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Abstract 

Indian indentured labourers were mostly illiterate or semi-illiterate. 
Most girmitiyas could not read or understand the ‘girmit’ (Agreement), 
they signed. In Fiji, they recognised education as the key to breaking the 
vicious cycle of poverty and hardship, and for their upliftment and pro-
gress, as well as a tool for liberation. Colonial discriminatory policy 
towards girmitiyas, and the hunger for education prompted the estab-
lishment of community-led schools in Fiji. The growth of education and 
educational institutions developed during and since the girmit period 
not only transformed and empowered the girmitiyas and their descend-
ants, but also significantly contributed towards the cultural identity, so-
cial and economic mobility, and development of Fiji-Indian diaspora. 
The paper examines education as a tool in the emergence, empower-
ment and upliftment of the girmitiya. It explores the state of education, 
and the role that education played in enhancing the identity, social-
economic mobility, and development of Fiji-Indian diaspora from a his-
torical and contemporary perspective. 
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Introduction 
 

Girmitiyas who came to Fiji between 1879-1916 were exposed to British 
colonial exploitation. On arrival they were poor and at most semi-illiterate; 
most could not read or understand the ‘girmit’ (Agreement), they signed. Near-
ly two decades after their arrival, they remained illiterate. Colonial education 
policy was discriminatory. Education for children of Indian indentured labour-
ers was denied and then largely ignored by the colonial government (Gillion, 
1962; Gillion, 1977; Lal, 1992). In the face of severe adversities, they had no 
choice but to view education as an important weapon to fight poverty and es-
cape hardship, exploitation, and for their upliftment and progress. They estab-
lished their own community-led schools, struggled and sacrificed for their 
children’s education. They did succeed, got educated and became professionals 
and established a distinct identity of Fiji-Indian diaspora.  

The paper examines education as a tool in the emergence, empowerment 
and upliftment of the girmitiya. It analyses the colonial rule policy towards ed-
ucation for the girmitiya and indentured Indian labourers. The paper also ex-
plores the state of education, and the role that education played in enhancing 
the identity, social-economic mobility, and development of Fiji-Indian diaspora 
from a historical and contemporary perspective. 
 
Background of Indenture Labourers and Girmitiya in Fiji  
 

The first ship Leonidas with 463 indentured labourers from India arrived 
in Levuka in May 1879. The SS Sutlej was the last ship with 888 labourers 
from India, which arrived on 11 November 1916. The last indenture contract 
officially ended on 1 January 1920 bringing an end to the Girmit period in Fiji 
and globally. Over 60,000 Indian indentured labour migrants arrived in Fiji. 
The girmit period witnessed a phase of struggle, suffering and sacrifice, and 
hope. When the girmit contracts ended, the girmitiyas were free to go back to 
their ancestral home; nearly 40 per cent (i.e 24,555) chose repatriation (Gillion, 
1962, Lal, 1992). By the end of 1920, about 36,000 girmitiya remained in Fiji 
and started working as farmers, labourers and petty businessmen.  

After the indentured labour system was abolished, the girmitiya descend-
ants in Fiji began prioritizing education as the means of their advancement. 
Community and religious organizations played a vital role in establishing nu-
merous schools and achieving the community’s aspirations. The establishment 
of these educational institutions reflect girmitiya’s strong commitment for edu-
cational development and community welfare. These educational institutions 
not only aimed towards the education of girmitiya descendants but to serve all 
races in Fiji for the pursuit of equality.  
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British Colonial Education Policy  
 

The colonial government initially had shown least involvement in educa-
tion especially for the Indian labourers. The main emphasis of colonial gov-
ernment was on labour, not education. Indians struggled in educating their 
children. The colonial policy necessitated the girmitiyas to build their own 
schools to educate their children. The government adopted a dual and segregat-
ed system of education. Gounder (1999b) noted that colonial policy led to ra-
cially divided school system. The discriminatory colonial policy led to signifi-
cant imbalances in educational system. 

There was, however, a shift in approach from initial reluctance of coloni-
al government to limited state involvement in education (Hopkin, 1977). 
Through this, a system of state-community partnership arose where voluntary 
schools, primarily run by churches, worked with the state to cater of educaton 
of sections of the country, This proved insufficient to meet the growing needs 
of Fiji's evolving social and economic landscape. Verani-Norton (2021:45) 
noted that the dual system of voluntary and state partnership in education con-
tinued to create inequalities especially in rural areas. Moreover, colonial poli-
cies provided limited educational opportunities for Indians, and Indian girls in 
particular. As a result, many girls during and after primary schooling, married 
off early.  
 
From Illiteracy to Empowerment: Role of Education in Emergence and 
Empowerment of Girmitiya in Fiji 
 

Disadvantaged and deprived of education by the colonial government, 
girmitiyas organised themselves in self-help initiatives and started their own 
education system. The status, growth and role of education can be discussed in 
four phases: (a) the period between 1879 to 1916 (b) the period between 1917 
to 1935 (c) the period between 1936-1950 and (d) the period between 1951 to 
1970 and beyond. 
 
The period between 1879 to 1916 
 

With the arrival of missionaries on 12 October 1835, formal schooling 
was introduced in Fiji. Missionaries introduced western style and curriculum-
based education system in Fiji, often focusing on religious instruction along-
side basic literacy and numeracy. The Colonial administration ignored educa-
tion in the initial stages, leaving the provision of schools to the Christian mis-
sions (Whitehead, 1981). The first public school was established in Levuka in 
1879. Thereafter came up Suva Grammer School in 1883 and then Marist 
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Convent School in 1892 in Levuka. The schools were established for European 
children of the colonial staff, planters and businessmen. These schools ‘re-
mained segregated and on racial lines’ (Whitehead, 1981: 5). For the earliest 
girmitiya, formal education was not accessible, and education for indentured 
labourers was totally ignored by the colonial government.  

The indentured labourers were required to ‘do plantation work nine 
hours each week day and five hours on Saturdays’ (Lal, 1992: 38). After expiry 
of thir intendures, a majority remained in agricultural work either as labourers 
or as small contracted farmers. Some were given license to hawking, and oth-
ers to set up shops, and to work as ‘watermen’ providing water to laborers in 
the fields’ (Lal, 1992: 39). Lal (1992) notes that in 1887, for example, 20 of 49 
hawkers liceses issued were held by Indians; and in 1900, 229 licenses were li-
censed to set up shops, 225 to practice hawking, and 46 to work as ‘watermen’.  

Badri Maharaj, a girmitiya who came to Fiji as an indentured labourer, 
established the first Indian School in Wairuku, Rakiraki in 1898 at his own ex-
pense. Religious education of Muslim Indians started in the same year with the 
arrival of Mirza Khan (Lal, 1992: 40). Other individuals like Totaram Sanadh-
ya, who came to Fiji in 1893, wrote letters to India to encourage movment of 
Indian teachers and lawyers to Fiji to support the Indian community. 

The whole of the period to 1916 did not receive any colonial government 
interest in the provision of schools for Indians (Hopkin, 1977). But informal 
and community-run schools grew, with the primary focus being on teaching 
vernacular (Hindi and Sanskrit) to help preserve Indian cultural heritage and 
maintaining cultural identity. Hindu religious epics such as Ramayan, Gita and 
Mahabharat contributed to cultural and spiritual focus on education. The rise 
of education based in Indian religious/cultural traditions was mainly due to co-
lonial indifference. The ‘marked lack of enthusiasm for Christian Schools in 
the early years, helped produce a distinctively ‘Indian’ education for the chil-
dren’ (Lal, 1992, cited in Prasad, 2005: 35). This is an important marker of In-
do-Fijian identity (Prasad, 2005). By the 1890s, ‘most of the Indian settlements 
in Fiji had the basic texts of popular Hinduism’ (Lal 1992, cited in Prasad, 
2005: 35). Of the popular texts, the most significant was Tulsidas’s Ramchar-
itmanas. The reformist Arya Samaj began organizing in 1902; this body started 
promoting education and social upliftment of the girmitiya and the descend-
ants. These initaitives, however, remained informal. 

Community-driven and informal schools were operated for girmitiya 
children under banyan or mango trees or in mark-shift structures. By 1909, the 
colonial Education Commission noted that facilities for Indians were signifi-
cantly inferior to those for other communities in Fiji. In 1912, a legislation was 
passed requiring employers of indentured labourers to provide school build-
ings. The establishment of a formal Board of Education in 1916 marked a turn-
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ing point leading to a considerable increase in the number of Indian schools 
and education system. However, the quality of education was rudimentary, 
with ‘children travelling long distances often on foot, to attend schools’ (Fiji 
Times, 15 September, 2025).  

An Education Ordinance was adopted in 1916, then a Department of 
Education, a superintendent of School and a Board of Education were created 
(Whitehead, 1981: 7). By 1916, there was increasing demand from the Indo-
Fijian community for an academic curriculum for their children. The demand 
for an academic curriculum and the rise of Indo-Fijian schools indicated a de-
sire for more formal and advanced education for the community. There was, 
however, a significant lack of state-provided resources for Indo-Fijian school 
(Verani-Norton, 2021:45). A grant-in-aid-project which was introduced in 
1916, played a significant role in raising the number of Indo-Fijian schools 
(Verani-Norton, 2021) and promoting a more academic curriculum, ultimately 
entrenching the state-community partnership model. This project established a 
dual system where voluntary schools received government grants but were still 
run by communities and religious organizations.  
 
The 1917-1935 phase 
 

After the indenture system was abolished, the girmitiya community be-
gan to prioritize education as a means of advancement. At the end of girmitiya 
period, girmitiyas and their descendants made up nearly 39 per cent of the total 
population in Fiji in 1921 (Fiji Islands Bureau of Statistics, 1999). The volun-
tary community and religious schools became major components of the educa-
tion system alongside government-funded schooling for non-Girmityas. Indian 
Education was largely through self-help efforts with religious and cultural or-
ganisations taking the lead in establishing schools for their communities. Lal 
(2020: 11) noted that ‘a number of voluntary organisations such as Then India 
Sanmarga Ikya Sangam (TISI) and Fiji Muslim League were founded in the 
1920s to provide moral guidance and leadership’. Religious, cultural and edu-
cational institutions were formed and began their roles as providers and con-
trollers of education (Prasad, 2005: 35). The two main Indian organisations, the 
Sanatan Dharama and Arya Samaj, were joined by Muslim, South Indian, Gu-
jarati and Sikh organisations. 

The hunger for education led to the establishment of many formal 
schools, educational centres and religious schools by these organisations. 
However, in the late 1920s, the school enrolment of children of girmitiya and 
the descendants was still quite low. It was estimated that of the 14,000 Indian 
children of school age, only 2,485 (i. e., 18 per cent) were attending school. Of 
this, only 333 (13 per cent) were girls (Whitehead, 1981). Due to poverty, 
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many girmitiya families couldn’t afford to send their children to schools, in-
stead, keeping them at home to help in the fields. 

During the period, there was a great need for religious teachers in Fiji. In 
1913, the first Arya Samaji teacher Swami Manoharanand Saraswati arrived in 
the colony. Within four years of his arrival, the Arya Samaj movement made 
tremendous headway in the field of education (Prasad, 1978). Under his guid-
ance the Arya Pratinidhi Sabha was formed in 1917 and the organisation 
launched Gurkul Primary School in Lautoka, in 1918.  

South Indian girmitiyas arrived in Fiji later than the North Indians. Kup-
puswamy, who arrived in Fiji as a girmitiya in 1912, organised South Indian 
community in Fiji, established the Then India Sanmarga Ikya Sangam (TISI) in 
1926 and promoted South Indian education and culture.  

Girmitiyas made considerable sacrifices to educate their children. They 
donated pieces of land, money and labour to build schools. The expansion of 
Indian schools was constrained by financial mobilisation from the community. 
This was due to the fact that as agriculturalist, the girmitiya descendants settled 
in areas ‘wherever they obtained leases to fertile land, without regard to their 
own social, cultural or religious considerations’ (Lal, 1992: 40). This gave rise 
to dispersed Indian settlements rather than the clustered villages, which posed 
serious obstacles for mobilisation of community resources for educational de-
velopment. 

As Whitehead (1981) noted, financial contribution was difficult to ar-
range due to the factors such as the heterogenous nature of Indian communal 
structure, and the scattered Indian population distribution. The self-sacrificing 
efforts of the ‘old girmitiya’, however, laid the foundation for the educational 
development of Fiji-Indians. The initial ‘uniculturalism’ approach gradually 
changed to ‘multiculturalism’ with the religious and cultural Indian organisa-
tions opening schools for all racial communities in Fiji.  

Educational development in Fiji between 1917 and 1935 was character-
ized by the expansion of a racially divided colonial school system. This was 
driven by missionary efforts and the growing demand for academic education 
from the Indo-Fijian community. This era saw a dual system of voluntary 
community-based schools and government-supported schooling for a select 
few, alongside the establishment of community-run and grant-in-aid schools 
(Verani-Norton, 2021:45). This created a dichotomy between state and com-
munity-run institutions. 

The post-1916 period witnessed a shift towards formalisation of Indian 
education in Fiji. This led to more opportunities for formal education for the 
Indian community, laying the groundwork for future educational development. 
The Gurukul Primary School in Lautoka started teaching standard Hindi. This 
marked a significant step towards more formal Indian education, and in pre-
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serving the language and culture of the Indian community in Fiji. From the 
1930s, Fiji-Indians began demanding multiracial schooling (Gounder, 1999a). 
However, this was not accepted by the Europeans, not by the indigenous Fiji-
ans. The seriousness of Indian community education issue led to the visit of 
Arthur Mayhew in 1936, who provided a report on state of education in the 
colony. The report referred to the neglect of government efforts in building 
government schooling for Indians and highlighted the low educational attain-
ment of girls; early marriage, social custom, domestic duties and parental indif-
ference were the main reasons for low female educational attainment especially 
among the Indians during the period (Whitehead, 1981).  

The initial generations of Fiji-born Indo-Fijians had limited access to 
formal education in the early years after the indentured system ended. In the in-
itial decades after indenture, community leaders, teachers and reformers estab-
lished schools and education initiatives to provide basic schooling. After the 
end of indenture system, the community emphasized literacy in English, which 
became the language of opportunity for social and professional advancement. 
Colonial policies often did not prioritize higher education opportunities thus 
leading to a gap in educational system. The voluntary community Indian 
schools often focused on religious and cultural education. Academic focus, wth 
formal curriculum commenced well after the Education Ordinance 1916.  
 
The period between 1936-1950 
 

During 1935–1950, the colonial education system focused on producing 
a literate class for the administration and businesses, with a formal curriculum 
and English-based instruction. The colonial administrators focused on literacy 
and numeracy to create a literate and numerate population to fill mid-level ad-
ministrative and professional roles. The period saw a significant increase in 
school enrolments, driven by public sector, business and social demand for ed-
ucation. The education system was more British influenced; the examination 
system was based on British and later New Zealand models. Unlike community 
driven school curriculum, the focus on a colonial-oriented curriculum left 
many students disconnected from their traditional social roles and needs, creat-
ing a gap between formal education and local life.  

Before 1939, educational provisions for the Indians lagged behind but 
grew steadily thereafter (Mann, 1935; Whitehead, 1981). It was not until 1945, 
that education was accorded a high priority by the Government. However, the 
problem of providing schooling for the rapidly growing Indian population be-
came a major concern. In 1946, the Indian population surpassed Indigenous Fi-
jian population. In 1966, the proportion of Indian population was 51 per cent of 
the total population, with over 240,000 people (Fiji Islands, Bureau of Statis-
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tics, 1999). This which was nearly four times the population at the end of gir-
mit period. 

Ramkrishna Mission was established in Fiji with Swami Anandaji in 
1937, providing inspiration and education to Indo-Fijians. The mission’s work 
was then carried out by Swami Rudrananda, who established Sri Vivekanand 
High School in Nadi that focused on the education of cane farmers’ children. 
Years later, the Mission also established a vocational training centre (Viveka-
nand Training Centre) to serve the community’s spiritual and educational 
needs. In addition, the Mission has been involved in relief, community devel-
opment and medical services in Fiji. 

Girmitiyas gradually became professionals and engaged in government 
services and businesses. They gradually diversified their occupations (Ali, 
1973, Ali, 1977). In the early to mid 1900’s notable number of free (passage) 
Indians arrived in Fiji for business purposes. Mostly of Gujarati origin, with 
some Punjabis, their numbers increased rapidly in terms of population as well 
as in terms of presence in commercial sectors. Girmtiyas and their descendants 
were late starters in commece. However, during 1924-1945, the girmitiyas and 
their descendants contributed nearly 41 per cent of the total Indian businesses 
in Fiji; the remaining 59 per cent was contributed by the Gujaratis (Mohanty, 
2023). Between 1924-1945, girmitiyas started making a mark in various busi-
ness sectors in the country. Table 1 shows the composition of Girimtiya and 
their descendents in total Indian businesses: Auto supplies/service station 
(88%), Transport (Taxis) (85%), Construction (82%), Cinema operator/film 
distributer (74%), General merchant (50%) and Restaurant (44%). 
 

Table 1: Businesses undertaken by Girmitiya Descendants, 1924-1945 
Indian Business Registered Indian Business 

No % of total Indian Business 
Construction 9 81.8 
Transport or Taxis 52 85.2 
General Merchant 69 50.4 
Tailor/Draper 3 1.9 
Jeweler 10 22.2 
Laundry 1 4.3 
Restaurant 4 44.4 
Cinema operator/ film distributer 17 73.9 
Auto supplies/service station 7 87.5 
Others 73 57.5 
Total  245 40.8 
(Source: Prepared by Mohanty based on data from Prasad, 1978: 263. The data was derived 
from Business Records, Office of the Registrar-General, Suva). 
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The emphasis by Indo-Fijian community was on educating children, for 
apart from their better lives, holding their own against European exploitation. 
This led to significant community investment in education. However, until the 
1950s, the colonial system and community efforts were focused on basic 
schooling, rather than advanced studies or higher education.  
 
The Period between 1951 to 1970 and beyond 
 

Community-driven efforts by Fiji-Indians for educational development 
intensified after the 1950s. Community’s collective efforts, including private 
initiatives, led to establishment of more Indian schools, contributing to educa-
tional advancement in Fiji. In 1956, there were 156 Schools in Fiji, all but 13 
of which were Government aided (Mayer, 1961: 9). However, an imbalance 
between the number of schools and the quality of education did persist. Educa-
tional development in Fiji between 1950 and 1970 was marked by a shift in 
educational leadership from Europeans and ethnic Fijians to Indo-Fijians. But 
discriminatory colonial policy led to significant imbalances in the educational 
system particularly between rural and urban schools. The education system 
lacked ethnic integration by the time of independence in 1970 (Gounder, 
1999a). Post-colonial efforts focused on integrating the system and addressing 
educational gaps. Much effort was made in the post-colonial period in estab-
lishing multiracial schools to foster cross-cultural learning for integration.  

Fiji became self-governing in the mid-1960s. Following self-governance, 
there was a push for integration in education sector. The 1969 Education 
Commission highlighted the educational disparities and called for educational 
reforms (Fiji Ministry of Education, 1969). The period also saw the formal es-
tablishment of a Ministry of Education as well as an introduction of the con-
cept of a ‘Board of Governors’ for Schools under the 1966 Education Ordi-
nance (Whitehead, 1981). In 1964, there was a constitutional change. A. D. Pa-
tel, a leading Indian politician became the first member for Social Services 
which included education. 

The speed of educational development grew further after the 1960s. In-
creasing number of Indo-Fijians went abroad including India, for education. 
The Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation (ITEC) programme instituted 
in 1964 offered training and capacity building in various fields e.g., technolo-
gy, management and engineering. The Indian Council for Cultural Relations 
(ICCR) also provided scholarships for education in India. The ICCR estab-
lished a Centre in Fiji in 1972, which was instrumental in promoting education 
and culture and helped in capacity building. Many Indo- Fijians availed ICCR 
scholarship and became professionals and played a significant role in devel-
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opment of Fiji.  

During the period, Fiji's school curriculum was heavily influenced by 
New Zealand's model, with the language of instruction being English. After the 
1950s, Indo-Fijians’ educational attainment in higher education increased man-
ifold. The first university in Fiji was established in 1965 by the Ramakrishna 
Mission in Tailevu. However, it was closed in 1968 after the commencement 
of the University of the South Pacific (USP). There are no official records or 
historical accounts available on this aspect but anecdotal evidence exists 
online. The establishment of USP in 1968 provided higher education within Fi-
ji and created more opportunities for Indo-Fijians to have access to higher edu-
cation at home rather than going abroad. For the first time, tertiary education 
was available and within reach of locals, including children from poor homes 
(Lal, 2020).  

The performance of Indians at the school certificate and at the university 
entrance levels during the period of independence and after was far better that 
their own group performances earlier, as well as that of all others (Ali, 1975). 
For instance, about 484 (58 per cent) of Indians passed their New Zealand 
School certificate exams and 167 (60 per cent) passed the New Zealand Uni-
versity entrance exams in 1970, which increased to nearly 843 (64 per cent) 
and 232 (77 per cent) respectively by 1973 (Ali, 1975).  

The opportunities for technical educaton was provide in Fiji through the 
Derrick Technical Institute, which was renamed as Fiji Intitute of Tech-
nlogyintheearly 1980’s. Increasing numbers of Indo-Fijians beganmaking use 
of this opportunity. Opportunities for higher education was further expanded in 
Fiji after the establishment of the University of Fiji in 2005 by Indo-Fijians, 
and the Fiji National University (FNU) in 2010. 
 
Female Education during girmit Era and post-indenture period 
 

During the girmit era and generally the entire  colonial period in Fiji, 
formal education opportunities for girls were limited. As noted, in the late 
1920s, of the 2,485 Indian children that were attending school, only 333 (13 
per cent) were girls. In fact, their education barely begun until 1935 (White-
head, 1981). Due to various factors such as restrictive colonial government pol-
icies towards indentured labourers, demand for labour in plantations, prevailing 
social norms that favoured early marriage, lack of secondary schools and pa-
rental reluctance to send their girl child to schools due to lack of female teach-
ers, Indian female education was limited. However, after the 1950s, with more 
community driven efforts and availability of female school teachers, Indian 
female enrolment in schools gradually increased.  

In the post-independence period, the enrolment of Indian girls rose sig-
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nificantly. By 2022-2023, the female enrolment including Indian girls in pri-
mary and secondary schools was nearly 62 per cent and 52 per cent respective-
ly (Fiji Ministry of Education, 2022). Girls recorded higher attendance in upper 
secondary schools compared to boys. There was a higher dropout rate of boys 
compared to girls at the secondary level. Such a trend is clearly visible in high-
er education sector as well. For instance, at the University of the South Pacific, 
of the total enrolment in 2025, 59 per cent were female students that included a 
large number of Indian female students. Even in rural areas, the trend of female 
enrolment in higher education sector remains high. For example, the USP’s 
Labasa Campus in Fiji that covers a wider region including Labasa, Savusavu, 
Taveuni, Rabi and Kubulau, female student enrolment is about 77 per cent in-
cluding large numbers of Indian female students. Similarly, female enrolment 
at USP’s Lautoka campus was high at 72 per cent of total in 2025.  

Over the last few decades in the post-independence era, the growing fo-
cus of female education among the contemporary Fiji-Indian population has 
led to the advancement of Indo-Fijian women who have equally achieved high 
educational levels, have entered wider professions, and have undertaken lead-
ership roles in all sectors in Fiji. 
 
Motivational factors for Education by Girmitiyas and the descendants 
 

Education was the prime tool used by girmitiyas for their emergence and 
empowerment. Some of the motivational factors that prompted girmitiyas and 
the descendants to focus on education are: (a) liberation from the indenture 
system; (b) escape from poverty, hardship, ignorance and exploitation; (c) bet-
ter future away from plantation labour work; (d) socio-economic mobility and 
progress; (e) cultural heritage and identity presertation; (f) achieving self-
reliance; (g) becoming literate and equiping future generations with 
knowledge, skills and abilities for success; (h) gaining economic independence 
and challenging colonial exploitation; (i) developing long-term security of live-
lihood; (j) gaining equality with Europeans, and (k) achieving educational de-
velopment and nation-building in Fiji.  
 
Role of Indian Orgnisations in Educational Development  
 

Community and religious organizations played a vital role in establishing 
schools. In 1911, the British Indian Association of Fiji was established which 
was renamed as Indian Imperial Association of Fiji (IIAF) in 1918 after the ar-
rival of Indian leaders such as Manilal Maganlal Doctor who remained active 
in safeguarding the interests of Indian community in Fiji (Lal, 1992: 41). In the 
early 1920s, the IIAF was revived as the Indian Association of Fiji to unite the 
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Indian community and to facilitate the plight of Indians in Fiji (Wikipedia, 
2023). In 1934, the Association was reformed with A. D Patel as the president. 
In 1946, the Indian Association of Fiji concentrated on education and started 
Deenbandhu Primary School and Indian High School (now known as Jai Nara-
yan College).  

Organisations like the Arya Samaj and Sanatan Dharam Sabha were in-
strumental in the foundation of education in establishing and managing Indian 
schools. Religious and social groups including Sangam organisations such as 
TISI and Dakshina Andhra Sangam of Fiji played crucial roles in formal edu-
cation along with language, culture and community welfare. Since its for-
mation, TISI Sangam remained one of the biggest cultural and educational or-
ganisations in Fiji. These Indian organisations built social cohesion and main-
tained social and cultural identity in Fiji. Many of the schools and the educa-
tional institutions that exist in Fiji today, were built by girmitiya descendants, a 
testament to the enduring vision and commitment of the girmitiya to education. 
The Indian community managed schools, played a vital role in the education 
sector and formed the backbone of education system in the country.  

Indian teachers were part of an early wave of ‘free migrants’ who came 
to Fiji and promoted social and religious educattion. These teachers were often 
sponsored by cultural or religious organisations and established schools to pre-
serve Indian languages, culture and religious practices among the Indo-Fijian 
community. They often established schools that focused on teaching the Hindi 
language and epics like Ramayana.  

The transformation to a more educated population primarily occurred af-
ter the girmit era, with the efforts of those freed from Indenture and those born 
in Fiji. Educational institutions founded by the girmitiya community have con-
tinued to provide education to generations in Fiji. These institutions were not 
just for the Indian community but served all races in Fiji, and thus helped 
bridging educational inequalities. This commitment to education is a legacy 
that continues in Fiji. 

Community and religious organisations, and NGOs now control and 
manage over 90 per cent of primary and secondary schools in Fiji. Presently, 
there are 914 schools in Fiji, of which 738 are primary schools and 176 sec-
ondary schools. Of these, there are only 13 primary and 11 secondary schools 
owned by the Government. 97% of all schools are outside Government hands. 

Table 2 shows the control of primary and secondary schools by regis-
tered Indo-Fijian organisations. These organisations hold 12% of all schools in 
Fiji. Among the Indian organisations, Arya Pratinidhi Sabha, TISI Sangam and 
the Fiji Muslim League controll nearly 60 per cent of primary and secondary 
schools in Fiji under their organizational identities (Mohanty 2023). The Mus-
lim League had established a tertiary institute, named Islamic Institute of Fiji, 
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in the 1980s. However, ths institution closed operations by early 2000’s. The 
Arya Samaj expanded its educational activities and provided land, buildings 
and funds for the establishment of the University of Fiji in 2005. Simlarly, 
TISI established a nursing school in Fiji.  

There are a substantial number of other schools which were established 
and/or are now controlled and managed by local ‘committees’. Other than for 
the provincial or district schools, most of the ‘committee’ schools are led by 
Indo-Fijians. 
 
Table 2. Primary and Secondary Schools Controlled by Fiji-Indian Organisations, 
2020 

Indian Organisation No. of 
Schools 

% total Indian or-
ganisations, 2020 

Arya Pratinidhi Sabha 23 20.5 
TISI Sangam 23 20.5 
Fiji Muslim League  22 19.6 
Gujarat Education Society 8 7.1 
Macuata Muslim League 8 7.1 
Dakshina India Andhra Sangam 7 6.3 
Sanatan Dharam Pratinidhi  Sabha 6 5.4 
Sikh Community 5 4.5 
Ahmadiya Muslim Association 4 3.6 
Rishikul Maha Sabha 3 2.7 
Shree Sanatan Dharam 2 1.8 
Jamiat Ahle-Hadith-Fiji 1 0.9 
Total  112 100.0 

(Source: Prepared by author based on data from Fiji Ministry of Education, 2020) 
 
 
Education and Identity of Fiji-Indian diaspora 
 

Education acted as a vital tool in bringing girmitiyas together and nurtur-
ing a sense of solidarity and belonging and maintaining a distinct ‘cultural 
identity’ (Hall, 1990). Education helped preserving culture and sharing ances-
tral hardships, exploitations, and sacrifices and connecting generations to their 
roots and reinforcing a collective identity. On the cultural front, Indo-Fijians 
began the massive task of reconstruction to give ‘identity’ (Lal, 2020: 11). Brij 
Lal writes: ‘Before the 1920s, the Indo-Fijians tended to be socially isolated, 
economically dependent, culturally disoriented and politically disorganised and 
voiceless’ (1992: 74). By the end of girmit period, there was profound social, 
cultural and psychological transformation in the Indo-Fijian community. With 
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a background of Indian heritage and girmitiya’s traditional practices based on 
linguistic and religious flavour, indigenous Fijian cultural values, and inter-
mingling with the free migrants, the Fiji-Indian diaspora developed a unique 
and distinct cultural identity in Fiji. 

Education played a crucial role in empowering and transforming ‘India-
born’ indentured labourers into ‘Fiji-Indians’ with strong educational, social, 
cultural and economic identity. The girmitiyas and their descendants gradually 
emerged as distinct Fiji-Indian diaspora with a clear ‘Fiji-Indian identity’ (Mo-
hanty, 2020; 2023). ‘Emerging from the shadows of the girmit experience, the 
Fiji-born Indians were different from their parents and grandparents in social 
outlook and habits of thought’ (Lal, 1992: 75). The Indo-Fijians who studied at 
the University of the South Pacific, an those who studied abroad, became pro-
fessionals. Education was instrumental in forging a new identity for Indo-
Fijians in the host country, moving from rootlessness to a sense of place and 
belonging. The remarkable transformation of Indian community from inden-
tured labourers to government officials and high professionals, was mainly 
driven by education; this led to further shifting of identities (Naidu, 2017: Mo-
hanty, 2020).  

The commitment of girmitiyas to education fostered literacy and numer-
acy among Indo-Fijian community, which ultimately contributed to the socio-
economic advancement and the development of a distinct cultural identity. The 
collective efforts empowered girmitiya descendants transforming them from 
indentured labourers into relatively prosperous Fiji-Indian diaspora (Mohanty, 
2023). After the indenture period in Fiji flow of free migrants increased in Fiji. 
By the 1930s, waves of Punjabis and Gujratis migrated to Fiji, making the Fiji-
Indian diaspora, more diversified with various cultural identities among the In-
dian community. 
 
Role of Education in Social and Economic Mobility and Development of 
Fiji-Indian Diaspora 
 

Education remained a crucial driver of social and economic mobility of 
girmitiya descendants in Fiji. It enabled them to overcome the socio-economic 
hardship imposed by the colonial government. Lal (1992, 2020) traces the 
community's transformation following the indenture system and the significant 
role of education in their upward mobility. As Lal (2020) observed, after the 
indenture system ended, Indo-Fijians transformed into a significant social and 
economic force in Fiji. Education was the key factor in this upward mobility, 
prompting Indo-Fijians to develop a new ‘Pacific Identity’ with social and cul-
tural practices evolving significantly which are distinct from their Indian ori-
gins (Lal, 2020). Lal argues that this process fostered a ‘transnational space’ 
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centred in Fiji. The girmitiya transformed into a distinct Fiji-Indian diaspora. 
By pursuing education the girmitiya descendants moved from agriculture into 
other economic sectors. Education prompted Fiji-Indians to undertake entre-
preneurial ventures, thereby, contributing to Fiji’s economic growth and devel-
opment. The girmitiya children were being ‘prepared for careers as teachers, 
administrators, managers and civil servants in an independent Fiji’ (Lal, 2020: 
13). Education was the fundamental tool for girmitiya descendants’ empower-
ment allowing them to break the cycles of exploitation and poverty and for 
their upward social and economic mobility. Education empowered girmitiyas 
to challenge colonial rulers and overcome the limitations of servitude. It helped 
in preserving and sharing history of ancestral hardships and sacrifices, and re-
inforcing collective identity. From essentially a labouring people Indians trans-
formed themselves to small holding farmers, to artisans, to lower and higher-
ranking government officials, to entrepreneurs and to skilled professionals. Af-
ter independence, as Government’s 1973 Employment Survey indicated, of the 
total work force in Fiji, 40 per cent were Fijians and 8.9 per cent were Indians 
(Ali, 1975: 356). By 2007, Fiji-Indians constituted 54 per cent of Fiji’s legisla-
tors, senor officials and managers, 42 per cent of the country’s professionals 
and 65 per cent of plant and machine operators and assemblers (Mohanty, 
2023). They also occupied almost half of the country’s technician, associate 
professional and clerical ranks. During 146 years of girmitiya history since 
their first arrival (and nearly 119 years since the arrival of free migrants espe-
cially Gujarati community in Fiji), Fiji-Indian diaspora has undergone massive 
transformation. The transformation from illiterate and semi-illiterate girmitiya 
to more literate, professional and prosperous Fiji-Indian diaspora highlight the 
girmitiyas; strong value, and dedication to education and self-determination, 
creating a significant legacy in Fiji’s educational landscape (Fiji Times,14 May 
2016). The Indian community-led education system significantly contributed 
to: (a) increased professional and skill-based labour-force, thus contributing 
much to economic progress; (b) institution building that laid foundation to 
modern education in Fiji; (c) enhanced pool of skilled professionals and widen-
ing the human capital base for nation-building, and (d) empowering girmitiya 
descendants to transform themselves from illiterate, ignorant and poverty 
stricken indentured labourers into a distinct ethnic group and a relatively pros-
perous Fiji-Indian diaspora. 
 
Conclusion 
 

Fiji has a long educational history. Post-Girmit Indians used education as 
an important tool to overcome hardship and adversity, and the pathway to im-
proving their ivign sstandards. Through their ‘self-help’ and community ef-
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forts, Fiji-Indians succeeded in education. The transformation from illiterate 
and semi-illiterate girmitiyas to more literate, professional and prosperous Fiji-
Indian diaspora highlight the girmitiyas’ strong value, and dedication to educa-
tion and self-determination, creating a significant legacy in Fiji’s educational 
landscape.  

The establishment of schools and educational institutions by girmityas 
and their descendants laid strong foundation for Fiji’s educational system. 
Community led schools not only catered to the needs of the girmitiya descend-
ants but also served all races in Fiji, fostering an inclusive educational devel-
opment. Education contributed heavily to development in a multicultural socie-
ty such as Fiji. Behind this contribution was the girmitiyas contribution to edu-
cation in Fiji. 
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