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COMMENT

Constitutional Change in Fiji 1997: a Reply

We write in response to the disparaging remarks made by Deryck Scarr in his article
'Constitutional change in Fiji, 1997' [The Journal of Pacific History, 32:3, Political Chronicles,
44-52) about 'leading' Indo-Fijian academics at the University of the South Pacific. He
states,

Myth is actively encouraged in parts of the University of the South Pacific where leading Indian
academics cannot differentiate scholarship from communal politics. Phrases like 'liberal and
progressive' take on a local meaning. There is persistent effort to indoctrinate selected Fijian
students with historically and culturally unsustainable images of their own society which are
politically convenient to the NFP or FLP. Fijian academics now supporting the SVT recognise
the mentors, like white settlers before them, as believing implicitly in the unilinear theory of social
evolution.

As a result, tertiary educated youth may come ill-prepared into a world which in basic outlook
has changed very little since 1987 — except in the electorate's heightened distaste for politics and
politicians.

This is not the first time that Deryck Scarr has made negative remarks about USP
academics generally and Indo-Fijian academics in particular. His article as a whole is a
cynical commentary on die significant changes that have been made to the 1990 Consti-
tution (not 1992, p. 44) as .a result of compromises made by Fiji's political leaders as they
deliberated the Constitutional Review Commission's report and recommendations. The
process of negotiation was not easy, but eventually the desire of the political leaders to
establish a constitutional and therefore political framework acceptable to a majority of all
the people of Fiji led to the resolution of all matters including the electoral arrangements.

Scarr dwells on the submissions of the SVT, FAP and other edinic Fijian representations
to the Reeves Commission which sought to maintain either the 1990 Constitution or
arrangements that clearly ensured edinic Fijian political dominance, to make the point drat
indigenous Fijians basically did not have a change of heart and that die decisions of the
Parliament on the amendments to die 1990 decreed Constitution are superficial. SVT has
pointed out diat its submission was a document that stated the indigenous view but diat it
was open to negotiation.

Clearly constitution-making in a multi-ethnic society widi two large edinic categories and
numerous minorities is a complex process that relies on political leaders coming to terms
with each other's positions on the range of issues being discussed. Political leaders have to
give and take, make compromises and where necessary persuade their followers that the
decisions taken are in dieir best interest and in die country's interest. The 1997 Consti-
tutional Amendment Act is an amalgam of compromises arrived at through dialogue and
negotiation among elected representatives of die people of Fiji. It is a major achievement
and sets out a political path diat encourages co-operation radier dian confrontation.

Scarr's remarks about 'leading Indian academics' at USP appear to be in the nature of
a pet dislike as they are hardly based on substantive evidence obtained dirough objective
research. His comment that selected ethnic Fijian students are being indoctrinated 'with
historically and culturally unsustainable images of dieir own society' by 'Indian academics'
is not substantiated in any way. No Indo-Fijian teaches subjects such as History and
Culture, or Political Science, for that matter. At USP they are not members of the
departments that specialise in these subject areas. Assertions about political party connec-
tions and not being able to differentiate scholarship from communal politics can be made
by anyone. A scholar, however, is expected to support such assertions with evidence. None
of die Indo-Fijian academics at USP holds a position in political parties. Scarr's convictions
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about the political party connections of Indo-Fijian academics are akin to the belief of
elements of the Fiji military who detained and tortured an Indo-Fijian colleague on the
spurious and prejudicial grounds diat 'an Indian will discriminate against Fijian students'.
Such attitudes were of course encouraged by the open racism of the post-coup years. It is
difficult to comprehend the origins and reasons for Scarr's beliefs.

Scarr has a contradictory perception of ethnic Fijians. On the one hand, they are
portrayed as autonomous and holding independent views of themselves as against the
Vulagis. On the other hand, he attributes to selected edinic Fijians the extreme gullibility and
vulnerability to being easily indoctrinated by the latter. Is this a new manifestation of 'the
white man's burden' of good-old-style paternalism toward 'the native'? Or is it an
expression of the classic divide and rule syndrome, albeit from a distance? His comment that
Fijian academics 'now supporting the SVT recognise the mentors' is arrant nonsense.
Virtually all ethnic Fijian academics of standing belong to the same age cohorts or are older
than their Indo-Fijian counterparts. The latter are hardly in a position to be their mentors!

Scarr also ignorantly asserts that, 'like caste, much of the sub-continent's own history lives
on in Fiji'. This assertion discounts the scholarship of virtually all prominent scholars
including Gillion, Mayer, Jayawardena, Brij Lai, Subramani and Ahmed Ali.1

Scarr's cynicism discounts a very significant step forward in Fiji's political development,
which needs to be nurtured. His patendy false allegations about Indo-Fijian academics and
his fundamentally erroneous suppositions about the nature of religion and caste in Fiji cast
doubt on his scholarship.

VIJAY NAIDU
GANESH CHAND

SUBRAMANI
AKHILANAND SHARMA
BIMAN CHAND PRASAD

ANAND CHAND
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