result, Indians are de-
nied recognition during celebrations of national achievements. Their claim to
nationhood in Fiji becomes questionable.

Sambhu suffers from this continued colonial discrimination at the pre-
sent time. Sambhu, while working as a government clerk, feels more like a
slave who was born to follow orders. Immured in a trivial round of duty, Sam-
bhu finds himself voiceless, like a subaltern. Thus, comes his outburst: ‘In the
government I had to listen to a thousand people. One boss says do this, another
boss says do that. Who do you listen to?” (Pillai 262). He feels he is denied
promotion because he is Indo-Fijian. Sambhu forms the opinion that the efforts
of Indo-Fijians are ignored. He declares, ‘And even if you kill yourself work-
ing, you don’t get a promotion. I worked for so long I knew every inch of the
department. That’s how experienced I was. But what happened in the end?’
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(Pillai 262). His rhetoric directly challenges narratives that marginalise Indo-
Fijians as outsiders or ‘ungrateful immigrants.’

At the same time, Pillai’s play interrogates the risks of romanticising
hardship, showing how the current political realities, ethno-nationalist rhetoric,
and entrenched ethnic divisions thwart Sambhu’s aspirations. Sambhu intends
to claim his nationhood through ‘sweat and blood’ (Pillai, ‘Adhuuraa Sapnaa’
260), just like his ancestors from India. Sambhu shares with Minla, ‘Some-
times in the office I used to think that we Indians were brought here to toil in
the fields’ (Pillai 260). Toiling in the fields is seen as an act of redemption by
Sambhu. For farmers, ‘toil in the field” gave birth to a ‘Doctor, lawyer, pilot,
magistrate’ (Pillai 260). Pillai counters Mishra’s claim of a ‘failed millennial
quest’ here. For Pillai, indenture itself offered Indians an avenue to fulfill their
dreams and progress in a country other than India, where they would have led a
miserable life. And in Fiji, many if not all found relative success. According to
Burton, many ‘coolies’, once freed from any bonds, accumulated reasonable
wealth through ‘thrift and enterprise’ (Burton 311). In his article, Fiji Indians:
A Historical Perspective, Ahmed Ali expressed similar views as that of Burton.
He states that economic and occupational diversification led to the ‘inexorable
economic march of Fiji Indians’ (Ali 12). The most notable development was
in education and schooling. In five decades, the ‘descendants of unlettered’
girmitiyas comprised 72 percent of the university graduates in Fiji in 1968 (Ali
13). With academic achievements, Indo-Fijians were able to occupy the ranks
of the civil service and the private sector. Pillai highlights Indo-Fijians’ ac-
complishments in Sambhu’s outburst, ‘But look at us now, what heights we
have reached!” (Pillai 260). Sambhu attributes this success to the ‘hard labour
of farmers, through their sweat and blood’ of the girmitiyas (Pillai 260).

Home, Homeland, and the Diasporic Imaginary

The concept of home in Adhuuraa Sapnaa is deeply layered. Drawing on
John McLeod’s theorisation, Pillai positions ‘home’ as both a physical site
(land, shelter, security) and a mental construct shaped by loss, longing, and
displacement. McLeod argues that ‘to be “at home” is to occupy a location
where we are welcome, where we can be with people very much like our-
selves’ (210). As a static concept, home in mental construction is a fixed place
dedicated to the past without regard to where one lives right now. This tradi-
tional idea implies that people define their identity according to their roots. In
this sense, McLeod argues, ‘The concept of “home” often performs an im-
portant function in our lives. It ... [gives] us a sense of our place in the world.
It tells us where we originated from and where we belong’ (210). Sambhu’s re-
turn to a farmland in Sigatoka, his birthplace, embodies McLeod’s notion of
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home. His vegetable farm embodies the millennial dream of land ownership,
yet its insecure lease mirrors the instability of Indo-Fijian claims to belonging.
The absence of a homeland often defines a diaspora. Homeland means
‘desh’ compared to all other lands, which are foreign or ‘Videsh’ in Hindi.
Videsh is a source of homesickness. Salman Rushdie, in his essay ‘Imaginary
Homelands,” writes:
It may be that writers in my position, exiles or emigrants or expat-
riates, are haunted by some sense of loss, some urge to reclaim, to
look back, even at the risk of being mutated into pillars of salt. But
if we do look back, we must also do so in the knowledge—which
gives rise to profound uncertainties—that our physical alienation
from India almost inevitably means that we will not be capable of
reclaiming precisely the thing that was lost; not actual cities or vil-
lages, but invisible ones, imaginary homelands, Indias of our mind.
(Rushdie 18)

Rushdie’s notion of ‘Imaginary Homelands’ is relevant here. Sambhu’s
‘homecoming’ to the farmland in Sigatoka after leaving his civil service job in
Suva is ultimately a projection based on the past narrative. It is a fantasy that
cannot withstand the current pressures of institutional bias and political exclu-
sion. Milna, the wife of Sambhu, plays a foil to the protagonist. She offers a
counter-perspective. According to her, Girmit and its symbolic weight are ir-
relevant; her gaze turns outward toward migration, underscoring generational
divides in diasporic consciousness.

Minla, much younger and less educated than Sambhu, views Girmit as a
past event and meaningless to replicate. To her, ‘Girmit day are gone. What
have we to do with that?’ (Pillai 260). While Sambhu sees leaving a govern-
ment job in Suva and returning to farmland in Sigatoka as a ‘homecoming’,
Milna considers it reckless. Trapped in the daily chaos of the village, her mar-
riage to the much older widower Sambhu is an escape plan to enjoy city life.
Sadly, her initial plan flops, but she soon desires to migrate to Canada. She is
pessimistic that nothing good will come out of renewing the land lease: ‘Why
are you bashing your head for nothing over the piece of land? Just you watch,
in the end the Fijians will put this land into reserve and you’ll be left sitting
here’ (Pillai 264). Sambhu disregards the foreseeable. In the end, Sambhu’s in-
tentions and dreams remain unrealised. What transpires between Sambhu and
others leads to his dreams, analogous to the dreams of the girmitiya millenni-
als, being shattered. The play ends tragically with bloodshed, violence, and su-
icide. Pillai points out that no efforts at renewal or revival of the past would
change the outcome of the past.
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Conclusion

Adhuuraa Sapnaa is both a memorial and a critique. Pillai honours the
resilience of the girmitiyas while confronting the enduring structures that keep
Indo-Fijians on the margins of national recognition. His work enriches the col-
lective history of Fiji by documenting Indo-Fijian struggles and aspirations, yet
it refuses to romanticise the past. In doing so, Pillai presents a vision of Indo-
Fijian identity rooted not in nostalgia but in the ongoing struggle for equality,
land, and a sense of belonging.
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