
R
usiate Raibosa Nayacaka-
lou, Officer of the Order of 
the British Empire (OBE), 

was the first iTaukei to earn a PhD, 
or Doctorate. 

Mr Nayacakalou’s achievements 
speak volumes of  his contribution 
to our nation.  

The Fijian social anthropologist 
was born in 1927 in Draubuta Vil-
lage, Tailevu. 

Following his education at the 
Lelean Memorial School In Davui-
levu, Mr Nayacakalou joined the 
Public Service Commission where 
his academic potential was recog-

nised by the Colonial government 
and he was sent for tertiary educa-
tion to New Zealand.

He completed a Bachelor of  Arts 
from the University of  Auckland 
in 1956, before becoming a lecturer 
and researcher at the university.

The academic later joined the Uni-
versity of  London, graduating with 
a PhD Anthropology in 1963.

Nayacakalou worked as a lec-
turer at the University of  Sydney, 
before returning to Fiji in 1964 to 
implement administrative reforms 
agreed by the Great Council of  
Chiefs. 

In 1969 he was appointed manager 
of  the Native Land Trust Board.

He was annointed as an Officer 
of  the Order of  the British Em-
pire (OBE) award during the 1971 
Queen’s Birthday Honours as well. 

Mr Nayacakalou published a num-
ber of  books including Leadership 
in Fiji (1959), Tradition, Choices 
and Change in the Fijian Economy 
(1959), and Fijian Leadership in a 
Situation of  Change (1963). 

Mr Nayacakalou died in February 
1972 at the age of  45 after a heart at-

tack and was survived by his wife 
and six children.

Following his death, the Polyne-
sian Society of  the University of  
Auckland created a medal named 
in his honour, recognising distin-
guished scholarly publications on 
the island communities of  Polyne-
sia. 

The Nayacakalou Medal was de-
signed by Robert Ellis and was 
awarded for the first time in the 
centennial year of  the Society in 
1986. Information Source: Pacific 
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F
arzana Gounder was attend-
ing the University of the 
South Pacific when Mahen-

dra Chaudhry was overthrown in 
a coup against the country’s first 
Indo-Fijian Prime Minister on May 
19, 2020

A few months after the George 
Speight coup, the country’s third 
coup, ended on July 27, 2000, she 
graduated.

 She gave a valedictorian’s speech 
at the National Stadium, with the 
then new Prime Minister, the late 
Laisania Qarase, as the guest of  
honour. 

She held a gold medal in her 
hands, “a recognition of  her pas-
sion for Girmit and Fiji Hindi, and 
a dream to study further.”

But her lecturers, disillusioned by 
the latest coup, advised her to study 
abroad as there would be no one left 
at USP to supervise a linguistics 
master’s student.  

She then moved to New Zealand 
to complete her studies.  Following 
her masters at Auckland Universi-
ty, she completed a PhD at Massey 
University in 2011 and a postdoctor-
al fellowship at Waikato University 
in 2013.

Ms Gounder, a direct Girmit de-
scendant, like others, is passionate 
about her heritage. And despite 
her living in New Zealand now 
with her husband Ryan and nine-
year-old son Peter, they still regard 
themselves as Fijian. That passion 
is underlined by Peter’s emphatic 
statement: “ I was born in New Zea-
land, but I am from Fiji.” There is 
no doubt that Fiji is also home.

Ms Gounder, a linguist and the 
Deputy Head of  School (Research) 
at IPU New Zealand Tertiary Insti-
tute, was the keynote speaker at the 
recent Fiji Girmit Foundation of  
New Zealand event that commemo-
rated the 142nd Girmit Anniversary 
in Auckland.

She tells the Fiji Sun: “My choices 
have always been determined by my 
Fijian heritage, be they research-re-

lated or personal.” She travels regu-
larly to visit her parents, Nizam Ud 
Dean and Nadirun Nisa Dean, who 
live in Suva.

“For those who wish to be regard-
ed as Fijian citizens, the onus is also 
on them to show allegiance to Fiji,” 
she said. 

“For Indo-Fijians, there has been a 
shift in mindset: 140 years after the 
arrival of  the first Girmityas, India 
is no longer perceived as the moth-
erland: That bandhan has been sev-
ered.  Fiji is the land that has given 
birth to them, their parents, grand-
parents, great-grandparents, and 
great-great-grandparents. 

“With generation upon generation 
born and buried in Fiji, where else 
can be called home?”  

For those who have put down their 

jhori bundle outside Fiji, “we are 
proud to be Fijians, warts and all, 
no matter the colour of  our pass-
port.”

 
Education gap

Ms Gounder says a major gap in 
Fiji’s school curriculum is the lack 
of  emphasis given to Girmit as a 
momentous event in Pacific histori-
ography.

She adds: “From one generation 
to the next, we miss a valuable op-
portunity to acknowledge and ap-
preciate the acts of  solidarity and 
nation-building between two com-
munities, forcibly brought into con-
tact through Colonialism.  

“For too long, indenture has been 
treated as a separate occurrence 
within the Pacific context: it is inte-
grated with Indian indenture glob-
ally; however, the subject has never 
been situated within the chronol-
ogy of  Pacific historiography with 
regards to human security and mi-
gration.  Blackbirding is another 
similarly significant event that de-
serves recognition.    

“The debate over ‘belongingness’ 
and othering of  people who have 
lived in the region for over five 
generations is senseless, divisive 
and serves the benefit of  the few 
who thrive on such factionalism for 
their personal gain. 

“Even those, who were at the root 
of  discriminatory behaviour in 
the past, have expressed regret for 
their actions.  This is because of  
the realisation that all we achieve 
through such discourse is to uphold 
the centuries-old Colonial mindset 
of  separatism, to the detriment of  
the economic, political and social 

fabric of  the country.  While such 
acts cannot be undone, we can learn 
from them and move towards a bet-
ter Fiji.”

In her address to descendants in 
New Zealand she says: “Girmit is 
our heritage.  Knowing who we are 
as a people, knowing our identity as 
a distinct Pacific community is an 
important heritage for our children 
and their children. 

“The legacy of  Girmit defines us 
not as outsiders but as people of  the 
Pacific.

“The Pacific has given birth to us, 
our parents, grandparents, great-
grandparents, and even, great-
great-grandparents.  With gen-
eration upon generation born and 
buried in the Pacific, where else can 
be called home?  Indenture is thus, 
not just the history of  a community, 
but it is an important occurrence in 
Pacific history. 

“And remembering indenture also 
provides us with a valuable op-
portunity to acknowledge and ap-
preciate the acts of  solidarity and 
nation-building between two com-
munities forcibly brought into con-
tact through Colonialism.  It was 
never going to be an easy journey.” 

Thesis preface
Ms Gounder’s Girmit passion is 

captured in the preface of  her PhD 
thesis. She writes:

“My journey with these Girmityas’ 
life narratives began when I was sev-
en years old. In my earliest memories 
of  visiting dadi, I see us all sitting, 
and listening, the Girmityas’ voices 
entering the house through the large 
speakers on either side of  a silver rec-
tangular box as we drink hot milky 

tea. The radio had pride of  place 
in my grandmother’s living room, 
where the television now sits. We 
listened to the Girmityas recollect-
ing their experiences, which they did 
with sometimes laughter, sometimes 
tears, and at other times with anger, 
bitterness, or resignation. 

It was a time when Fiji Indians 
were searching to define who they 
were, a hundred years after the first 
Girmityas arrived in Fiji. As our 
family’s history with Fiji began with 
Girmit, we would listen to the life 
narratives with great interest, af-
ter which came the adults’ critique. 
This was the only time that I heard 
the life narratives, until I began my 
research twenty-one years later. But 
although I did not hear them again, 
the Girmityas’ narratives whispered 
to me through my memories. 

In my mind, the hearing of  the Gir-
mityas’ life narratives is juxtaposed 
on the memory of  Fiji’s first coup, 
which occurred a year later in 1987. 
We heard the news on the radio. My 
mother and the old man next door 
wondered what a coup was. I remem-
ber the fear and unease as Sakeasi 
Butadroka, the leader of  the Nation-
alist Taukei Movement, re-voiced 
over the airwaves his 1975 parlia-
mentary motion that Indians should 
be repatriated to India, courtesy of  
the British Government, which had 
brought them. 

I was eight years old, and my right 
to call myself  a Fiji citizen was chal-
lenged. My hybrid identity, as a prod-
uct of  four generations of  Indians 
living in Fiji, marked me out in the 
land where I was born. I carry these 
memories to New Zealand. 

As I study the life narratives of  
the Girmityas, whose great-grand-
children are coming to terms with 
Fiji’s fourth coup, I admit that this 
research is not only about the under-
standing of  the Girmityas’ identity 
constructions; it is also a research 
about my search for an understand-
ing of  the experiences that define 
“Who am I?” 

In many ways, the telling of  my life 
narrative mirrors that of  the Girmi-
tyas. We are telling our narratives 
not in the country of  our birth, but in 
our adopted homelands. We are tak-
ing the opportunity of  speaking to a 
wide range of  interlocutors to tell our 
narratives. And in shaping our nar-
ratives for, and with these interlocu-
tors, we shape ourselves. We discover 
strengths within us to articulate ex-
periences that we carry with us, and 
in doing so, we move our narratives 
into the realm of  heard voices.” 
Edited by Naisa Koroi

nemani.delaibatiki@fijisun.com.fj
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If you have old photos in your 
physical or digital album and 
would like them to feature in our 
column, please email them to 
jennis.naidu@fijisun.com.fj

The First iTaukei to Earn 
a PhD, or Doctorate

Farzana Gounder is a linguist 
and Deputy Head of School 
(Research) at IPU New 
Zealand Tertiary Institute.  Her 
research interests include oral 
narratives of indenture and 
their role in collective memory 
formation, and discourses on 
health, human security and 
migration. 
Ms Gounder is the 

author of Indentured 
Identities: Resistance and 
Accommodation in Plantation-
Era Fiji (2011), and co-editor 
of Women, Gender, and 
the Legacy of Slavery and 
Indenture (2020), Social 
Aspects of Health, Medicine, 
and Disease in the Colonial and 
Post-Colonial Era (2020), and 
Collective Memory, Identity, 
and the Legacies of Slavery 
and Indentured Labour (2021). 
Her work in indentured 

historiography has been 
recognised through 
her appointment to the 
International Board of the 
Indentured Labour Route 
Project, a UNESCO World 
Memories initiative.  
She has also been appointed 

co-editor of the book series 
Legacies of Slavery and 
Indentured Labour, co-editor 
of the journal Bonded Labour 
Migration and Convenor of 
the forthcoming international 
conference The Old & the New 
Indenture: Labour Practices 
and Human Rights
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Farzana Gounder. 

Rusiate Raibosa Nayacakalou OBE.


