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MOVIES AND PACIFIC MODERNITIES 
IN WENDT AND SUBRAMANI

MATTHEW HAYWARD 

Although there were important antecedents before 1900, and a 
proliferation of individual works in the fi rst half of the twentieth century, 
it was the 1960s and 70s that saw the emergence of a self-defi ning Pacifi c 
Island literature.  Facilitated by the establishment of two major universities 
(University of Papua New Guinea in 1966, University of the South Pacifi c in 
1968), and fi nding new print opportunities in the many periodicals founded 
at this time (including Kovave: A Journal of New Guinea Literature in 1969 and 
Mana, which fi rst appeared as a section of Pacifi c Islands Monthly in 1972), 
the new Pacifi c literature arose with the self-confi dence of the independence 
movements driving decolonisation across much of Oceania (Samoa in 1962, 
Fiji in 1970, Papua New Guinea in 1975).

This literature was forged by a diverse group of writers, with many 
themes and styles, in a range of modes and genres, across various media.  
Albert Wendt and Subramani were instrumental in the growth of this 
movement, teaching and establishing creative writing workshops through 
the University of the South Pacifi c, guiding and editing later iterations of 
Mana, and fashioning a critical apparatus through which to frame and 
interpret the work now starting to appear.  And both led the way with their 
own writing, producing texts that have achieved lasting critical recognition 
both within and outside of the region.

Wendt’s fi rst novel, Sons for the Return Home (1973), is substantially set 
in New Zealand, but his subsequent fi ction in this decade—the short story 
collection Flying-Fox in a Freedom Tree (1974), and the novels Pouliuli (1977) 
and Leaves of the Banyan Tree (1979)—is set exclusively in his native Samoa, 
and negotiates the challenges of Samoan modernity: the effects of colonialism 
upon the faa-Samoa [Samoan way of life],1 the relationship between the 
urban centre Apia and the rural villages, and the compromises and frictions 
attending Christianity and consumerism.  Subramani, meanwhile, set all of 
his fi ction in Fiji, and while his great short stories of the decade—“Sautu” 

1All Samoan defi nitions are taken from Milner.  In line with Wendt’s contemporary usage, 
macrons and glottal stops have been omitted.
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(1974), “Groundlings” (1976), “Tropical Traumas” (1976), “No Man’s Land” 
(1977), “Tell Me Where the Train Goes” (1977), “Dear Primitive” (1979) and 
“Marigolds” (1979)—treat characters from a range of ethnic backgrounds, 
they all refl ect his sensitivity to the complexly multicultural situation 
of contemporary Fijian life.  While the neighbouring Samoan and Fijian 
modernities the authors depict are in many ways intimately related, it is 
striking how different they appear to the reader, particularly one not already 
familiar with the variety of cultures that make up the contemporary Pacifi c 
Islands.

For all of their differences—and there are many, within the work and 
without—Wendt and Subramani were united in their general belief that 
literature could serve an important social role, both in coming to terms 
with the Oceanian modernities that already existed, and in imagining new 
possibilities for the modernities to follow.  Such faith was very much in the 
sea air at this time.  The fi rst issue of Mana Review—which included both 
Wendt’s manifesto, “Towards a New Oceania,” and Subramani’s critique of 
colonial representations of the Pacifi c Islands—also contains a lesser known 
essay from Pio Manoa, “Singing in their Genealogical Trees,” in which the 
Fijian poet and critic surveys contemporary Pacifi c Island poetry, and fi nds 
three stages of artistic negotiation of the “culture clash” (1976, 62) brought 
by colonisation.  The fi rst stage is one of “anger and bitterness…towards the 
political circumstances and domination that deprived the people of their 
native voice” (62).  The second stage involves the sense that “two cultures—the 
foreign and the native—are mixing in such a way that the native is gradually 
weakened” (64), and is expressed in terms of loss and mourning.  The third, 
“more complex” stage, resolves these feelings of anger and loss through the 
recognition of agency in the creation of new cultures, capable “of forging a 
new way of life, of creating a new organism, of creating a new whole out of 
the various humanizing agents at our disposal—from both the old and the 
new” (65).  Although Manoa has received little of the international recognition 
enjoyed by Wendt and Subramani, the essay shows that he was thinking in as 
progressive a fashion as his better-known co-contributors, looking towards 
a Pacifi c modernity that would neither retreat into its own past, nor accept 
European models that presented themselves as the only viable future.  It is 
just this sentiment that has been celebrated in “Towards a New Oceania,” 
where Wendt concludes that the “artistic renaissance is…explaining us to 
ourselves and creating a new Oceania” (60), and Subramani would explicitly 
adapt Manoa’s argument in his critical study, South Pacifi c Literature (1985).  
As will be seen, Manoa’s diagnosis also offers valuable insights into the 
cultural dynamics of these authors’ creative work in this period.

This essay is an attempt at theorising the ways in which Wendt and 
Subramani articulated the modernities in which they found themselves in 
the 1970s, when the exhilaration of new national agency, new avenues for 
publication, and new potentials for Pacifi c literature were at their peak.  It 
does so by focussing on one eminently modern practice: the movies.  In 



symplokē    111

Modernity at Large, Arjun Appadurai describes his childhood encounter with 
“modernity as embodied sensation in the movies in Bombay” (1996, 2); Vijay 
Mishra has written of his parallel experience in Fiji, with the spectacle of the 
cinema stored in the “bodily synapses” (2002, x).  Wendt and Subramani 
have also spoken in similar terms, identifying fi lm as a formative part of the 
Samoan and Fijian modernities they inhabited in the late 1940s and early 
1950s. In his recent autobiography, Wendt refers to the Tivoli Theatre, “made 
largely of timber and corrugated iron” and close to his childhood home, as 
the “centre of our lives,” vital in “shaping and changing our imaginations 
and determining how we viewed reality” (2015, 21).  Subramani has likewise 
recalled the ways in which cinema transformed the lives and outlooks of 
Indo-Fijian village communities “in our far-off island of Vanua Levu,” far 
from the Fijian capital: they now “looked less like villagers: the cut of their 
clothes had changed, they crooned Awara Hun I’m a Vagabond instead of 
bhajans; even their gestures carried a quaint resemblance to the styles of the 
popular heroes” of the movies (1995, 112).

These experiences are refl ected in two early literary texts, Wendt’s novella 
“Flying-Fox in a Freedom Tree” (1974, expanded into the second book of 
Leaves of the Banyan Tree in 1979) and Subramani’s short story “Groundlings” 
(1976).  Adapting Manoa’s schema of the stages of postcolonial negotiation 
with reference to three theorists of the politics of movie consumption, 
Appadurai, Theodor Adorno and Michel de Certeau, this essay fi nds Wendt 
and Subramani’s very different depictions of cinema to be emblematic of 
their stances towards the Pacifi c modernities they worked to both represent 
and recreate through their writings at this watershed moment in the rise of 
Pacifi c literature.

“We Shouldn’t Have Gone”

Subramani’s story opens with an unnamed narrator, evidently a young 
male, pushing past hostile bouncers to gain a seat in the ground stalls of 
the Regal, a popular cinema in central Suva.2  Separated from the well-to-do 
circle, the boy and his fellow “groundlings” (1988, 19) are for a time distracted 
from the squalor of settlement housing by the glamorous posters in the movie 
theatre, the advertisements, and the sexualised imagery of the mythological 
Hindi fi lm: “Soon the shanties…were all forgotten.  We were consorting with 
stars” (20).  After the fi lm, they return to drop Mrs Gupta to the settlement, 
and the sight of the “sluttish huts” (21) brings epiphanic disenchantment. 

Defl ating as the story is, the movies may offer at least some potential for 
the constructive reimagining of modernity.  Vijay Mishra has suggested that 
one of the reasons mythological fi lms were so popular with Indo-Fijians is 

2All references to Subramani’s short stories cite the collection Fantasy Eaters (1988).
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that they “reinforced the possibilities of a glorious past no longer available 
to us in the complex politics of colonial Fiji” (2002, xi).  Although citizens by 
jus soli, Indo-Fijians were through the protection of Indigenous land rights 
largely denied outright ownership of land, and as important as these rights 
have been in a region ravaged by colonial plunder, they cannot but have 
reinforced the disenfranchisement of a people already displaced through 
indenture.  In Subramani’s work, the movies offer imaginative escape 
from this material reality, touching the “inchoate dreams” (1995, 21) of an 
underclass, and offering modest visions of empowerment.  In his series 
of articles “Discovering Films,” published in The Fiji Times in 1992 and 
reproduced in Altering Imagination, Subramani describes the appeal of Indian 
movies to rural Indo-Fijian communities in the 1950s:

[C]inema expanded the imagination.  It altered and enlarged our 
perception of the world.  In the grim barracks and villages, movies 
met the desire for glamour and offered vicarious enjoyment of 
opulence and romance.…  [W]e now had heroes we could truly 
identify with.  (113)

He extends the same psychology to the slumdwellers of 1970s Suva in 
“Groundlings.”  As the narrator puts it: “For us it is a fl ight from a world 
which forever negates magnanimity, denies heroism.  Here nobility stands a 
chance” (1988, 21).  And the story ends on an ambiguously cheerful note: the 
narrator and his friends see an advertisement for Manoranjan (dir. Shammi 
Kapoor, 1974), and promptly book seats “upstairs!” (22).

However, while Manoranjan is a provocative movie to end with—a Hindi 
remake of the Hollywood comedy Irma la Douce (dir. Billy Wilder, 1963), it 
was controversial in its casual treatment of prostitution—the boy’s resolution 
functions only in the limited terms of social mobility, not in any transformation 
of social relations.  The abiding sense in “Groundlings” is of a painful gap 
between the fantasy of the movie and the realities of Suva life.  The “stills of 
voluptuous starlets” (1988, 19) and the image of the “[n]ubile and seductive” 
heroine on the screen (20) may be emulated by the women upstairs in the 
circle, “bejewelled and resplendent in glittering red and turquoise saris” 
(20), but they are crudely belied by the boy’s companion in the stalls: “The 
makeup on her face had cracked, revealing thin sprouts of hair on her upper 
lip” (20).  The dreams of life and regeneration presented on-screen by the 
sacrifi ce of the “rain girl” destined to “save the world” (21) are shat upon in 
the grounds: as the boy settles in to watch the fi lm, Mrs Gupta shows off her 
grandchild—““My nati,” she intimated, beaming inwardly” (20)—and then 
dumps “it” on his lap: “I felt something sticky sliding down my pants: the 
wretched thing was unloading” (20).  And the “totemic” (21) concrete and 
steel house erected in the movie stands in ironic contrast against the “tiny 
shack” to which the boy returns with Mrs Gupta, “patched together out of 
heterogeneous scraps of timber and wood,” a “scraggy hut” composed of 
“crate timber and fl attened barrel sides” (21).

           Matthew Hayward      Movies and Pacifi c Modernities
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It is with the return to the settlement that the boy’s personal disappointment 
opens out into a more general sense of cultural loss.  He realises that the movie 
has both presented a spurious mimesis—“The advertisements had promised 
poverty and hardship” (21) and the “real reality” (22), which instead turns 
out to involve some happy “singing of the price of rice and oil” (21)—and has 
further failed as escapism: “Now it seemed so utterly irrelevant; we shouldn’t 
have gone” (22).  The magic lantern has left the viewers “[s]hrouded in 
darkness” (20).  The urban setting of the story adds a particular sadness to 
the boy’s disenchantment.  In the earlier story “Sautu,” set somewhere in the 
west of Fiji, Subramani presents a rural people—byproducts of modernity— 
struggling for purchase in the years after indenture: “a group of men and 
women scratched a little clearing from which the present squalid little huts 
sprang up” (2).  Situated far from water and hemmed in by “barren soapstone 
hills,” the village and its people are described as “an aberration, a contortion 
of history on that landscape” (2–3).  At the end of “Groundlings,” we see the 
city settlement described in much the same terms: “the hutment straggled up 
to the ridges of a barren creek” (21); “the shacks looked primitive and sad, like 
abodes of human debris which had fallen by life’s wayside” (22).  Other Indo-
Fijian writers have described Suva life in the years between Independence 
and the 1987 coup as a period of some security and equality; Sudesh Mishra 
envisages the city at this time as a place where people of all kinds “laboured 
and expired as citizens, as those who were defi ned by what they had created 
and not by what they had inherited” (2009, 24).  There is no such optimism 
in “Groundlings,” and when set aside “Sautu” we see a common portrait of 
dispossession and loss across both country and city.

If the movie offers a false mimesis and a failed escape, the cinema itself 
stands as synecdoche for the fractured social reality the settlements also 
represent.  On the surface, like the fi lm itself, the cinema presents a picture 
of unity.  The Regal cinema is Indo-Fijian-owned, it shows an Indian movie, 
and it is in this story frequented solely by Indo-Fijians.  Yet the audience are 
fully divided between the ground and the circle seats, where the “oiled and 
groomed” can sit away from the throng of the groundlings, who can only 
“gaze from below” (1988, 20).  Separated by enclosure and by class, they are 
divided too in their response to the movie they watch.  When the girl on the 
screen “pouts” and “wriggles her behind,” the narrator says that it is “for us” 
(21).  Yet while the groundlings “become loud and unmanageable” at this 
provocation, the “men and their wives” in the circle “sit coldly in their seats 
as if bound to their congenital guilts” (21).  These social divisions are indeed 
present from the start of the story.  It opens with a “Gujerati ticket vendor” 
gazing “truculently from inside his cage” at those awaiting entry, and the 
narrator is “pressed” in the “struggle for entry” by two bouncers who glare 
and push back “with morbid hostility” (19): he gets in only having “struggled 
savagely” (20).

Although the narrator refers throughout the story to a collective outlook, 
with the personal pronoun almost always replaced with the inclusive 
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“we”—there is anything but cultural unity: the narrator observes that the 
audience are “linked” not through any living force but only “through our 
cultural residue” (21).  The complex meanings of the title become clear.  At 
fi rst it appears to expand the ground of the cinema into a sympathetic picture 
of a group of human groundlings gathered to “rediscover the ancient deities” 
(21).  However, as the story progresses, it opens out to the disconnection 
between the underprivileged groundlings and the privileged circle, and then, 
through the return to the “primitive and sad” settlement, into a symbol of 
Indo-Fijian dispossession in contemporary Oceania.  The circle—a symbol 
of unity for Wendt—is in Subramani’s story a futile pretence.  Jostled in the 
crowd at the start of the narrative, the boy “look[s] back in desperation” 
to fi nd that “[t]here was no way out” (19).  In the context of the story, and 
of Subramani’s early fi ction generally, we must read this line as a cultural 
diagnosis, as mournful and pessimistic as its partner line in “Sautu”: “There 
was nowhere else to go” (2).  The boy’s rejection of the false promise of the 
movies—“We shouldn’t have gone”—echoes beyond the confi nes of the 
cinema, resounding as a historical lament for the dislocation of indenture.

“Sex, Violence, Plenty-action, Love Any Style”

Reading “Groundlings” against Manoa’s three stages of artistic adaptation 
to modernity—as recommended by Subramani’s own approach to Oceanian 
literary history in South Pacifi c Literature—it is clear that the story occupies 
the “second phase,” where the “dominant feeling is not one of hostility…but 
rather of loss” (Manoa 1976, 64).  Vijay Mishra has written of the “angst and 
corresponding fragmentation of psyche” (1979, 172) brought by the experience 
of indenture, fi nding it to be the ground of Indo-Fijian literature.  We see this 
angst most directly in “Sautu,” where the rituals and beliefs brought to Fiji 
by the indentured Indian labourers appear “old and ravaged,” and where 
the survivors of indenture remain caught “between a past order and new 
anguish” (1988, 7).  But it is there too in “Groundlings,” and while this loss 
is not directly attributed to the cinema in which the story is set, the modern 
industrial practice serves as a correlative for the dispossession that comprises 
one aspect of this particular Pacifi c modernity. 

The movies serve a very different purpose in Wendt’s “Flying-Fox in a 
Freedom Tree.”3  The story is narrated by Pepe, the son of a wealthy villager, 
who lies in a hospital bed dying of tuberculosis.  Explicitly fashioned as 
Pepe’s attempt at a “novel” (1981, 157), it tells of his childhood move to the 
Samoan capital Apia, his expulsion from school, and his subsequent trial and 
imprisonment for burning down the Protestant church hall and burgling 
his father’s store.  In Wendt’s earlier novels, Apia generally functions as 

3Citations refer to the expanded version, published as the second book of Leaves of the 
Banyan Tree.
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the centre of palagi [European] corruption.  In Sons for the Return Home, the 
vitiated city is personifi ed by the mixed-race hotel receptionist, with her 
“endless chatter about the latest fashions in shoes and clothes and hairstyles, 
the latest movies, the latest pop records” (1996, 197).  For this girl, “there was 
nothing worth knowing about the fa‘a-Samoa; all Samoans were dishonest 
bludgers without any education at all.  The palagi way of life was much better, 
she said” (198).  Heavily sexualised, her “fl imsy facade of sophistication” 
is an “artifi cial, tragic mimicry” (198), set in explicit opposition to Samoan 
tradition.  In Pouliuli, the city is condemned more directly, though in much 
the same terms, fi rst as “the heart of the papalagi’s world—the new world” 
(1980, 52)—and then as the “symptom of the sickness in the nation’s soul, a 
tragic mimicry, an absence of faith in things Samoan” (131).  The city here is 
attractive but empty, a symbol of the destruction of the faa-Samoa.

In many respects this treatment of the city is repeated in “Flying-Fox.”  
When Pepe is fi rst brought to Apia, he is taken to stay in his Uncle Tautala’s 
house, “just behind the picture theatre that looks like a big tin coffi n” (1981, 
161).  The description of both house and uncle presents a typically Wendtian 
attack on an emasculating Samoan consumerism.  The petty government 
worker Tautala “always talks of palagi like they are his best friends,” 
dresses “just like a palagi” (161), and is seen by his village relatives as “a 
palagi who does not know how to read, …who is small between the fat legs” 
(162).  Tautala’s “pink house” is likewise a “palagi home” (162), decorated 
with photos and fi lled with European furniture: table and chairs, armchair, 
and “the biggest wireless I have ever seen” (163).  As in Sons for the Return 
Home (e.g. 1996, 209) and Pouliuli (e.g. 1980, 131), the palagi house epitomises 
the selfi sh aspirations of the Samoan middle class, and Pepe’s father is later 
confronted as “a caricature” for his village imitation of Tautala’s house (1981, 
368).  And as again in Pouliuli, where the “sickness” of European consumerism 
has “invaded” the “centre” and is now “infecting it cell by cell” (1980, 131), 
“Flying-Fox” portrays the spread of consumerism from the urban centre to 
rural areas, through which the faa-Samoa is fatally undermined.  However, 
whereas in Wendt’s other early novels the city unequivocally signifi es the 
destruction of Samoan tradition—recalling Manoa’s association of his second 
phase with “the lure of the town” (1976, 64)—in “Flying-Fox” the situation is 
more complex.

Expelled from school, Pepe emerges as an urban anti-hero, who takes on 
the institutions of a compromised Samoan modernity—family, commerce, 
the church, the law—in an ambiguous attempt to forge new connections with 
the foundations of the faa-Samoa.  In part, this is enacted through his close 
identifi cation with the oral tradition embodied by Toasa, the village tuua 
[senior orator] whose worldview Pepe’s father has explicitly rejected.  Pepe 
is named after Pepesa, mythical hero of Sapepe, and—following Toasa—he 
refers to this myth at strategic moments to articulate a connection between 
past and present and to reject the instruments of colonial modernity, as with 
his verbal defi ance of the judge: “‘My name is Pepesa, son of Sapepe and the 
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gods of Sapepe,’ I declare in Samoan….  ‘After the Sapepe hero who challenged 
all the gods and won’” (1981, 199).  Pepe enacts here an oral sensibility that is 
taken up by the spectators of the trial—“Some of the congregation are talking, 
and I know they are talking about me, making up stories they will return to 
the villages and tell the others” (198)—and by the people at large: “‘They 
are calling it “The Big Robbery” already,’ says the policemen Galo.  ‘You are 
a hero.  They are going to make songs about you’” (194).  Yet the narrative 
complicates any straightforward reading of Pepe’s challenge as a triumph of 
a pure Indigenous tradition over a corrupted urban modernity.  He goes on 
to note that the congregation’s enjoyment of his performance also has a more 
recent source: “They know I am fi ghting at last, putting on a good show like 
in the movies” (199).

The infl uence of fi lm can be traced in almost all of Wendt’s works, 
even when, as with Sons, it has no obvious relevance to the narrative (see 
Subramani 1992, 123; Sharrad 2003, 43).  “Flying-Fox” is no exception, and 
Pepe’s comparison with the movies turns out to apply to the text at multiple 
levels—character, language, structure and style.  The fi rst chapter ends with 
a prospectus for the “novel” that follows, and it is presented in the tough 
language of the gangster fi lms to which, along with cowboy movies, Pepe 
continually refers: “I was/am no hero; so if you don’t like stories without 
heroes you better stop reading right here.  Sex, violence, plenty-action, love 
any style, there will be in my novel.  God there will not be….  So straight into it 
without any pissing around” (Wendt 1981, 160).  He spends several chapters 
outlining his early schooling and expulsion, including his introduction to the 
Pepesa myth and its various open endings, and then—with the chapter “Into 
the Dead Water”—proceeds into the city proper: “And so I begin my journey 
into the Vaipe neighbourhood, in to what churchgoers call the dark world of 
sin and allthings” (186).  He joins his friend Tagata “the dwarf” (167), whose 
parents own the main market, and begins to “go to the movies about every 
night,” enjoying the “cowboy movies…the best because they have the action 
and blood and quick justice” (187).  Here we are given the fi lmic origin of the 
“violence” and “plenty-action” that the story promises and presents.

Pepe explains the effect of his nightly viewing: “Tagata and me wear 
jeans like the cowboy.  We smoke American cigarettes, drink the Yankee 
Coca-Cola, and talk smooth like the gangsters of Chicago” (187).  The robbery 
for which Pepe is imprisoned is celebrated by the characters for its fi delity 
to the pictures: “Just like in the moves” (192), says Tagata at the time; “Just 
like in the moves” (190), agrees Pepe, looking back (190).  The narration is 
likewise organised around standard Hollywood tropes, and presented in 
the same hardboiled Hollywood language: we have the night-time meeting 
(190); the getaway (“Some bastard called the cops!”; 191); the fi ght (“I kick…
him in the balls….  I kick him again in the gut”; 191); the interrogation scene 
(“Who you taking the blame for? Who else did it with you?”; 195); and we 
have the hero’s stoic self-sacrifi ce in order to save his friends (197).  It may 
be ironic that in his violent rejection of one colonial administration, Pepe 
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symplokē    117

accepts so readily the iconography of another.  Damon Salesa has noted a 
similar contradiction in the apparent celebration of the cowboy fi gure in 
Wendt’s work and in Samoan culture generally, pointing out that “[i]n an 
easy, convenient world, Samoans might have recognised a shared colonial 
predicament between themselves and fi lmic Indians,” while recognising 
that the cowboy also presented “qualities that had leverage and resonance 
when appropriated into Samoan contexts” (2010, 332-333).  Yet in “Flying-
Fox,” while Pepe tends to both perceive and articulate his world through the 
movies he has watched—his early attraction for his wife Susana is “like the 
Hollywood dream” (Wendt 1981, 210)—it becomes increasingly clear that he 
recognises the fi ctitiousness of this ordering device, if not its colonial burden: 
“the whole dream is fake, hollow” (212). 

With a line like this, we do not appear too far from the boy’s disillusionment 
in “Groundlings”: “Now it seemed so utterly irrelevant; we shouldn’t have 
gone” (Subramani 1988, 22).  Yet where in Subramani’s story the epiphany 
comes in realising the difference between the idealisations of the movies 
and the sordidness of material reality, in “Flying-Fox” it comes rather in the 
recognition of their sameness—that reality, like the movies, is a construction 
and a performance.  Tagata tells Pepe that “[t]his world that people believe 
they want so much is only true in the movies because people make the 
movies” (Wendt 1981, 207).  He extends this insight into a critique of all 
modernity in his suicide note, which all but closes the story: “The papalagi and 
his world has turned us and people like your rich but unhappy father into cartoons of 
themselves, funny crying ridiculous shadows on the picture screen” (226).  This is a 
pessimistic enough note to end on, and if we persist in classifying these texts 
according to Manoa’s criteria, we might seem to remain in the second phase, 
where the predominant emotion is one of sadness and loss.  But there is an 
important distinction, which can be made with reference to another deeply 
pessimistic theorist of modernity.

The Culture Industry and the Contemporary Pacifi c

Adorno remains one of the most infl uential theorists of the social effects 
of consumer culture generally, and cinema in particular.  In The Dialectic of 
Enlightenment, Adorno and Max Horkheimer describe the empty satisfac-
tions offered by Hollywood:

The culture industry perpetually cheats its consumers of what it 
perpetually promises.  The promissory note which, with its plots and 
staging, it draws on pleasure is endlessly prolonged; the promise, 
which is actually all the spectacle consists of, is illusory.  (1997, 139)

This view of the inevitably debasing effects of consumer culture remained 
dominant in Western criticism for much of the latter half of the twentieth 
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century.  There is some hazard in shifting to European models not forged with 
Oceanian or even colonial situations in mind.  However, Adorno’s critique 
turns fundamentally on the question of agency, and in this respect remains 
relevant to the postcolonial contexts within which Wendt and Subramani 
wrote.

The representation of cinema in “Groundlings”—whose author has stated 
explicitly that one of the social functions of Pacifi c literature is to “interrogate 
empty symbols, transmitted through mass media, that have become reality 
for some” (Subramani 2001, 161)—is largely compatible with Adorno’s 
critique.  We see in Subramani’s Suva all the instruments of Adorno’s Culture 
Industry—newspapers, advertising, radio, cinema—and these are described 
in terms that Adorno would no doubt have approved.  The movie in the 
Regal does not deliver on what “the advertisements had promised,” and the 
effect of the spectacle upon the viewers is one of stupefaction, as epitomised 
by poor Mrs Gupta.  When the “court jester,” a “bellicose sikh,” displays 
his “oafi sh ways,” Mrs Gupta nudges the narrator—“slaps me on my thighs, 
and works herself into a galloping hiccup” (1988, 21).  When the sexualised 
heroine on screen is transformed through her “immolation, dumb as a cow,” 
Mrs Gupta is seen “blowing her nose, in the post-cathartic state, quietly 
into her sari.”  The narrator goes on to observe that hers is the “instinctual 
response of a sensibility debased by fantasy” (21), and this is the textbook 
fi gure of the Adornian consumer of the Culture Industry: a feminised, 
passive, and uncritical consumer, degraded by the “illusory” pleasures of the 
“magic lantern” (20).

In “Flying-Fox,” things are not so simple.  If consumerism in general—
“The papalagi and his world”—is seen to debase the sensibility of the Samoan 
ascendancy, and if Pepe recognises that it is here to stay—“My son and all 
our young people, poor bastards, will inherit that” (Wendt 1981, 190)—the 
movies themselves clearly offer other possibilities.  Pepe and Tagata’s 
obsession with the cowboy and gangster fi lms refl ects what Appadurai has 
referred to his “synaesthetic and largely pretheoretical” (1996, 1) experience 
of Indian modernity, in which “one sort of postcolonial subjectivity,” defi ned 
through interaction with the waning British Empire, gave way to the “harsher, 
sexier, more addictive New World of Humphrey Bogart reruns” (2).  This 
evidently mirrors Wendt’s representation, and indeed his own upbringing in 
Samoa, as recounted in his autobiography: “The Tivoli was the most exciting, 
compulsive, addictive centre of our lives.  Hollywood and America seen 
through the movies were our most powerful foreign infl uences” (2015, 21). 

Appadurai’s theory of a global, transnational modernity is an important 
bridge in connecting these Pacifi c texts with the concept of the Culture 
Industry.  Against the Adornian notion of a hegemonic consumer culture 
that fatally contains the potential for resistance, he presents a complex system 
through which the “[c]ollective experience of the mass media, especially 
fi lm and video” can create “sodalities” that are always potentially capable 
“of moving from shared imagination to collective action” (1996, 8).  That 
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Appadurai’s account is relevant to Wendt’s depiction of the movies in 
“Flying-Fox” can be seen in the memorable scene where Pepe and Tagata use 
their “cowboy English” against the “Yankee tourists” (1981, 187).  A taxi full 
of American tourists turns up at the market, the old men “with their crew cuts 
just like in the movies.”  “‘Howdy frands.  Nice day, ain’t it?’  Tagata greets 
them in cowboy English” (187).  He guides them towards the market, and 
before he even begins to sell them spurious Samoan artefacts, he sells them 
the image that they wish to see: “As we walk there Tagata describes Samoa to 
the tourists, like it is in Hawaii which he has seen in the Hollywood movies” 
(188).  A performance is carefully staged by Tagata and his market friends, 
presenting scenes of poverty “seen in movies,” and the result is an American 
fortune spent on “genuine Samoan” goods, including an ancestral necklace 
“hundreds of years old” that has been hastily put together out of toothbrush 
handles (188).  Wendt has elsewhere recounted how, attending the Tivoli, 
his older cousins “learned about protection rackets from the movies,” and 
swiftly imitated art outside the cinema, charging a fee to “protect” the cars 
of wealthy patrons (2015, 22).  In Wendt’s art as in life, the young Samoans 
reverse the direction of exploitation, in an act both inspired by and staged 
through the material of the movies.

At his most direct, Adorno argues that the culture industry “impedes 
the development of autonomous, independent individuals who judge and 
decide consciously for themselves” (1991, 106).  If this fi ts Subramani’s 
representation of Mrs Gupta in “Groundlings,” it is an inadequate account of 
Pepe’s consumption of the movies. The protagonist’s adoption of the language, 
dress and sensibility of Hollywood is not a passive acceptance of a debasing 
mass consumer culture.  He takes those elements from the commercial culture 
that suit his present needs, and—using them to fl eece the “tourist barbarian 
hordes” (190)—turns them against the benefi ciaries of the system of global 
power relations upon which Hollywood too is founded.  Pepe’s response to 
fi lm is closer to de Certeau’s idea of the consumer’s “tactic,” through which 
the individual—apparently powerless before a structurally established and 
dominant consumer culture—forges unauthorised and subversive effects 
from the prescribed act of consumption.  De Certeau is no less antipathetic 
towards “modern commodity culture” than Adorno.  For de Certeau too, 
the culture industry is hegemonic, “a rationalized, expansionist, centralized, 
spectacular and clamorous production” (1984, 31) that strategically attempts 
to circumscribe the universally marginalised consumers who “buy and pay 
for the showy products through which a productivist economy articulates 
itself” (xvii).  Yet where for Adorno this all but closes the potential for 
resistance, for de Certeau the disenfranchised subject continues to resist with 
a “tireless but quiet activity” that “shows itself not in its own products…
but in an art of using those imposed on it” (31).  Pepe’s art of using these 
products—to manipulate the tourists, and mount a gangster-style assault on 
the institutions of a compromising consumerist modernity—is just this kind 
of tireless activity. And it does not remain especially quiet.
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Appadurai’s vision of the potentials opened up by a globalised consumer 
culture takes the de Certeauean tactic to be the very principle of modernity.  
In Appadurai’s account, the new fi lm media creates imaginative possibilities 
that could not have existed under older orders.  He argues that before the 
advent of the transnational modernities of late capitalism, “social life was 
largely inertial” and “traditions provided a relatively fi nite set of possible 
lives” (1996, 53).  By the late twentieth century, as “the deterritorialization of 
persons, images, and ideas has taken on a new force” (53), this is no longer the 
case: “More persons throughout the world see their lives through the prisms 
of the possible lives offered by mass media in all their forms” (53-54).  While 
Adorno—and for that matter Wendt and Subramani—might have something 
to say about Appadurai’s uncomplicated sense of an organic tradition, his 
point about the imaginative potentials opened by mass communication 
brings us closer to perceiving the role of the movies in “Flying-Fox.”  When 
Pepe refl ects—for the most part pessimistically—on the struggle for agency 
in a Samoan modernity under fatal threat from consumerism, he does so 
“through the prisms of the possible lives” presented in the Hollywood movies 
that are part and parcel of that same consumerism.  He bends them to his 
own ends, and offers a model for potential resistance that recurs through the 
remaining chapters of Leaves of the Banyan Tree.  From this point of view, we 
could even see the novel itself as embodying the resistance inscribed within it.  
Among other things, Wendt’s picture of Apia works through the tropes and 
structures of the cowboy and gangster movies to which he continually refers: 
“Sex, violence, plenty-action, love any style” (1981, 160).  In this respect, the 
author enacts Tagata’s trick of presenting foreigners with a Samoa that they 
will already recognise from “the Hollywood movies” (188), and the novel’s 
success overseas—unrivalled in Pacifi c literature—attests to the success of 
this manoeuvre.

Wendt has recently stated that the movies not only shaped his 
understanding of the modernities they represented, but also the modernity 
he experienced in Samoa:

Most of the world beyond the reefs—from its geographies, histories, 
music, languages and confl icts to its dreaming and fantasies—we 
saw and interpreted through the movies.  There was no separation 
of “real” and “unreal.”  The outside world was the movies.  And 
we learned more about America and England than about our own 
country.  In turn we came to see the Vaipe, Apia, Samoa and our 
lives through those fi lms.  (2015, 22)

While Wendt is elsewhere as cynical as Subramani about the effects of 
a globalised consumerism upon Oceanian cultures—no more so than in 
“Towards a New Oceania”—in “Flying-Fox” he presents to his Pacifi c readers 
a more constructive model, staging an imaginative adaptation of the material 
of Samoan modernity that refuses to relinquish agency.  Wendt has pointed 
out that Pacifi c cultures have “indigenised much that was colonial or foreign 
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to suit ourselves, creating new blends and forms” (1995, 3).  Emma Kruse 
Va‘ai has recently discussed the way in which young Samoans indigenise 
the material of the movies (2011, 113–4), and in “Flying-Fox” we see this 
indigenisation in practice: Wendt draws the other into the self, in an act of 
self-fashioning that rejects the dictates of both an unrefl ective tradition (that 
is anyway beyond retrieval), and an imposing model of modernity founded 
upon dispossession.  He recognises the complexity of Samoan modernity, 
and leans into it in order to tell his own story, “English style.  Vaipe-style.  
My style” (Wendt 1981, 160).

Conclusion

Vijay Mishra has argued that Subramani’s early writing is an art of 
“refl ection” rather than “transmutation” (1979, 181).  Reading “Groundlings” 
and “Flying-Fox in a Freedom Tree” in the light of the movies they represent, 
we see that while both express sadness at the losses incurred through contact 
with an imposing culture, only Wendt fully embodies Manoa’s “more 
complex” third stage, in which if “there is no hope of ever going back to 
ancestral ways,” there are new possibilities, ways of “forging a new way of 
life, of creating a new organism, of creating a new whole…from both the old 
and the new” (1976, 64).  In South Pacifi c Literature, Subramani rearticulates 
Manoa’s formulation as a “dialectical model,” through which Pacifi c Island 
literature “is shown developing from a stage of reaction and confrontation…
towards adjustment and synthesis, through groping for an adequate vision 
of the changed reality brought about by historical process.”  He envisages a 
possible future that would see “a modifi cation of the existing paradigms and 
renewal of the process of accommodation and fusion” (1992, 152), and goes 
on to make an important point about the sometimes confl icting elements 
constituting and driving Oceanian literature:

A dialectical understanding reveals that what is sometimes assessed 
subjectively as having positive value, for instance oral tradition, 
can exert certain ideological pressures that work against literary 
growth. Conversely what are readily seen as negative forces might 
have within them generative elements which give signifi cant impe-
tus to literary development.  (152)

The texts discussed here illustrate Subramani’s observation well.  As shown, 
the infl uence of a commercial movie culture is valued more-or-less nega-
tively in “Groundlings,” yet a parallel movie culture is found by Wendt to 
have “generative elements” that present some potential way forward, for his 
art and for the social consciousness he seeks to foster. 

However, where Wendt may arise as the more “modern” of the two 
writers, at least at this crucial juncture in the development of a new Pacifi c 
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literature, the subsequent directions taken by the two authors illustrate 
Subramani’s point about dialectical development in another sense.  If 
Leaves of the Banyan Tree shows Wendt fi nding new ways to incorporate the 
media of globalised modernity into his representation of a contemporary 
Samoa, his subsequent works have sometimes been seen as having cut 
from that modernity too fully.  In a keynote address given at the South 
Pacifi c Association for Commonwealth Literature and Language Studies 
at the turn of the millennium, Subramani warned against “Pacifi c writers 
becoming cosy in Eurocentric discourses—living joyfully in contemporary 
postmodernism, for example” (2001, 155)—and levels just this charge against 
Wendt’s next novel, Ola (1991).  While he acknowledges that “[t]here is much 
in the various postmodern outlooks that is seductive,” including “freedom 
from authoritarian constraints, free fl ow of ideas, opportunities for travel, 
for readings and for visits, a global market for possible bestsellers” (155), he 
argues that this movement “has little utility” in the Pacifi c Islands of today, 
where 

the requirements and demands of the market and the International 
Monetary Fund and the World Bank are destroying fragile local 
economies, the excesses of free trade are ravaging the natural world, 
global climatic changes are threatening the islands, and culturally 
homogenizing technologies are effacing local differences.  (156–57)

In this context, Subramani’s own artistic development—away from the 
English language over which he held such command, and towards a Fiji 
Hindi vernacular that “is discouraged and disadvantaged in every aspect of 
writing and publishing” (160)—may be the more progressive “tactic,” and 
not only because in this new writing Subramani incorporates the language 
and tropes of the Hindi movies in ways that rival even Wendt.  Vijay 
Mishra has suggested that in Subramani’s later fi ction, Fiji Hindi functions 
as a kind of “anti-language,” capable not only of marking “social resistance 
and protest,” but of “generating an alternative reality” (2007, 246).  While 
Subramani himself expresses his regret that the vernacular “reduces the space 
of resistance” (2001, 160), from another perspective it can be seen as a shoring 
up of a living Oceanian modernity under very immediate threat, preserving 
the same impulse of resistance embodied in the earlier works of Wendt, and 
in Subramani’s view dispersed in the work that followed.  It is here that we 
see the value of the dialectical model.  As Pacifi c writers continue to fi nd 
ways to integrate the heterogeneous materials of Pacifi c modernity, the 
distinct and sometimes opposing drives presented in the work of these two 
founding fi gures are being integrated into new syntheses, fulfi lling Manoa’s 
early vision of “a new whole.”
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