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This article traces the etymology of Indo-Fijian (Fiji Indian) feminisms in Fiji. In the first
section, the resistances of female indentured laborers (for example, Sukhrania, Naraini and
Kunti) are recovered as reflections of early forms of individualized feminisms in the early
1900s. In the second section, it is proposed that the informal and organic, yet socially signif-
icant movement of Indian women laborers in Fiji in the 1920s comprised one of the first
collective intersections of gendered, classed and ethnicized relationships in Fiji. The 1930
(post-indenture) women’s movement, with its main emphasis on economic empowerment,
is included in the discussion of Indo-Fijian feminisms in the third section. The conclusion
highlights that while each phase of the early feminist movement in Fiji focused on a differ-
ent set of concerns that impacted on the lives of Indo-Fijian women, this group of women
have played and continue to play a prominent role in furthering the rights of women
nationally and regionally.

 

Introduction

 

‘Feminism has long been strong in the Pacific’.
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 Fiji is no exception. In her landmark
essay, ‘All it Requires is Ourselves’, Vanessa Griffen charts the emergence of a Fijian
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feminist discourse in the 1970s: 

 

We were beginning to read in the 1970s about what was happening in the women’s
movement in the western world, in America … A few of us could grasp, without
coming from that world, that there was a universal element of truth in these writings.
We took these ideas seriously and began writing about them in our student newspaper
at the University of the South Pacific.
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Like Griffen, other women from Fiji
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 argue that a Fijian feminist movement—one
that advocated women’s social, cultural, economic and political rights on the grounds
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of sexual equality—was born out of these embryonic convergences with and diver-
gences from Western feminisms. While this was, undisputedly, a critical part of the
consciousness-raising phase, this three-part article implores us to delve further into
the etymology of feminism in Fiji. In the first part, the resistances of three female
indentured laborers (Sukhrania, Naraini and Kunti) are recovered as reflections of
early forms of individual feminisms. The second part proposes that the informal
and organic, yet socially significant movement of Indian women laborers in Fiji in
the early 1900s comprised one of the first collective intersections of gendered, classed
and ethnicized relationships in Fiji. We are then urged to include the 1930 (post-
indenture) women’s movement, sometimes criticized for its propagation of seem-
ingly patriarchally instituted activities such as cooking and sewing, in our discussion
of feminism in the third part. Each of the different conceptions of feminism outlined
here will be discussed by way of examples and case studies. At this point, it is impor-
tant to stress that this article focuses specifically on the feminisms of Fiji Indian
(Indo-Fijian)
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 women. This is not to say that indigenous Fijian women did not have a
movement of their own. In a forthcoming article, I will chronicle indigenous Fijian
feminisms from the 1930s. There now follows a brief history of indentured women in
Fiji, necessary to contextualize this article.

 

Indentured Women in Fiji: a brief history

 

Fiji, comprising three hundred or so islands in the south-west Pacific, became a colony
of Britain on 10 October 1874. The Governor General of the British colonial govern-
ment at the time, Sir Arthur Hamilton Gordon, introduced the system of Indian labor
recruitment in 1879, allegedly to protect and perpetuate the indigenous Fijian way of
life in the villages.
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 Indians who came to Fiji as indentured laborers were recruited for
a period of five years. At the end of the term, the laborer could either return to India at
her/his own expense or renew the contract for an additional five years after which she/
he would be granted a free passage ‘home’. Approximately 13,696 Indian women (and
54, 784 Indian men) were transported to Fiji under this agreement, which translated to
forty women for every one hundred men.
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Some of the most common reasons why indentured women came to Fiji were ‘to
escape from domestic quarrels, economic hardships, the social stigma attached to
young widows and brides who had brought inadequate dowry and the general dreari-
ness of rural Indian life’.
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 In other instances, women were bribed from their villages by
unscrupulous recruiters.
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 Indo-Fijian feminist Shireen Lateef confirms the trickery of
some recruiters as she relates how her grandmother came to Fiji: 

 

While she [my grandmother] was getting water from a well, a recruiter approached
her and asked her whether she would like to go to Fiji, a faraway place where there was
good weather, picturesque surroundings, easy work and plenty of food. Without tell-
ing anyone, she left with him immediately.
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The reality, as Lateef’s grandmother and her fellow female laborers discovered, was
quite the opposite.
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During the indenture period, female laborers were subjected to squalid living condi-
tions, domestic violence, lack of privacy, rape and sexual assault by overseers, long
hours of work on the plantations and wage cuts for low attendance during sickness and
pregnancy. Indentured laborer Madra Naicker draws our attention to incidences of
violence among male and female laborers: 

 

There were many fights between men over women, which eventually resulted in
suicides and murders. When men told something to their women, the latter replied
that, ‘I am the king of my mind’. This led to beatings that were sometimes fatal.
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Another laborer, Nanka, spoke about plantation/work related violence: ‘If you said that
the task was too much, or stayed back without the order of the sahib and sardar you got
a hiding’.
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 The Australian Methodist missionary, Hannah Dudley, endorsed some of
these claims in a letter she wrote to the newspaper 

 

India

 

 in 1920: 

 

They [indentured women] come to this country timid, fearful, women not knowing
where they are to be sent. They are allotted to plantations like so many dumb animals.
If they do not perform satisfactorily the work given to them, they are punished by
being struck or fined, or sent to gaol. The life on the plantation alters their demeanor
and even their faces. Some look crushed and broken-hearted, others sullen, others
harsh and evil.
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Although Dudley is sympathetic to the plight of indentured women in her letter,
I challenge her description of them as timid, fearful and dumb. Instead, I propose (and
will soon demonstrate) that indentured women were articulate and in many instances,
fearless, as they challenged their exploitation in the 1920s. Whether they arrived in Fiji
timid and fearful and displayed feminist and matriarchal traits upon being subjected
to the experience/conditions of indenture is disputable of course. In any case, Dudley
was an important activist in the 1900s because she protested against the indentured
system in Fiji and campaigned for its abolition. As highlighted in her letter: ‘I beseech
of you not to be satisfied with any reforms to the system of indentured labor. I beg of
you not to cease to use your influence against this iniquitous system till it be utterly
abolished’.
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Indo-Fijian feminist and human rights activist, Shaista Shameem, attempts to offer
some ‘benefits’ of the indentured system for Indian women, which is not to say she
condoned indenture:

 

Despite their exploitation, as earners, wives, mothers and concubines, indentured
women enjoyed the knowledge and wisdom of womanhood that they gained through
each work experience. As earners Indian women had money, as wives they had secu-
rity and companionship in an alien and harsh environment, as mothers they had
emotional bonds with the only joyful beings on the plantations, their children, and as
concubines they had fun and extra money.
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While I accept the feminist standpoint behind Shameem’s argument, to say that inden-
tured women’s financial independence from Indian men was economically empower-
ing may be partially true but only in the context of the dire poverty experienced by
nearly all the laborers in Fiji’s plantations. Indentured women (and men) earned a
wage, but not much above the level of subsistence. This wage of 5 pennies a day for
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women was lower than the 8 pennies a day earned by men in 1902.
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 In this way,
women were exploited as laborers and as women.

Further still, Shameem’s assertion that indentured women had ‘fun’ as concubines
is somewhat disconcerting and speculative. While she may have intended it as a cele-
bration of Indian women’s control over their sexuality, under the harsh realities of
indenture concubines were subjected to a myriad of oppressions as laborers, (colored)
women and sex workers. As a result of (and in addition to) these multiple oppressions,
indentured women who were prostitutes were frequently stigmatized by society on the
basis of sexual activity. I will illustrate this point and other issues raised in this section
by examining the plight of three women, Sukhrania, Naraini and Kunti.

 

Sukhrania

 

On 9 June 1909, indentured woman and sex worker, Sukhrania, was brutally
murdered in the cane fields in Navutoka estate by the man she lived with, Lachmi-
narain. Witness, Rup Singh, had this to say about Sukhrania: ‘I know Sukhrania. She
was a prostitute. Anybody who went to her and paid her money, she would lend herself
to’.
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 For Sukhrania, the act of lending herself to a man or selling her sexual labor time
involved choosing between sexual labor and plantation labor. As she opted for the
former, she made an important decision about the specific manner in which her body
would be commodified for money. This decision contradicted the patriarchal assump-
tion that women should be chaste (among a host of other virtues). Sukhrania also
contested other stereotypical feminine virtues such as obedience and compliance. For
example, when Lachminarain rebuked her for not listening to him, she retorted: ‘You
are nothing to me. I can do as I like and please myself’.
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 In this way, Sukhrania’s asser-
tive and autonomous (especially sexually autonomous) nature contrasted directly with
Lachminarain’s (patriarchal) conceptions of femininity and submission.

By and large, Lachminarain’s desire to solely possess Sukhrania (physically,
mentally, socially and sexually)—a patriarchal desire—was exacerbated by his status as
an indentured, colored, laborer. In patriarchal terms, Sukhrania was the only ‘property’
Lachminarain could realistically ‘own’. When she refused to let him manipulate her,
Lachminarain’s masculinity was questioned. By this I mean that he was aware of other
men’s perceptions of Sukhrania and of him, and more importantly, of the stigma
attached to sexual work. Therefore, when his friend Ramsewuk said, ‘Your woman is a
very bad woman, she is a prostitute’, it is likely that Lachminarain later realized that his
reply, ‘I am too weak to kill her’, reflected poorly on his manhood.
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By murdering Sukhrania, Lachminarain’s patriarchal status was exemplified. By
horrifically mutilating her, Lachminarain went a step further to teach Sukhrania a
lesson and to warn other women who chose to follow her path of their tragic end.
The district medical officer conducting the postmortem described the nature of her
death. Sukhrania’s scalp was fragmented and her brain was dislodged. She had a cut
across the back of her neck four inches into her spinal column, a cut across her left
cheek, a wound across the back of her right ankle opening the ankle joint and a linear
bruise across the back six inches long. The muscles at the back of the right leg were
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missing and there was a wound half an inch long and half an inch deep at the extrem-
ity.
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 An offense of this kind (especially when the persons accused were indentured
laborers—some exceptions were made for European overseers, as the case that
follows demonstrates) was not taken lightly by the colonial government at the time.
On 1 July 1909, Lachminarain was found guilty of murdering Sukhrania and
sentenced to death. Sukhrania’s story is recovered here because it raised some impor-
tant points about prostitution, choice and ownership of the female body in Fiji in the
early 1900s.

Two other indentured women who shared Sukhrania’s courage and resilient spirit
were Naraini and Kunti.

 

Naraini

 

Upon discovering she was pregnant, eighteen-year-old Naraini boarded the ship 

 

S.S.
Santhia

 

 bound for Fiji in 1910. During the journey, she courted a shipmate whom she
later married in Fiji. Unfortunately, as Ahmed Ali uncovers, Naraini’s husband was
abusive towards her: ‘In the 

 

girmit

 

 lines [indenture barracks] he deprived her of food
and beat her’.
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 Then on 16 August 1910, she gave birth to a premature child. Four days
later, her child died. The medical report stated that the child had been crushed by a
door but Naraini maintained that the child had been killed by her husband when he
discovered that it was not his. Some six days after she had given birth, a European over-
seer, Bloomfield, said that Naraini should go to work even though according to the laws
at the time, a woman was not permitted to work for three months after she had given
birth to a child. It was said that Naraini challenged Bloomfield as she retorted: ‘My
child is dead. I will not go to work’.
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 When he heard this, Bloomfield beat her so
severely that she became unconscious and fell. He was arrested and the case reached the
Supreme Court in Suva City. Unsurprisingly, Bloomfield was found not guilty by the
Supreme Court and was freed. Naraini, however, was beaten so badly she sustained
brain damage.

Although she was physically and psychologically abused by two different men,
Naraini’s story, in particular, her refusal to work after the birth of her child, may be
perceived as an attempt to confront a colonial patriarchy. In particular, she is remem-
bered for the epiphanic moment when she refused to become the victim of another man,
in this instance, a European man. Although she is beaten for this, her attempt to stand
up to a man was extremely courageous, considering the harsh realities of indenture.
Amongst other issues, Naraini’s ordeal in Fiji in 1910 raised concerns about the simul-
taneous abuse of indentured women in the home (domestic sphere/indentured
barracks) by Indian indentured men and in the work environment (public domain/
sugar plantations) by European men. It also exposed the failure of the colonial (patri-
archal) legal system when prominent (white) males (in this case, Bloomfield) perpe-
trated crimes against indentured women. Two other issues raised here are a woman’s
right to maternity or bereavement leave after the birth/death of a child and the abuse
and murder of infants during the indenture period. The first issue (the abuse of inden-
tured women) is discussed in further depth in Kunti’s story below.
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Kunti

 

Totaram Sanadhya offers this reading of Kunti’s cry: 

 

On 10 April, 1912, at the banana plantation called Sabukere, the overseer gave Kunti
the task of cutting grass, at a place apart from all the other men and women, where no
witnesses could be found and no one could hear her crying. The 

 

sardar

 

 and the over-
seer went there to rape her … Kunti freed her arm and jumped into the nearby river.
By god’s will, the dinghy of a boy named Jaidev was nearby. Kunti was saved from
drowning.
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This account of Kunti’s story is shaped by the events succeeding it. After the alleged
assault, a missionary with the Arya Samaj, S. M. Saraswati, wrote a letter about Kunti’s
experience and sent it to various newspapers. It was first published in the 

 

Bharat Mitra

 

,
a reputable Hindi language newspaper in India in 1913 and later in another newspaper
in India, the 

 

Leader

 

. The Government of India noticed the letter and an investigation
of this incident was conducted in Fiji. The Indian public who read the letters were also
outraged and began to campaign for the abolition of the indenture system. Mrs Jaijee
Petit of Bombay led a deputation of women to the viceroy in support of the abolition
of the indentured system—‘an event which had never happened in Indian history
before’.
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 At the same time the women of Australia and New Zealand made their own
independent investigation. As Gillion notes: 

 

In 1919, in order to obtain independent information, forty-six women’s organizations
in Australia and New Zealand sent Miss Florence Garnham of the London Missionary
Society, Calcutta, to make an investigation into the social and moral conditions of the
Indians in Fiji.
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In this manner, it can be said that some women’s organizations in India, Australia and
New Zealand were united in carrying out a much-needed reform. They were also, in a
sense, advancing an early form of transcultural feminism. The trigger for this women-
led protest was Kunti. This analysis of Kunti’s cry assumes that the media, women
activists in India, Australia and New Zealand, and, more generally, Indian nationalists,
embraced her story as the truth.

Hereinafter is a second perusal of Kunti’s story. It is grounded on sworn statements
by witnesses Jaidev (Jugdeo) and his father, Sujni, refuting Kunti’s claim of the alleged
assault.
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 Supposing Jugdeo and Sujni’s statements are accurate, the question I want to
pose here is: Why did Kunti accuse sardar, Ramrakan Singh, of attempting to rape her?
To shed some light on this question, I will refer closely to the Colonial Secretary’s Office
Manuscript (number 8779) from the National Archives in Suva. According to this
manuscript, Kunti, with the consent of her husband, was having a (polyandrous)
sexual relationship with a 

 

sardar

 

, Sundar Singh. Inspector of Immigrants, R. R. Black-
house, wrote in 1913: 

 

I was informed that Kunta [

 

sic

 

: Kunti] had lived in Sundar Singh’s house for nine
months; her husband, Jal, was in gaol at the time. During the nine months, I was
informed that Kunta [

 

sic

 

: Kunti] did not sleep one night in the lines … I was told that
most of her time was spent pottering about Sundar Singh’s house and field, which are
close to the Neuma lines.
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It also transpired that while Sundar Singh was the 

 

sardar

 

 on Neuma estate, the working
hours of Kunti (and Jal) were reduced but they always received full wages. For example,
in 1912 Kunti was paid as much as one pound and three pence during a four-week
period. After Sundar Singh’s dismissal, Kunti and Jal were forced to work long hours
and, subsequently, gave the next sardar a difficult time.
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In the first instance, I argue that Kunti manipulated her sexuality to procure the
object of her desire, Sundar Singh. In return for sexual favors, Kunti’s exploitation as a
woman laborer was, to a small extent, abated. When (one of) the object/s of her desire
was taken away from her, and she was forced to work long hours on the plantation for
a meager wage, Kunti set out to punish the system (and the men) who were responsible
for this action. Her strength was her ability to shift from one binary position (woman
as whore/polyandrous subject) to another (woman as virtuous or chaste)
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 to reduce
the extent of her ‘double colonization’—‘colonization by both imperial and patriarchal
ideologies’.
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In the second instance, I stipulate that Kunti concocted the story of her rape to
further the anti-indenture/British platform of the fervent Indian nationalist movement
in India and Fiji. By publicly declaring that she was subject to abuse by a system that
was colonially imposed, Kunti was aware that her exploitation as a woman was exacer-
bated by her status as a laborer for the British colonial government in Fiji. If a lie could
free her (and some 54,000 women and men) from the perils of a system they were
enslaved to on a daily basis, then Kunti should be commended for daring to tell it. And,
even if Sanadhya and Saraswati provoked Kunti to spread the rumor of the alleged
assault in the first place,
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 Kunti rose to the challenge and stood by her story so
convincingly that it triggered a series of actions (discussed in the first part of this
section) contributing to the abolishment of the indentured system.

 

The Indian Women’s Committee

 

The individual ordeals of indentured women (such as those discussed above) fostered
the need for a collective forum where women could come together to articulate their
grievances and challenge their maltreatment by 

 

sardars

 

 and overseers, for instance. The
first forum of this kind was the Indian (Indentured) Women’s Committee, colloquially
known as the ‘women’s gang’.
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 In the late 1800s and early 1900s, this Committee set
out to confront Indian and European men who sexually and/or physically violated
indentured women. Naicker describes the nature of these confrontations: 

 

Usually the planter or overseer succeeded in seducing the women they wanted but
sometimes everything did not go too well … The women’s gang would catch the
person concerned unaware and beat him up. They would strike him to the ground and
thrash him as well as do other more nasty things.
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The latter involved, for example, pinning the overseer down and taking turns at urinat-
ing on him. On one specific occasion, the women’s gang made a line and walked over
the overseer until he excreted. Not unusually, as Naicker points out, ‘the person taking
liberties over Indian women lost his life’.
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 What is suggested here is that the act of
punishing—inflicting penalty as a retribution for an offence—was a confrontational
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and aggressive reaction to indentured women’s dehumanization as objects of a system
created by (white, male) colonialists. Further still, the punishment process itself ‘drew
[Indian/indentured] men into the orbit of plantation resistance’,
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 thus highlighting the
necessity of situating certain feminisms within experiences of colonialism-as-indenture.
Or, to put this argument differently, the activism of indentured women in the early
1900s, particularly during the 1920 strikes, could not be separated from a partnership
with men who shared, to borrow an expression from post-colonial theorists, ‘the expe-
rience of the politics of oppression and repression’.
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On 1 January 1920, all remaining indentures of Indian laborers in the colony were
cancelled. However, because the Colonial Sugar Refining Company continued to treat
its Indo-Fijian tenants as it treated indentured laborers—‘as cheap labor to be
controlled with a firm or brutal hand’
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—there was in a sense a spillover indenture
period in 1920. Thus, although the indentured system was officially over, not much
changed for Indian women and men workers who chose to remain in Fiji. In the
following section I will discuss the role of the Indian Women’s Committee, now the
Indo-Fijian Women’s Committee (which continued its protests just after the indenture
period), in the 1920 strikes and riots in Suva, Rewa and Navua.

 

The Indo-Fijian Women’s Committee

 

During the 1920 strikes the Indo-Fijian Women’s Committee often spoke officially and
publicly on behalf of female and male laborers. On 1 January 1920, for example, this
committee, led by Jaikumari Manilal, presented a statement of the laborers’ grievances
in regard to the low wages and high cost of living to the Governor. They pointed out
that these grievances led to the present strike. A month later, it was suggested that all
Indo-Fijians earning three shillings or more a day should stop striking and return to
work. Again, the Indo-Fijian Women’s Committee opposed this proposal and threat-
ened reprisals.
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 Unsurprisingly, the male-dominated media (in this case, the 

 

Fiji
Times and Herald

 

) did not take too kindly to this female (feminist) voice and took every
opportunity to undermine it. On 3 February 1920, the journalist covering the strikes
(who quite clearly was male) could not hold back from scorning: ‘It is something new
and unusual to allow women to interfere in business affairs and it will be interesting to
see how the Indians will enjoy being ruled by the women’.
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 Statements of this kind
endorsing phallocentric cultures and values and thus, dismissing feminist ventures, are
found in this newspaper throughout the 1920s.

The 

 

Fiji Times and Herald

 

’s coverage of a major riot on 11 February 1920, deserves
a mention here. It was reported on this day that a group of women came together at
the residence of laborer, Yakoob. They drank kava to excite themselves and beat
drums.
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 While the journalist strives hard to paint a picture of a group of riotous
women drinking themselves into a frenzy, he contradicts himself by suggesting that
kava—which is actually renowned for its calming or relaxing quality—was responsible
for ‘exciting’ them. In any case, he goes on to say that this group of veiled women
stopped men from going to work by threatening to pour muddy water down their
throats.
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 The journalist’s emphasis on the veil—usually a marker of subservience and
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obedience to man—is interesting here because it counteracts the intended effect.
By this I mean that in this context the veil functions as a subverted symbol of
female power and strength and not one of passivity and obedience. More precisely,
Indo-Fijian women wore veils to show that they were women (and they were different
from men) but at the same time they highlighted that for them an important part of
womanhood was being articulate and forthright. This is demonstrated in a further
report at 4 p.m. the same day: 

 

Colonel Golding sent up Inspector Swinbourne and every available constable.
Mr Swinbourne found sticks and stones flying and special Constable Reay being
driven back. Mr Reay was holding Rhaiman and several women were using doga sticks
on him. They were shouting “hit, beat, kill”… Mr Savage was also beaten by two other
women.
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What was particularly notable about this story was the way the main headline,
‘Indian Riot: Women the Cause’, was juxtaposed alongside the subheading, ‘Smart
Work by Forces’,
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 the implication being that readers (who were predominantly male)
could be reassured that the police force contained these riotous women—in short,
patriarchy rules. These few examples reflect how the media worked against the early
feminist movement in Fiji in 1920.

Although we are told that the 1920 riots were led by Fulquhar, Rahiman, Rachael,
Sonia, Mungri, Kalan, Ladu, Majullah Khan, Hansraj, Dareemal, Janki, Dwarka,
Junkoma and Etwari, among others, Jaikumari Manilal’s involvement in these protests
and the early feminist movement in general deserves some consideration. Jaikumari, a

 

satyagarha

 

 activist trained at Gandhi’s 

 

ashram

 

 (temple) in Gujarat, India, was the wife
of Doctor Manilal Maganlal, Fiji’s first Indian barrister.
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 Unlike her female counter-
parts in the 1920 strikes, Jaikumari was a middle-class woman. She was involved in
writing petitions in protest of the low wages and the high cost of living and organizing
meetings and demonstrations. She also led the deputation of women and men who
presented the original 1920 strike demands to the Governor to lobby for higher wages
and an official inquiry into the high cost of living. In this way, although she was not
physically present at the riots, Jaikumari was the agency that threatened the colonial
order. She was also the pillar of the Indo-Fijian Women’s Committee. At 2 p.m. on
11 February 1920, a group of women marched the long distance from the Samabula
bridge to the gaol where they thought Jaikumari was being held. Barodi Buksh of
Nausori recollects: 

 

My mother and the other women of Nausori heard a rumor to the effect that Jaikumari
Devi had been imprisoned. They abandoned their field work and marched towards
Suva, a distance of some twelve miles. As they reached a police barrier they had to stop
but they withdrew a few yards and raising their arms above their heads brought down
their wrists together, shattering their glass bangles as a mark of anger and strength.
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Traditionally, an Indian woman breaks her glass bangles to mourn the death of her
husband, suggesting widowhood. In this context, the trigger of Indo-Fijian women’s
protests was not merely anger but also a profound sense of sorrow. Moreover, the act
of breaking bangles may be read as a signifier of women’s solidarity. It later transpired
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that Jaikumari was not arrested and that a group of women had spread the rumor to
attract men and women to join the march.

At any rate, as Indo-Fijian women shattered their bangles and talked to the coloniz-
ers, they entered what was previously the space of (male) public discourse. And while
the 1920 protests took place in the public domain, their roots were fixed in the private
domain. By this I mean, although women’s protests were waged in the public domain
(or the domain outside the home or domestic sphere), the high cost of living was felt
most acutely by women who had to make ends meet in the household (the private
domain). Indeed, it can be said that at the time of the 1920 Cost of Living strike, Indo-
Fijian women engaged in ‘counter-colonial speech’ as they remade or reclaimed them-
selves in a colonial terrain. Anthropologist, John Kelly, defines counter-colonial speech
in two ways. First, it refers to the explicit or free-spoken exchanges between colonizer
and colonized; and second, ‘It describes the more frequent occasions wherein Fiji’s
colonial Europeans and Fiji Indians spoke about each other but not to each other, and
then spoke about what each was saying about the other but still not to each other’.
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Although Indo-Fijian women engaged in both types of counter-colonial speech, this
section has attempted to demonstrate that through riots, petitions and strike action, for
example, collectively their exchanges were more explicit and radical.

Unfortunately, as it is with most successful or patriarchally threatening feminist
organizations, backlashes (like those furthered by the 

 

Fiji Times and Herald

 

 in 1920)
are bound to occur. According to Western feminist and journalist, Susan Faludi, a
backlash is ‘an attempt to retract the handful of small and hard-won victories that the
feminist movement did manage to win for women’.

 

48

 

 When applied to a Fiji context,
the 1920 backlash had the following impact: ‘The strike action was so powerful that the
Governor had to call for military help from the Australian and New Zealand Navy.
With this back-up, government officials were able to use force to subdue the strikers’.
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On 27 March 1920, Jaikumari was issued an Order of Prohibition and Removal under
the Peace and Good Order Ordinance of 1875 by the Acting Attorney General. The
Order stated: ‘The Governor in Council believes that Jaikumari, the East Indian wife of
Doctor Maginmal Manilal, is dangerous to the Peace and good order of this colony’.
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Under this Ordinance, Jaikumari was prohibited from residing in Fiji. The other
women under her leadership were imprisoned.

A significant consequence of the 1920 backlash was that the main arena for women
workers’ articulations just after the indenture period was destroyed. What was partic-
ularly disheartening about the backlash was the way government officials appropriated
the voices of women to justify expelling Jaikumari. As indentured laborer, Etwari,
reported: 

 

Mrs. Manilal advised us to prevent the men from working, and if anyone did they
would be beaten and filthy water would be poured … We were all put on oath to assist
in this matter … Mrs. Manilal said that if there was any trouble and if anyone was to
be arrested she would be the first to be taken, and as long as the women followed her
and listened to what she had to say there would be no trouble.
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However, as Kelly aptly points out: ‘It seems highly unlikely that it would take a trained
and experienced 

 

satyagraha

 

 activist, the sort who would weep publicly and insist on
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oaths to God as political statements and tactics, to organize this form of protest
attack’.52 Instead, he suggests that ‘We should read the trial of Jaikumari as a trace of
the struggle of this Gandhian to reorganize and reconfigure women’s already quite
definite political will.’53 In this respect, the aspirations of Jaikumari and her group of
activists was about a resilient group of women ‘acting in the interest of justice’.54

The 1930 Indian Feminist Movement

The pacification of the 1920 strike did not result in the demise of the Indo-Fijian
feminist movement. Rather, it was the end of the militant strand and the beginning of
what Shameem calls the ‘Reformist Indian Feminist movement of the late 1920s and
1930s’.55 This phrase describes the (now definite) post-1920 shift in the physical
and mental ‘space’ of a select group of Indo-Fijian women from the status of worker
and wife/mother to that of wife/mother exclusively. As Lateef points out, ‘During
indenture women had access to an independent income, meager though it was, they
were not economically dependent on their fathers, brothers or husbands’.56 After
the 1920s the tendency was to withdraw women from agricultural work and confine
them to the domestic sphere. Of course, this was not true for all Indian women; some
continued to work as cooks, tailors, nurses, shopkeepers, prostitutes and servants.

With the above in mind, I find that as they settled into their ‘new’ (post-indenture)
lives, emerging lower middle-class Indian women in the 1930s aspired to fill, in the
words of Kelly, ‘a political, religious and cultural ‘vacuum’.57 Subsequently, they
focused on reclaiming or regaining the izzat (self-respect) they had prior to indenture.
Organizations like the Arya Samaj—an alliance of wealthy and educated Fiji Indians
and teachers and missionaries recruited from India—were established for this purpose.
‘The Samaj members were articulate in vernacular discourse and had by far the largest
membership of any Indian organization, other than the Indian Reform League that was
articulate in English and effective in colonial, legal and social speech genres’.58 Other
sectional associations—a Muslim League, a South Indian-oriented Sangam and various
Sanatan Dharm societies—began to make public self-representations in the late
1920s.59 Small pockets of women’s organizations such as the Indian Women’s Society
of Suva (Stri Sewa Sabha), Zanana Women’s League and Gujarati Women’s Association
emanated from the reformism of these larger organizations. In this article, I will allude
specifically to the Stri Sewa Sabha.

Stri Sewa Sabha

The Stri Sewa Sabha, an organization of educated and wealthy middle-class Hindu,
Muslim and Gujarati women, was established in 1934. In the spirit of the religious,
social, cultural and political reformism that was taking place in Fiji at the time, the
main aim of the Sabha was to provide family assistance to the needy and the destitute.
Through these ‘acceptable’ social welfare based endeavors (in comparison to the meth-
ods of indentured women in Fiji in the 1920s), Indo-Fijian women reclaimed their izzat
but also pandered to (to use Susan Faludi’s phrase in another context) the ‘call for a
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return to [Indian] femininity’.60 In other words, this group of women began to adopt
and perpetuate stereotypes of femininity restored to them by patriarchal (Indian)
religious and cultural discourses. As I say this, I accept that Indo-Fijian women did not
consciously ‘become’ feminine. Rather, their conceptions of womanhood were refash-
ioned by the post-indenture context and the power exercised by patriarchal culture in
a period of cultural revival. Lateef has put it in these terms: 

With the reestablishment of the family after indenture, greater controls were imposed
on women by men especially control over female sexuality … This factor worked to
the detriment of women in the long run as the reestablishment of the family not only
meant the imposition of traditional power relations between men and women but also
that more stringent controls were placed on women’.61

As a result of the above, discourses and activities on and around feminism(s) in the
1930s were moderate and peaceful in comparison to those of the 1920s. This is not to
say that Indo-Fijian women did not protest against patriarchal structures or practices
that oppressed them. They did protest. Their methods, however, were official and,
needless to say, legal. For example, one of the main concerns of the Stri Sewa Sabha in
the early part of the 1930s was to lobby government to increase the marriage age of girls
from thirteen to sixteen.62 In this, women from the Sabha were united with other
religious and social bodies such as the Indian Reform League. White women (Miss L.
Pearce, Mrs B. Pearce and Miss Griffen) and indigenous Fijian women (Mrs Navagi)
joined Indian women in lobbying for this much needed reform. During this period, the
Sabha also requested government to open up nursing opportunities for Indian girls and
encouraged teaching women skills such as cooking and sewing, that would enable them
to earn an income.63 While one may argue that such activities are not feminist, in this
article I contend that a woman’s participation in seemingly patriarchally instituted
activities may lead to the eventual subversion of these activities. Gender studies scholar
Amrita Basu has put it in these terms: ‘When activities like cooking and sewing are
transformed into public domain activities and become the basis of social recognition,
they may actually contribute to the transformation rather than the reinforcement of
gender activities’.64 In other words, I argue here that any woman-centered project may
comprise a transformative component.

A major difference between the indenture and reformist period was that while women
were fighting for their own economic rights in the former, the focus of the latter was on
the economic empowerment of underprivileged women. By this I mean, women in the
reformist movement were fighting for the rights of other (less privileged) women rather
than for their own rights, exempting, of course, women like Jaikumari. Notwithstanding
the problematic undertones of welfare and patronage, the act of women helping other
women (whether this entailed teaching women skills or providing them with welfare
assistance) was evidence of an Indo-Fijian feminist solidarity. When I talk about
a ‘feminist solidarity’, I am not implying that all women were oppressed in the same
way. Rather, I am suggesting that in spite of particular (class) differences, Indo-Fijian
women united to challenge patriarchal formations. As women from the Stri Sewa Sabha
fund raised to empower other women (and their families), their actions liberated the
women they helped. For them, the process entailed recognizing the various patriarchal
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and capitalist structures that oppressed women, even though they sometimes
(consciously or unconsciously) colluded with these structures. In this respect, women’s
economic empowerment was (and still is) an important aspect of the Sabha’s feminism.
This connection between women’s economic empowerment and feminism is high-
lighted when Peni Moore says: ‘Unless women are economically independent, they
cannot remove themselves from violence and related issues. Women’s rights is about
economic rights’.65

Conclusion

This article has attempted to chart, and to some extent retrieve, early forms of feminist
activism among Indian women in Fiji. It affirms that the individual plight of inden-
tured women (such as Kunti, Naraini and Sukhrania) and the collective resistances of
the Indian Women’s Committee and Stri Sewa Sabha formed the basis of a vital femi-
nist network for Indian women during and after the indenture period. Since the 1930s
and as a result of intersections with local, regional and global feminist politics, Indo-
Fijian women have built extensively on this foundation. Briefly, and as suggested in the
introduction to this article, the 1960s brought the discourse of Western feminisms to
the shores of Fiji (and the Pacific). Indo-Fijian women were involved in this phase
through the University of the South Pacific and the Fiji Young Women’s Christian
Association.66 With a growing awareness of women’s rights from the 1980s, the plat-
forms of ethnically-based Indo-Fijian organizations that we still find in Fiji today have
diversified. For example, in 2000 women from Stri Sewa Sabha and other women’s
organizations in Fiji undertook the very important task of translating the Convention
for the Elimination of Discrimination against Women adopted by the United Nations
General Assembly in 1979 into Fiji Hindi.67 In addition to disseminating pamphlets on
this convention to grass-roots women, women from organizations like the Sabha have
begun to collaborate with multiethnic women’s organizations such as the Fiji Women’s
Crisis Center, the Fiji Women’s Rights Movement and Women’s Action for Change.68

These collaborations were, to some extent, promulgated by the coups of 1987 and
2000.69 By this I mean, although the coups furthered an ethnic divide in the Fiji
women’s movement as some groups of Indo-Fijian and indigenous Fijian women met
to promote the agenda of their ethnic group, the coups also brought women together.70

Today Indo-Fijian women play a prominent role in our feminist movement. I would
especially like to commemorate the outstanding efforts of Fiji human rights activist
Shaista Shameem, coordinator of the Fiji Women’s Crisis Center, Shamima Ali, and
lawyer and prominent feminist, Imrana Jalal.
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