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          And have you too been trudging like that, sometimes 
             almost forgetting how wondrous the world is 
               and how miraculously kind some people can be? 
                                                                       Mary Oliver (2009) 
 
                    Where Illusions exist truth does not…. 

 
 

When St. Pope John Paul II visited Fiji in 1986 and remarked that the 
Pacific Island state was ‘how the world should be’, Fiji’s multicultural com-
munity, of less than half a million people, responded to his words with rever-
ence and gratitude. The Pope’s proclamation was a bit like the mantra, ‘Para-
dise is a myth; Nepal is a reality’. For people on all sides in Fiji, speaking dif-
ferent languages, and following diverse faiths, it was a portentous thing for the 
Pope to have said about a small dot in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. The 
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‘small dot’ consists of the 332 islands and 522 smaller islets, about 106 are 
permanently inhabited. The total land size is 18,272 km2 (7,055 sq mi) of these 
green and golden islands of unusual splendour and complexity. 

. That Fiji was making meaning for itself and for the world, seemed, in 
retrospect, like a bizarre claim when the following year, in 1987, the islands 
experienced the first of a series of military coups, mounted by men of religious 
faith, driven by an indigenous supremist agenda, assuming no responsibility for 
the islands’ diverse society that Pope had admired. The anarchists with guns 
rounded up unarmed government ministers as hostages, while their supporters 
marched the streets singing glorious hymns, bearing slogans of racial vilifica-
tion. Did His Holiness make an awful faux pas? Was he deluded?  Should he 
have retracted his remark and said he had changed his mind?  

Here is how a social scientist summed up the 1987 coup: 
Until May 14, 1987, Fiji enjoyed a reputation as a model plural socie-
ty which made parliamentary democracy work well in spite of its 
knife-edge ethnic balance. The native Fijians, slightly in the minority 
(47%) to the Indians (49%), dominate the government and the mili-
tary, while the Indians dominate agriculture, business and the profes-
sions. It is the sort of division of economic and political power in 
which there is plenty for anyone to feel disgruntled about. For the 
same reason mutual distrust has been chronic state of relations; but 
animosity never flared up beyond occasional pushing and shoving to 
anything remotely like the violence of similarly structured societies 
in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka. This has remained true even dur-
ing the aftermath of May 14 in which the military stole power from 
the Indian dominated coalition which won its first election in seven-
teen years since independence.3 

 
So, did the Pontiff’s divine eyes not foresee signs of things to come, that 

paradise can lose its innocence so quickly?  Is it possible what he had said got 
lost in translation? Whether he had said,  Fiji is the way the world should be, or 
Fiji is a symbol of hope for the world, does not matter because neither the 
memory of his visit, nor  his praise for the islands,  has faded into the distant 
past yet, and as the subject of Truth and Reconciliation has  come into the pub-
lic sphere again in 2024, it is an appropriate time to re-examine that vision. The 
reflection in this essay is also prompted by regional wars flaring up in many 
parts of the world, threatening to form a global conflagration. In these ominous 

 
3 In the present paper, the currently used terms iTaukei refers to ‘native Fijian’ and ‘ 
Indo-Fijian’ for Indians. 
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circumstances, can new myths be created to unite the human species, based on 
Fijian archetypes? 

The followers of the Pope’s faith promptly responded to dissenters, who 
described his claim as obscurantist, by maintaining that more than anything 
else, his words expressed a vision, a prayer and a petition that all humans in-
stinctively carry within their heart, of a happy, idyllic state of existence in a 
promised land. They rightfully argued that logic or reason alone cannot explain 
everything. As the 13th century mystic poet Rumi had asserted, ‘There is no 
proof of the soul.’ Moreover, the Pope was speaking from a different concep-
tion of time, possibly the messianic time, that sees past, present and future as 
parts of the eternal; his insight was freed of past and present actions of humans. 
Therefore, the coups ought to be viewed as satellite  events in the totality of 
time. Paradise isn’t lost because of the folly of a handful of shortsighted 
strongmen. In any case, the Pope’s statement doesn’t imply that everything is 
resolved, or all questions have been answered.  

Therefore, from this perspective, ordinary human beings, because of er-
ror or ignorance, unfortunately, do not understand their own positive potentials 
and the possibilities in Lord’s creation. Fiji’s history has shown that the possi-
bilities in our world are incalculable. One of the possibilities is diversity, the 
way the entire planet is divinely ordained. What had failed in Fiji is not multi-
ethnicity – the coups didn’t mean the end of coexistence and interaction of hu-
man beings; rather they signalled the temporary triumph of the colonial scheme 
of divided communities, each pursuing their separate affairs. And, at the same 
time, the failure of the West’s modernist projects of progress, enlightenment 
and liberalism; human ideas that do not necessarily correspond to how the 
world is fundamentally constituted. As the Italian philosopher, Maurizio Ferra-
ris, remarks on altering the world: 

We cannot change the world (or people, for that matter) at will –that 
is why change is so hard to achieve…. With the same gesture with 
which it resists us, it also gives us access to the greatest and only pos-
itivity at our disposal: that is, the background …from which sensa-
tions, imagination, thinking, memory, expectations, fear and hope 
arise. Indeed, from its very negativity this world unfolds all possibili-
ties, in accordance with Hamlet’s saying that there are more things 
between heaven and earth than dreamt of in our philosophies. 

 
Hamlet’s musing is an adequate response to sceptics (among them histo-

rians and sociologists) who readily dismissed the Pope’s words as unworldly 
and, in the end, misleading. Ferraris reminds us that there is a Reality that ex-
ists independently of the reasoning or knowing mind, that the world is not con-
structed entirely according to mankind’s conceptual schemes; there is a reality 
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that we all perceive, and there are also many possible worlds, that sometimes 
certain fiction writers, in particular, can imagine and bring to our notice.  Writ-
ers of fiction can add new kind of clarity to the subject of apparent and possible 
worlds (so long as they do not assume they can reconstruct reality like they are 
able to invent a work of art).  Ferraris’ view that the final Reality (our rich re-
source) sets limit to human interference, requires a different kind of language 
to probe the possibilities and opportunities that subsist beyond human thought 
and logic. Similarly, a different perspective must be sought to address the 
Pope’s implicit disquisition into what kind of world we wish to live in. He 
planted a transcendent vision, opposed to the modern dream of heaven on earth 
through economic or material progress. That transcendent Reality is nothing so 
murky that humans can’t grasp intuitively; it can be explained as  the immense 
field of cosmic activities, manifested in the gross elements, life airs, and pri-
mordial forms of material energy. This is the only certainty there is. Human be-
ings act upon this with their will, desire, aversion, mindfulness and joy. 

What gives support to the belief that there is a more profound Reality 
that resists certain human transgression, and minor or major turmoil in the 
physical world, is that after a coup or a cyclone, life in Fiji returns to what it 
was within a few months (despite the shocking discovery that things may not 
be what it had seemed). The islands are green and golden once again, and the 
Creator’s effulgence takes over, so that an outsider visiting Fiji asks ingenu-
ously, ‘Where was your coup, then?’  

Of course, no one should underestimate the enormity of what had hap-
pened, the myriads of injustices and suffering caused by the coups. Many poor 
farmers, evicted from the land where they had toiled all their life, were left 
derelict, feeling betrayed and disinherited. The more fortunate citizens, who 
had the means, found ways to settle overseas. Between 1879 and 1920, sixty 
thousand indentured Indians were recruited by the British to work in Fiji’s sug-
ar plantation; after 1987, as many left Fiji’s shores to live in Australia, New 
Zealand and North America. We simply cannot underplay the tragedy. The 
mental and physical agony has been real. The jostle to leave the country at the 
peak of the coups, the melee at the embassies and airports, and the ingenious 
means many families found to leave the country-- the heart-breaking details of 
the whole exodus story -  must find a fitting narrative to dramatize. And equal-
ly importantly, assess the rupture this migration caused to the quality of life in 
Fiji. 

Yet, surprisingly, there was no widespread resentment, or demand for 
forgiveness. No one carried rancour in one’s heart for too long; just as, sensi-
bly, there was no armed resistance movement against the might of the military. 
That would have certainly been catastrophic. The resistance was essentially in 
the psyche. Not much has been written or said about the heroic qualities of the 
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people who have remained relatively unperturbed by life’s reversal, displayed 
unusual level of emotional balance, calm and optimism. Indo-Fijians from the 
diaspora continue to visit their ‘perfect place’ to see friends and relative, attend 
weddings and funerals.  Fiji is more than just a country of origin for them. 

Despite the many traumas, rebuilding begins almost instinctively in all 
sectors of Fijian society, to return their country to what it was before a calamity 
happened. Driven by the Pope’s vision, a small group of Columban missionar-
ies, for instance, started a People for Intercultural Awareness Programme: they 
‘arranged for Indo-Fijian lay leaders to live for a while in Fijian villages and 
indigenous Fijian seminarians during their pastoral year with Indian families 
for four to five months … facilitated reflection on these experiences to ensure 
the participants learnt from them’. Similarly, various inter-faith groups and 
other civic organizations also prioritized their work in the direction of reconcil-
iation and harmony.  

Nearly two decades earlier, well before the coups, two writers, one Indo-
Fijian prose writer and the other an indigenous iTaukei poet, posed a challenge 
for themselves to create a story each from the point-of-view of ‘the other side’. 
The result was a short story called ‘No Man’s Land’ and a creative essay 
‘Across the Fence’. In the short story, the young iTaukei protagonist from a 
housing settlement, takes a bus to participate in a race-orientated demonstration 
in the city. For the lone figure, the disorienting ride on the bus develops into a 
search for his raison d’etre;  a journey of unsettling discovery of the self. The 
story, ironically and unpredictably, ends in the feeling of being let down, cul-
minating in a petty act of violence. After the 1987 coups, many identical jour-
neys were made, all leading to similar disillusionment. The poet, on the other 
hand, took on the assigned task by reading relevant literature, and imaginative-
ly engaging himself in the suffering and struggle of characters who were 
strangers to him. The undertaking evolves into a means of fighting stereotypes 
and examining his own limited perceptions. From the poet’s heightened sensi-
tivity and exalted language emerges what the ordinary mind normally fails to 
grasp. ‘Across the Fence’ has won acclaim as a classic piece of writing about 
the power of empathy in Fijian literature. The poet’s exploration of literature 
leads him to define the role of writers: ‘…creative writers will enter into those 
private worlds to illuminate for us dimensions of human existence other than 
the racial or political. The range and depth of their entry and expression will be 
the measure of how far they have transcended their boundary situations’. Thus, 
literature, in the poet’s world-view, is about seeing one’s self in relation to oth-
ers, and imagining the way the world should to be. In its broodings, poetry has 
the power to penetrate what Ferraris referred to as the preternatural Reality. 

These two pieces of writing demonstrate the intuitive and, indeed, the 
‘prophetic’ power of literature. The latter is not necessarily revealing the future 
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events precisely, rather the general trajectory of life as a warning to society. 
While postcolonial politics continue to promote partisan participation in social 
life, this example of literary collaboration demonstrates the possibilities in 
working together to create important art and making the nation. 

In the story of human evolution, friendship (that is, a class of relationship 
beyond the family), has been an adaptive attribute that supported survival and 
contributed to happiness of the species. Friendship with all beings has constitu-
tive relation to that Reality that pre-existed our birth and continue after death.  

In the large corpus of literature written by outsiders, there is little that 
can be called memorable depiction of friendship between the iTaukei and Indo-
Fijian communities. Instead, what is familiar is the orientalising tendency 
(with something of the Pope’s utopian longing in it). There are writings with 
explicit vituperative tone, intended to expose animosity rather than amity or 
cordiality, in the communities, as in this example, often-quoted opening to a 
story written by an internationally renowned author in 1957; it praises the idyl-
lic quality of islands and castigates the immigrant population for their intrusive 
behaviour: 

It is almost impossible to like the Indians of Fiji. They are suspicious, 
vengeful, whining, unassimilated, provocative aliens, in a land where 
they have lived for more than seventy years. They hate everyone: 
black natives, white Englishmen, brown Polynesians and friendly 
Americans. They will not marry Fijians, whom they despise. They 
avoid English ways, which they abhor. They cannot be depended upon 
to support necessary government policies. Above all, they are surly 
and unpleasant. It is possible for a traveller to spend a week in Fiji 
without ever seeing an Indian smile. 

The strident note in the reaction of the Indo-Fijian poet is not unexpected: 
We don’t wear upon our sleeve 
That damaging star of shame. 
But need we symbols to believe 
We’re Jews in all but name. 

 
Most Fijian writers, however, have accepted the fact that the West has its 

own problem about how it sees the world, and their responsibility is to create 
their own narratives from the inside. They refuse to see themselves as power-
less victims or confining their writing to ethnic stories. That would never be 
liberating. What they have achieved is singular, considering the fact that  liter-
acy came relatively late to the islands. The Christian missionaries established 
the first printing press in 1837 and started their educational programme in se-
lected communities. The government and local communities joined in and built 
schools and colleges open to all communities.  At the time of political inde-
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pendence in 1970, a vibrant local intelligentsia appeared on the scene, and 
from them historians and fiction writers began to claim a distinctive voice. 
This was seen as quite remarkable for ‘a small dot’ in the Pacific Ocean. It is 
said that in 1987, Fiji had one of the most educated, multiethnic, parliaments in 
the region, that included Australia and New Zealand. Predictably, this unsettled 
the traditional leadership in the country (a reason posited for the coups). 

Writing in Fiji surpassed the expectations of the colonial masters, who 
only needed clerks and simple bureaucrats, and not intellectuals, certainly not 
literary scholars, who would set about reconstructing their history from the in-
side and creating their own subversive  fictions. It is true, in the beginning eth-
ic stories dominated Fijian literature, but soon writers discovered the symbolic 
power of the written word for making narratives about the Fijian nation - never 
a continuous process. This required turning way from conventional ivory ac-
counts of the past, and excavating repressed histories, and uncovering stories in 
the borderland between history and invented stories.  

A couple of epiphanic episodes from the earliest history gave a literary 
scholar and a historian the opportunity to reconstitute narratives that reveal that 
events in history aren’t all disordered and chaotic but have important inherent 
meaning awaiting retrieval. The two enquiries into uncollated history, surpris-
ingly, brought to light liberating accounts of amity and concord.  

The literary scholar revisits the first indenture ship that transported 580 
Indians to Fiji in 1879. The ship departed from Calcutta on 3 March 1879 and 
arrived at Levuka, Fiji, on 14 May the same year. The researcher finds that 
commingling with the Indians, sharing their ordeals on board, are five 
iTaukeis, hired as cleaners in Calcutta, who speak fluent Hindi, form friendship 
with the indentured labourers, presumably telling them about the beauty of 
their islands and friendliness of the indigenous people (in the absence of doc-
umentary evidence, it is for the creative writer to imaginatively reconstruct 
their conversations). In the literary scholar’s imagination, the ship readily be-
comes a metaphor for the nation where each ethnic group is subtly engaged in 
the history of the other group.   

The second episode is centred around the wreck of the immigrant ship 
Syria, on the Nasilai reef, within Fiji waters, at 8.30 pm, 11 May 1884.  In this 
instance also the investigator goes about collating inter-related data he needs to 
reconstruct his chronicle – fifty-six immigrants and three seamen drowned, the 
acting colonial secretary, the Nasilai village chief and men become involved in 
the salvage operations, in the burial of the dead, and caring for the survivors, 
and their onward voyage. The historian follows journey of the surviving immi-
grants to respective plantations. He crosses the boundary between fiction and 
true chronicle to find a suitable literary structure to encase the story of death 
and near-drowning, and the trajectory of life in a new land, invoking the re-
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mark of a well-known novelist in the Indian diaspora on temporariness of 
home for immigrants, and concluding with lines by a local poet on memory, 
forgiveness, and identity. 

The two accounts illustrate the interrelatedness and interdependence of 
history and imaginative literature, and the borderlands they commonly share. 
Both fields endeavour to provide harmonious order to latent subject matter 
with unrealised potential, so that when sufficient consistency and coherence is 
achieved, the reader will be persuaded to believe in the truth of what is pre-
sented. As to the goal of such writing: it could be serving simply as archival 
evidence, or responsibility to the nation, or, let’s say, the purpose the higher 
Reality. 

An important stage in the literary history of a country is the discovery of 
the role of the imagination in its liberation (or bondage) and determining what 
is true and what is mere fabrication in society. Most of the writing at the time 
of the coups in 1987 was coming out of the only university in the country (now 
there are five institutions of higher learning). The writers employed at the first 
university were not content to be cocooned in the utopian sanctuary of academ-
ia at this time of crisis; they persuaded themselves they had a responsibility to 
generate public debate in the name of fairness and justice. In the middle of the 
crisis, a playwright produced a play, on the university campus, called The 
Monster (1987). Presented as a ‘fantasy’, the play boldly addressed the subject 
of oppression and the plight of the dispossessed and the unrepresented. The 
play seemed to have gone unnoticed by the authorities. The last thing anyone 
in the audience wanted was for the soldiers to interrupt an allegory of our life 
unfolding on the stage. Another play, by a different playwright, called Just An-
other Day (1988), staged after the curfews were lifted in Suva, gave the citi-
zens the reassurance that their troubles were indeed passing dark clouds, that 
tomorrow will be kinder, because there is a piece of goodness in each of us. 
The next morning is always as clear as ever in Fiji. 

Some years later, in an epic novel written in the vernacular Hindi (2001), 
the protagonist sets out on a pilgrimage across the islands, depending entirely 
on the goodwill of the people for his sustenance; upon his return he is able to 
say happily that wherever he travelled, in towns and villages, people were good 
to him. 

The freedom of expression was short-lived in 1987. Soon draconian laws 
were passed to end all conversation, aimed mostly at the news media. Journal-
ists were harassed and persecuted. Although literature hadn’t come under scru-
tiny of the military but, as the saying goes ‘if you hold down one thing, you 
hold down the adjoining.’ Soldiers began enrolling in classes at the university, 
in management studies and education, and fortunately did not discover litera-
ture yet. They did pick out a mildly critical review of the colonel’s biography. 
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The book reviewer was nabbed from an examination invigilating room, 
roughed up, and kept in detention for fourteen days. He came out severely dis-
oriented.  

Neither the book reviewer nor the writers of fiction posed a real threat to 
the military; the regime’s strategy was simply to instil fear. The student sol-
diers kept an eye on their teachers. An academic in the science department, ac-
cused of burning the constitution, was shoved into a car while he was on his 
way to teach his morning class, tormented through the night in a recreational 
forest, and set free in the morning with a black eye. 

Thus, there was more than just ‘shoving and pushing’. Most writers 
chose self-censorship, to be silent for the time-being. One writer remarked at 
that time, he has stopped writing stories because there was a greater fiction un-
folding in the real world; he opted to display good demeanour and be a witness 
to the travesty. He went to the city centre as a disinterested observer, leaving 
behind his pen, picking up a camera instead, and joined the civilians, who a 
year ago had watched the Pope blessing the crowd; now they were witnessing 
something more spectacular: military men in war uniform, hymn singing sup-
porters marching on the main street, children fantasizing about being soldiers 
and shooting down their enemies (during the coup of the year 2000, the shoe-
shine boys abandoned their business to join the anarchists who had taken over 
the Parliament House). The writer’s camera captured the disconnected mo-
ments, linked them to the history in his memory, stored them securely for fu-
ture stories.  

The narratives the writers were making in silence, surfaced together in a 
collaborative work, With hear nerve and sinew: Post-coup writing from Fiji 
(1997). The publication of the book coincided with the promulgation of a new 
constitution that guaranteed freedom of expression. The anthology affirmed 
that creative flow in Fijian society had only been temporarily impeded, that 
creativity is the true nature of the unchanging Reality, always active and dy-
namic everywhere at the transcendent level. The impediments were simply 
‘unnatural thwarting’. Seeking a better world is seldom possible without set-
backs and epistemic doubts. The conversations that the regime attempted to 
end, had to resume one day; the book With hear nerve and sinew can be 
viewed as a report on how writers (post-coup) have been explaining, debating 
and defining reality, and why the writer’s intuition is necessary to explore what 
the intellect is sometimes powerless to access in the totality of things. 

Creative writers, aware of the possibilities in fables, fantasy and the 
power of imagery, can intuit how stories we tell about real life sometimes 
reaches to the level of allegory. In considering Fiji as a symbol of hope, we are 
in the vicinity of the parable that depicts for us the adage, ‘we are not what we 
could be, but we could be what we are not’. The affinity between actuality and 
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possibility is discernible to the creative imagination that is receptive to the re-
storative or redemptive power in the plot of real-life allegory, revealed allu-
sively in life’s riddles. This is shown in the stories of Fiji’s modern time usurp-
ers of power, whose eventual downfall from a position of illusory triumph into 
failure and ignominy approximates an allegory that conveys obscure or ambig-
uous meaning through symbolic figures and events (in our story, it isn’t easy to 
separate the tragic from the absurd or the ludicrous).  

‘Fiji is an international enigma’, observes and eminent leader of a long-
time opposition party; he had migrated to Australia a few years before the tur-
moil in the islands. The great enigma is, despite repeated takeover of democrat-
ically elected government by the coup plotters, as we have noted, there hasn’t 
been widespread resistence or taking up of arms, like in the rest of the world 
where similar insurrections have taken place. Whether out of innate wisdom or 
sheer helplessness (it is open to multiple interpretation), the civilians main-
tained baffling patience, which, one must say, worked in their favour. 

To a perceptive reader of real-life drama, the coups would appear like an 
absorbing allegory about three transgressors – a military colonel, a hustler -
turned-renegade, and a naval commander. The initial coup monger, a third-
ranking officer in the military force, emerged from obscurity, temporarily took 
over the reins of power, and changed the course of his country’s history. The 
most ‘allegorical’ image is that of his ‘fall’: the ex-colonel positioned behind a 
huge pile of empty drinks cans and plastic bottles that he will sell for recycling 
to supplement his family’s income; as an informal waste picker, his service is 
lauded by Pacific Recycling Foundation, for helping to reduce pollution and 
contamination of soil, air and water through toxins. In this way, Fiji’s first 
coup-maker redeems himself in a real life cautionary tale. He expresses regret 
for his thoughtless action, is forgiven, and re-elected the Prime Minister of his 
country. 

The insurrectionist of the year 2000, reported to have been a loud-
mouthed juvenile, grows up to become a fast-talking entrepreneur (unawares 
metamorphosed into a desperado), impetuously and daringly, raids the parlia-
ment building with the support of the city’s rowdy thugs, takes the prime min-
ister and his government hostage for 56 days, until he and his followers are 
rounded up by the military. He is charged with treason and given death sen-
tence (later reduced to life imprisonment). In 2024, his plea for mercy was 
acepted, and given presidential pardon, after 24 years in prison, raising moral 
issues about the meaning of justice and forgiving.  

Human beings generally find inner solace in showing mercy. Mercy has 
the connotation of forgiving someone who is within our power to punish. In the 
case of a dangerous ‘enemy of the people’, ready to wreak havoc if given the 
chance --is pure, unconditional forgiveness ever possible, when it implies ‘for-
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giving the unforgiveable’? And another vexing question: isn’t the ex-renegade 
being released into a world that hasn’t changed in any basic sense, whose prac-
tices, prejudices, judgements, political and financial arrangements remain reso-
lute?  Forgiving is unavoidably compromised when it is simply legal, or is just 
an amnesty, especially at a time the country is engaged in the political project 
of seeking ‘truth and reconciliation’. This forgiveness is clearly not born out of 
generosity of spirit. 

There is yet greater irony and paradox in the political story of the com-
mander, the benevolent usurper, who carried out a silent coup for ‘the good of 
the nation’. He dismantled the authority of the traditional indigenous institu-
tions, marginalized the church that was in the forefront of the military coups in 
1987, promised a return to parliamentary democracy, and, as predicted, in 2014 
election he was sworn in as the country’s Prime Minister. He removed ethnic 
discrimination and gave equal rights to all citizen by calling everyone Fijian, 
something that the colonial government and indigenous institutions had histor-
ically opposed. For all that, after giving fifteen years of stability, he lost the 
election to the ubiquitous colonel who had started a coup culture in Fiji. The 
final image we have of the commander is being handcuffed and led out of the 
courthouse by the police, not for something ‘heroic’ like treason, but for the 
more mundane crime of abuse of office. Call it an enigma, a paradox, a mys-
tery or an absurdity – while the benign despot suffers minor ignominy, his suc-
cessor, the omnipresent colonel, is voted in, democratically, as the new head of 
the island state’s government. 

So, is this how the world should be, where the citizens harbour no malice 
or ill-will even for those whose actions have been inimical to them, remaining 
equipoised through colonial exploitation and calamities brought upon them by 
domestic tyrants? Where did such sanity come from? Do they believe within 
their heart that one day all earthily terrors will be wiped away and the world 
will be as it ought to be? It can be explained that the islands’ population, en-
during frequent fearful cyclones and unpredictable coups, have probably learnt 
through many misfortunes the futility of increasing possessions and the virtue 
of decreasing wants. Paradoxically, these catastrophes also enforced upon the 
communities the necessity of living in relative harmony together to rebuild and 
bring things to a certain level of equilibrium. At the same time any illusion 
about affluence through ‘progress’ is naturally ebbed away. The visitors who 
keep returning to ‘the friendly isles’, helping the economy to remain afloat, are 
wonderstruck seeing ‘business as usual’, and ask their local guide, puzzled, 
‘Where did you say your coup happened?’ The guide scratches his head, ‘Oh, 
that ….’ A frequently asked question in Fiji is, ‘What were you doing when 
that thing (meaning the coup) happened?’ The archetypal character from an ep-
ic novel, mentioned earlier, quips, ‘I was standing on my head (performing yo-
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ga exercises)’. 

How, then, is the Fijian bildungsroman (that would be as much about 
‘coming of age’ of the country as growth of the protagonists in the story), to be 
composed, a grand narrative that will infuse the Pontiff’s earnest prayer, activi-
ties in transcendent Reality (that do not take sides), the joys and sufferings of 
the Other, and the accumulated memory of one’s own people? 

The range of tropes we have alluded to in this ‘meditative essay’ requires 
the creative imagination of a novelist (not the limited intellect of a historian or 
a chronicler) to animate in the much anticipated ‘great Fijian novel’ that will 
encapsulate the quirky political intrigues of the last four decades, alongside the 
tangled emotional experiences of common folks. Let’s assume the novel is cen-
tred around a diplomatic endgame of which the main cast are a colonel (dis-
playing a dazzling smile beneath a black-as-night moustache); an anarchic 
skinhead; and a genial, gentlemanly despot, playing together a fateful ‘truth 
and reconciliation’ game. The novel will employ the metaphors of the epitome 
of all sports in the islands, rugby: the stratagems of backsliding, playing the 
mid-field and zone systems, laying siege at the opponent’s end, and other in-
vented tactics. Such fiction will obviously need an array of writing styles: ‘the 
Fijian pastoral’, mock heroic escapades, sacred and secular allegory, elements 
of utopia and dystopia, multiple voices and shifting perspectives – a novel in 
search of a tragic-comic resolution, along the way mingling news, travel, poli-
tics, sport, climate change, new economies, technology, and whispers of the 
end of the world. This grandiose creative template will cover the pressing is-
sues of the moment too, such as giving and forgiving, appeasement and recon-
cilement.  

Naturally laudable, such presumptuous fiction, unpredictable and tough-
minded, is theoretically possible. Even so we cannot afford to misconstrue the 
boundless staying power required to invent it; just as credible emancipation 
will not be achieved without cosmic-size inner struggle and discipline. None-
theless, we are grateful that fiction, as an art of possibility, offers even a small 
dot in the Pacific Ocean, such a phenomenal opportunity to make a masterpiece 
that has the potency to precipitate a different way of viewing and feeling in a 
probable world. 

The story that is about the interstices of all things, about the self and the 
world, is bound to be discordant and fragmented (but not without its own mu-
sic), made up of half-stories and unstable moments, giving us report on the tra-
jectory of the game, the many ways in which the players can win or perish - 
such a story will, inevitably, be seeking its own elusive plot without a precon-
ceived design. At least in fiction and creative imagination, where anything is 
possible, we can experience ‘how the world should be’, provided the vision is 
expressed in a language of sound grammar and logic that cuts through all the 
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obfuscations of methods and techniques, and conveys the message of the novel 
with precision and clarity.  

An impossible book? No more impossible than conjuring up ‘the world 
as should be’.  

And what of the reader? Well, we have to say the reader should have the 
sanity for multiple interpretations, recognizing the fact that proper and ful-
filling multicultural life entails the responsibility of seeing situations and peo-
ple from multiple perspectives. 

We have found, then, that writing is a space where resistance is possible. 
At the same time, we must admit, albeit reluctantly, that, in the end, neither 
writers nor historians can adequately understand what the universe means, to 
create those myths or visions that will unite our species. That remains our evo-
lutionary task. 

And so, must we ask the theologian, nearly four decades later, ‘Is this the 
place?’  
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