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Introduction 

Like many scholars today, I feel that 'art for art's sake' cannot be accepted in 
developing countries. The artist, and in particular the writer, should uplift and 
educate people, especially the disadvantaged working class in towns and 
villages. The writer should have a social, moral and political role in bettering 
the society in which he or she lives. In the developing South Pacific countries, 
and indeed any third world country, it is not enough to write to entertain - there 
must be conviction. 

Some pointers 

It will be more meaningful if I relate my own writing activities to the above. 
As a rural school teacher in Kadavu and then in Solevu, Bua, I worked closely 
with students and parents in producing a collection of myths and legends 
entitled, "The Two Turtles and the Ungrateful Snake" (1981). Students 
collected stories in the Fijian Language and rewrote them in English using their 
creativity to embellish them. This served three purposes: they learned to 
appreciate another aspect of their culture, they became more fluent in English 
and they gave enjoyment and information to their readers. The part I played was 
in inspiring, facilitating and encouraging them to have more confidence in their 
own creativity and, finally in editing their work. 

To take another example of how a writer can serve as educator let us consider 
the attitude towards women in traditional communities in the South Pacific. 
Women are looked down upon and are expected to bear children, cook and wash 
but not to express opinions. In many cases they even seem to be marketable 
commodoties. In my story "Na Marama Yalodina" serialised over four weeks in 
the Fijian national weekly, "Nai Lalakai", the main character, a young woman, 
is brutally raped by a callous village youth who feels no remorse whatsoever. 
In the story the reader is provoked into rethinking some of the outdated ideas 
held about women. Although the villagers realize that she is completely 
innocent, many of them still feel that in some way she is now "unclean". She 
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has to live with this stigma. Through two characters - an American peace corp 
volunteer, Julia, and a young male friend, Filipo - it was shown that support 
rather than derision was what the victim needed. The community's reaction 
could even reinforce her misguided thoughts that she was unclean. 

"Bleeding, her clothes torn, she ran away. As she ran she couldn't help 
having the sickening and degrading feeling that her nerves and 
bloodstream were permeated with some dark viscous poison. She felt as 
if she was something obscene. It was the most terrifying feeling she 
had ever experienced." 

Julia's role was to uplift her dignity so that she could have confidence in herself 
again. Other outdated ideas such as fatalism can be tackled similarly. Recent 
happenings in Fiji are of concern as there is an element of facism emerging as 
"God's Will". 

The military coups in Fiji were carried out to uplift the conditions of the 
indigenous Fijians. Their political rights were supposed to be protected. 
However, there have been outbursts for the expulsion of other races and the 
denial of their political rights. Surely the writer can play a special role and 
promote harmony among the various races in the country. 

Dr Satendra Nandan, formerly a lecturer at the University of the South Pacific 
(USP), a writer and one time politician has this comment to make, 

"Literature therefore can become a force through which 
understanding between people is fostered and promoted. Not only 
do we begin to understand others but in a situation such as ours, 
shaped by many outside factors, we need to demolish the 
stereotyped ideas that we have built about others in our minds; we 
often have a narrow unsympathetic and prejudiced view of other 
communities." (1978) 

In my recent book, "The Black Messiah" (1989) incidents in everyday life 
among Fijians in towns and villages are recounted. This writing aims to show 
that Fijians do have their problems but also have those enduring qualities 
which make them persist. 

This I feel is another important role of the writer; to show insight into the 
vibrant culture of a people. True he or she must be a critic, a watchdog and an 
educator but those enduring qualities in people that make them rise above 
themselves must also be brought out. Writers in the South Pacific often 
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commit the crime of believing (perhaps because they write in their second 
language, English) that western ideas and innovation are best, often forgetting 
the heritage of their own traditional societies. They also tend to forget that so 
many of the ideas and innovations of Western civilization were really adapted 
from the great heritage of so-called primitive societies. 

Creative adaptation to suit the times can preserve various aspects of traditions. 
Why must we continue to lament the loss of our culture and look wistfully at 
those material aspects of culture in museums when we can creatively adapt it 
for use in our lives? 

If we look at the oral tradition of our ancestors we can see that it had a purpose. 
The meke (a traditional Fijian dance) for example, had a very religious 
significance. It also enabled various clans in society to be brought closer 
together. It was a way in which the community participated in the creative 
process. One could be innovative or show exuberance in singing, poetry or in 
dance. Even although the artist attributed creativity to the muses, he was still 
the main force and his work was produced for the betterment of his community. 
It is all very well for writers to lament the loss of vibrance and innovation in 
the modern meke. It may have been shorn of its ancient heritage by 
Christianity. The reality of the situation is that Christianity is here to stay. 
Why can't the artist be pragmatic and creatively adapt the meke (or other oral 
literature for that matter) for education as well as enjoyment. By the same 
token why can't Christianity be creatively adapted to suit local traditions? 

Writers who come from poorer backgrounds can change preconceived ideas 
people have about some urban areas (probably a result of sensationalism in the 
press). For example in "Growing up in Fiji" (Veramu 1984) it was made 
evident that traditional kinship ties existed within various tribal groups and 
Chrstian programmes brought Fijians of different tribes together in harmony. 

Fijian youths do have their problems. In Solevu - an attempt was made to 
have a festival where young people could compete in all kinds of drama and 
dance. Two young dance makers proved they are no longer of traditional mode 
but are modern artists. They do research on the meke before performance, 
setting their story in poetry to be sung. The history of the district and 
province, the kinship ties of the people and the importance of youth, their aims 
and objectives and some subtle advice - are all incorporated. The use of oral 
tradition and its creative adaptation for education, inspiration and to challenge is 
a milestone in the "art for education" movement. Traditional Fijian dance also 
has a religious significance related to ancestral worship. Is it not possible to 
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make oral traditions move together with religion? In some Christian churches 
Fijian artists have carved statues of a black Jesus and other icons. Adaptation 
of Christianity to suit local traditions makes the communion of ordinary people 
with God more meaningful. Reverence for the saints is akin to reverence for 
ancestors. Ancestral reverence or worship, of great importance in Fijian culure, 
has become furitive as it is thought to be pagan. Creative adaptation allows 
the mental switch to be made without complexity. 

A Peace Corp volunteer teacher once made the following observation in 'The 
Other Side of the Cassava Patch' a novella in 'The Black Messiah' (Veramu 
1981, 121) - as she took photographs she saw in the vibrance of the meke"a 
people's yearning for creativity to break the monotony of village life." Her 
husband made the following comment after watching the traditional yaqona 
ceremony (the drinking of Kava round a wooden bowl), "this is indeed the 
essence of being Fijian". As a writer I try to say that there is more to the 
Fijian race than cassava balls, yaqona and grass skirts. 

South Pacific writers 

It is disheartening to realise that although Fiji is the hub of the South Pacific 
and the most highly developed country in the region, creative writing is still in 
its infancy. Papua New Guineans, Samoans and Solomon Islanders have been 
creative and prolific and have accumulated a body of writings that have laid the 
foundations for what they can proudly call their National Literature. In Fiji we 
have precious little in the way of national literature. A few writers have 
produced short stories and one act and full length plays, See for example -
Professor Subramani, Dr Raymond Pillai, Jo Nacola and Vilsoni Tausi. 
Among the indigenous Fijians and the ethnic Indians a great novelist has yet to 
emerge. 

About 10 novels have been published by Fijians in the vernacular, many with 
less than 15,000 words. It is doubtful whether they can be called novels. Five 
of them are about 10,000 words long, sprinkled generously with patronising 
illustrations. Some of them sound like "tracts" and are didactic in nature. Then 
again some of these writers may say they have made art serve a purpose, 
namely, to propogate the Christian faith. Many have a talent and are honing 
their skills for much more enduring works in the future. The apprenticeship 
they are serving will almost certainly come to fruition later. 
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Until now writers have had precious little impact on ordinary people. 'Mana' -
a Literary Journal has found readership mainly among University students and 
lecturers. Even the much vaunted Fiji literacy journal 'Sinnet' floundered after 
five issues, due to lack of sales. I have tried to make some impact through 
radio programmes and essays in newspapers and journals. This however has 
not really centred around my creative writing but has been in youth and social 
work and nonformal adult education programmes. 

A key to literacy 

Literary education holds the key to social, political and economic development. 
People are oppressed not so much by external forces but by their own ignorance 
and low self-esteem. This leads them to cling to many backward and archaic 
ideas. Writers should fight against the negative internal forces that have 
permeated the nerves, bloodstream and bones of people like this. They must be 
made to feel that they can change their lot. This will not be easy as their life 
style is like a sedative - an opiate. This is a vocation for the writer in the third 
world. Indigenous Fijians are lagging behind Indians and other races in Fiji in 
education and commerce. Writers therefore have a dual role of inspiring people 
to improve their literacy skills and promote harmony. Art therefore in 
developing countries with plural societies can inspire and bridge the gap 
between various groups. 

Conclusion 

In ancient times the artist (especially in societies with oral traditions) wrote for 
a purpose - the betterment of the community. Myths and legends were created 
so that people could come to terms with their world. Art was also a 
community based activity where participation in singing and dancing and 
creating myths brought beauty into people's lives. The artist was revered 
because he had the sacred responsibility of educating, informing and inspiring 
the community. Similarly, the Fijian dancemaker recounted history, took 
present struggles into account and made prophecies- his utterances never taken 
lightly. When one analysed these prophecies, they were really based on 
common sense - people were asked to prosper, to have faith in themselves and 
to live in harmony. The traditional artist served the important role too of 
having high expectations for his people. Having faith in themselves was for 
the general good. Of course the entertainment value of the art was immense 
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even though the enjoyment was not something intrinsic in itself. Creativity 
was also essential as spectators later judged the quality of the dance round the 
yaqona bowl. 

Writers in the third world and developing countries cannot afford to be 
complacent. They should not just be satisfied with writing for esoteric literary 
journals patronised mainly by the educated elite but must also communicate in 
the language of their own people and create those enduring works that uplift and 
help people strive for better ideals. Writers must uplift and liberate the 
oppressed not only from unjust systems and people around them but also from 
the misconceptions of life that they may have inadvertently adopted. If the 
artist shirks this responsibility, due consideration should be given to using his 
works as compost - at least it will have served a productive purpose in helping 
to feed someone. Courage and sacrifice is called for on the part of writers used 
to the comfort of swivelling chairs in cosy offices. More interaction is 
required. 

A kind of revolution is needed to free the oppressed from the various "bodies" 
that seek to subjugate them and from those internal misconceptions that bind 
them. Writers must be prepared to forego comfort for a dungeon and face this 
challenge in the third world. 
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