Making of an Indo-Fijian Anthology

Subramani

First the germ; the seed: a chance meeting between an Indo-
Fijian filmmaker and an officer of an art house in Sydney, Australia.
The chance meeting leads to a formal invitation to Casula Power-
house of the filmmaker to discuss the possibility of a documentary
film about the doubly-displaced Fiji Indians in the Liverpool area of
Sydney where the community constitutes the largest migrant popu-
lation. Through their deliberation, it is realized that initially a book
on the plight of Fiji Indians might throw up more varied themes for
exploration in the film medium later. Fiction could be an ideal form
for grappling with the complex issues of movement of cultural
products, goods and capital to new location and the theme of new al-
liances. It was agreed that the proposed publication should engage
the Indo-Fijian community in some significant way, and writing
might be generated through a series of workshops at Casula Power-
house. Funding for the publication was to be sought from NSW Arts
and the Australia Arts Council. Casula Powerhouse agreed to be the
book’s publisher.

That in brief is the genesis of Shifting Location (2009)—an an-
thology of writing by Indo-Fijian writers on the subject of moving
from one’s homeland and establishing roots in a new location.

I was appointed the editor of the proposed book. Exactly thirty
years ago, | had edited the first anthology of writing by Indo-Fijians
entitled The Indo-Fijian Experience (1979 ). It was a commemora-
tive publication celebrating one hundred years of the presence of
people of Indian origin in the Fiji Islands. That publication had
come about in a different historical circumstance: Fiji had gained
political independence in 1970; it was time of great optimism as Fiji
set out to establish an ideal multicultural society, ‘the way the world
should be’; and the newly instituted University provided the oppor-
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tunity for raising the level of higher education and fostering intellec-
tual and cultural debate. The book was meant to demonstrate how
the interplay of history and literature was producing new self-
definition. The Indo-Fijian writers in the community were engaged
in creating fictions that they hoped would contribute towards a
grand narrative about the nation.

It is a great paradox of history that thirty years later, | was to
be called upon to edit another book that was to be about displace-
ment and dislocation. In that period Fiji’s social and political life
had become vastly transformed through the traumatic experience of
a series of coups and their aftermath.

Some 120, 000 Fiji Indians left Fiji after the 1987 coups. The
largest group, about forty per cent, settled in Australia. Many of
them weren’t willing migrants or exiles. For majority of them, Fiji
hadn’t ceased to be their home. The formed a classic example of a
diasporic people living in one country and forever dreaming of an-
other. Some of them had boarded an airplane for the
first time. The coups of Fiji had swiftly transformed into global
souls; they now travel frequently from Australia to Fiji, and further
abroad to visit relatives in New Zealand and Canada. India, lost to
them for generations since indenture, took on a real shape and
meaning ; many of them have subsequently re-established contact
with the villages from where their forefathers had migrated as in-
dentured workers. The coups in Fiji have given rise to many differ-
ent kinds of narratives, written and unwritten. Shifting Location an-
thologizes part of the troubled story of the descents of the inden-
tured Indians coming to terms with their new situation.

Support for literature isn’t easily forthcoming in any commu-
nity. We sent out letters explaining our project to prominent member
of the Indo-Fijian community. We received a couple of favourable
responses: a businessman gave stationary and attractive folders for
the workshops, and a cultural organization placed its signature to the
application for funds. Our application received a positive response
from the NSW Arts. With that things started to move for us. The es-
tablished writers, many of them who had contributed to Indo-Fijian
Experience, readily promised to write for the new book. And a
handful of new writers came to the workshops. They were from di-
verse backgrounds, and included a gynecologist, a filmmaker, a
yoga teacher, and students who had recently graduated from univer-
sities in Sydney. The presence of an experienced journalist/creative
writer from Fiji brought in added expertise to the workshops. At the
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workshops, we read each other’s writing and helped in realizing the
full imaginative potential of the created pieces. Modern technology,
namely email, kept us connected during the editor’s six months so-
journ in India as a visiting professor. In fact, the most productive
part of the editing exercise was done through email. The Fiji jour-
nalist/writer proved to be a most valuable creative link in the net-
work of new and established writers and the editor.

The anthology took almost a year to come together. It now
seems almost magical how the contributions evolved into a book
that depicts a complex human phenomenon, encompassing themes
of exile and identity, ambivalence and contradiction in the new loca-
tion, memories of homeland, coming to terms with cultural heritage
and embracing the new reality. The range of writing is equally var-
ied, from autobiographical and realistic stories to prose poem and
fabular fiction. There are altogether fourteen pieces in the book, four
by women authors; the women authors brought in new voices to
Indo-Fijian writing.

The main protagonist in the book, as in The Indo-Fijian Ex-
perience, is Fiji itself. The imagination of all the writers is anchored
to Fiji and their lost origin. For most Indo-Fijian writers reclaiming
Fiji is the first necessary step in towards coming to terms with the
new predicament after the coups and dealing with the problematic of
belonging and not belonging, cultural continuity and living in multi-
ple identities.
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