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I believe that in the next few decades the greatest challenge facing education in 
Fiji, and indeed the whole world, will be to recognise that we live in a 
pluralistic universe. Pluralism is a fact of life. No doubt some societies will 
reject it for a period of time but in the end, whether they are large or small, 
they should come to accept this important truth. 

A Definition 

Let me begin with a brief definition. There are two meanings of pluralism in 
this paper: 

Firstly, pluralism is the existence of many races, languages and religions 
together (in essence multi-culturalism). 

Secondly, in a more specialised sense, pluralism is a reality which is diverse, 
various and multi-faceted; there is no single reality but many realities; there is 
no absolute meaning but several meanings; and there is no single answer to 
life's questions but many answers. 

The opposite of pluralism is the narrow belief that there is only one reality, 
one truth, one faith or one ideology which explains our multi-farious universe. 
Seeing certain developments in closed societies - in the Soviet Union, China, 
Pakistan or South Africa for example -1 only hope people will gradually see 
the need for greater openness. The knowledge that society and nature are 
continuously being shaped and that new individual and cultural identities are 
constantly being created should give us joy and a sense of optimism. The 
world is full of possibilities. 

* This paper is adapted from the keynote address delivered by Professor Subramani at the 
59th Conference of the Fiji Teachers' Union in Suva on 3rd May, 19S9. 
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What does this mean for Fiji? Fiji, a small island state in the Pacific, had in 
the recent past gained the stature of a model state based on its diversity. It 
accepted pluralism at the most ordinary level in freedom and openness. The 
country was described admiringly as "the hope for the world" for its pluralistic 
life. That pluralistic life may have received a setback, as a result of recent 
events, but it hasn't been shattered or destroyed. Fiji's success was that, in its 
own innocent way, it was learning that human life is diverse, has many 
realities, and people who viewed reality in different ways must live together 
because diversity is part of human existence. Naturally there were those who 
were "frightened" of this reality. They were in fact afraid of history. 

Human beings who first organised themselves in tribes gradually leamt to 
organise themselves, through the process of history, in many other ways; 
diverse groups, nations, and nations in relation to other nations. There is no 
escape from history. We are always in history. There is no such thing as a 
pure state, or a tribal Utopia, outside history. In Fiji, there will always be 
different races, languages, cultures, religions, and there will always be local 
customs, modern education, and modern economic pressures Gradually, more 
and more of us will become bilingual and bicultural, experiencing the 
differences associated with each language and culture. We will always be inside 
this history. It will be a great challenge to reconstruct what has been fractured 
with the knowledge that development comes from things being made and 
unmade and reconstructed. 

Education 

Now I must explain what pluralism means for education. Teachers and 
educators should work towards an education system that recognises and 
celebrates pluralism in all its manifestations. We are all aware that education 
must be based on some system of knowledge. What the development of that 
knowledge has revealed to us is the great diversity that exists in society and the 
world at large. What is needed in the future is an education curriculum that 
promotes an open rather than a closed point of view of society, history and the 
natural world. 

Education for a pluralistic society presupposes an open approach to learning. 
Teachers should note that rote learning, the most favoured method of learning 
in some of our schools, actually works against a pluralistic view of reality. 
Rote learning can imply that there is only one answer to a problem, and that 
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that answer can be learnt off pat and reproduced in tests and examinations. This 
kind of learning is not compatible with reality and human experience especially 
in the social sciences and the humanities. The most suitable approach for an 
education based on pluralism is to have several modes of learning. 

I believe that teachers in Fiji are not fully aware of their own power. They 
have narrowed their collective life down to debating salaries. Teachers, who are 
the largest, brightest and most educated group of professionals are also 
potentially the most powerful group in society, perhaps even more powerful 
than the politicians because they are more permanent and directly in touch with 
society. Why is it then that the politicians are the main definers of reality? 
All politicians, whatever their party, have been successful in imposing a certain 
view of reality, because other groups who have power haven't created 
alternative views of society. When the politician says, 'Race is a fact of life', 
there is no alternative voice in society saying, 'Our common humanity is also a 
fact of life.' There are no competing definitions of reality especially in 
situations where history seems to have taken us into an impasse. There is an 
urgent need for an alternative vision of the future. In more developed countries 
there are thinkers, philosophers, scientists, theologians who are powerful and 
influential enough to lead and affect the course of events. We do not have such 
people who can influence society. However, we do have very well-educated and 
articulate men and women of all races who are capable of assuming such 
leadership. They haven't found their voice yet. 

Meanwhile, teachers will have to live and work with greater self-awareness. 
They will have to have the courage and honesty to address national issues that 
are affecting society. 

Fijian Education 

One such issue at the present moment is Fijian Education. Fijian leaders and 
Fijian academics have identified this as a national problem. They maintain that 
the future of the country depends on problems in Fijian education being solved. 
We are told that young Fijians are not achieving well academically. The failure 
rate is high at all levels (primary, secondary and tertiary), especially in the 
sciences. And the gap between Fijians and non-Fijians is widening, with 
serious consequences for Fijian participation in all aspects of national life. 
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Here we have a national problem which is well-defined and concerns not only 
Fijians but everyone who is committed to creating a just and fair society. It is 
in no one's interest in a multi-racial society to have a major segment forever 
dependent and without freedom. Teachers' Unions will have to recognize this as 
a national problem that requires urgent attention. It will be a mark of maturity 
for the Unions to decide to work out a strategy together or on their own to deal 
with this problem. 

The "affirmative actions" already taken will have to be examined. The policy 
of "positive discrimination" will have to be considered dispassionately and 
without any preconceived notions. One must accept the allocation of additional 
resources for the upgrading of Fijian education. This kind of affirmative action 
will be required, from time to time, in a pluralistic society. Today the 
disadvantaged group is young Fijians, tomorrow it might be part-Europeans, 
Pacific Islanders, or a segment of the Indian community. 

Positive discrimination - a solution? 

The policy of positive discrimination itself, on the other hand, is another 
matter. Teachers could approach the issue in a spirit of genuine inquiry and 
desire for honest answers. They should work with the liberal Fijian opinion 
which is already concerned that this policy could be harming the very people it 
purports to help - by causing psychological problems, various kinds of 
dependency or inferiority complexes, all of which could have adverse long term 
consequences. The liberal Fijian view, while deeply committed to the 
improvement of Fijian education, is also aware that no community in the world 
can find true liberation by taking away the freedom of others. The concept of 
positive discrimination itself is suspect. It originated in a historical context 
where open discrimination existed against a minority group. There is no 
history of racial discrimination against Fijians in this country like that against 
American Blacks. Even there the policy of positive discrimination ultimately 
gained very little. From a historical perspective the policy of positive 
discrimination in Fiji is not a good substitute for the colonial policy which 
favoured separate development for Indians and Fijians. It took a hundred years 
to assess the damage done by that policy - should it take another hundred years 
to see the futility of the present one? 

Teachers' organisations should discuss this policy and assess its effect on the 
building of our nation. In the school system, will it cause the erosion of 
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confidence in the new curriculum and means of assessment? What is the total 
system of which this policy forms a part? These questions should be asked. 
Surely it is not beyond human imagination to invent alternative means of 
improving Fijian education without splitting people into separate ethnic 
compartments. Teachers must look for alternative models of affirmative action, 
and be prepared for prolonged negotiations with the current authorities on this 
subject. 

Positive discrimination is too simple a solution to a complex problem. The 
symbolic world of Fijian and Indian society, has become problematic to a 
high degree as a result of unprecedented historical changes. Without a true 
coming together of views old and new, there will be no stimulation towards 
growth and development. There is a huge task of synthesis that the educated 
Fijians themselves will have to face. This synthesis of ideas is hinted at in the 
Honourable Josevata's epilogue to Nayacakalou's book on Fijian leadership 
when he says that Fijians must assess "what they value from the past and think 
should be used for the present and the future". In my view this is an important 
challenge for the future. 

Indian Education 

The Indian community is too confused at present, too much without direction, 
to realise the great rehabilitation that is necessary to set right the dislocation 
caused by recent events. At no moment in history has the task of re-appraisal 
or stock-taking been so urgently needed. The Indian community could very 
well begin with education, and ask, 'Has education been such a story of 
unqualified success for Indians?. 

It is obvious that in terms of literacy, numbers of graduates, representation in 
the professions, skilled people, Indians have been very successful. And it is 
gratifying that they have shared their educational facilities with other 
communities. While it is apparent that no community can find total liberation 
through education alone, many Indians have found some freedom through 
education. 

One can legitimately ask, however, if the Indian community, which has 
invested so much in, and benefited from, education, is satisfied with its 
contribution to the community. This is a difficult question to answer. 
Nonetheless it has to be asked in this process of stock-taking. 
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It appears that education in the broadest sense has not contributed towards a 
sense of community. Perhaps 'community' needs to be defined. Community 
means close acquaintance, mutual confidence, sharing the risks and 
opportunities that life offers us. One can hardly talk about an Indian 
community in terms of close acquaintance or mutual confidence. Also what 
kind of education is it that teaches us that when a ship is in distress it is the 
doctor who jumps first? We need the kind of instruction which sharpens our 
awareness of the complex feelings and attitudes associated with being born in a 
place, in a community, and the responsibilities we should have towards the 
very community that has nurtured us and given us meaning and identity. 

The Indian who had arrived in Fiji as a feudal man has been transformed 
through one hundred years of education into an individual. I would like to 
argue that the Indian has become an individual without going through the 
intermediate stage of being enlightened. And this unenlightened individualism 
has caused the collapse of collective life. 

The main objective of education for Indians has been for material success. The 
symbol of this material success is the concrete house, built through absolute 
resourcefulness, then extended, rebuilt, decorated and worshipped. The concrete 
house was meant to be a liberation; it has become a prison both in a literal and 
metaphoric sense. 

Indian leadership has lacked the self-awareness needed to assess the situation and 
change the direction of education. However, over fifty years ago, in 1935, 
W.C. Mann, an outsider, writing on the future of education in Fiji observed the 
lop-sided striving for material gains in the Indian community and warned about 
the consequences of this for the future. 

No one should belittle the Indian contribution to community life through 
service organisations. This has been most praiseworthy. Nevertheless, there 
has been a general shrinking of Indian interest recently mainly as a result of 
their preoccupation with materialism. Evidence is seen in the withdrawal from 
the pursuit of noble causes, from high aspiration in the field of art and music, 
from team sports etc. People become truly human when they strive for the 
fullness of life. Life is not just raising a family in a concrete house. We all 
have a role in what is called in Sanskrit, Lokasangraha - the "maintenance of 
the world". History has taught the Indian a bitter lesson on the illusory and 
fragile possession of material things. 
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Let us not be confused about education. Education must be given the highest 
priority. In a situation where job opportunities for a segment of society could 
become restricted, education for self-employment must receive a good deal of 
attention. This means that the "useful studies" (computer science, business 
studies and technology) should feature prominently in the curriculum. At the 
same time the pursuit of excellence in the more academic fields should not be 
discouraged. It is precisely this kind of excellence that will ennoble a 
community and give it pride and strength to create higher goals. One might 
note that while the performance of Indians in other fields is generally 
impressive, their achievement in the social sciences and the humanities is far 
from spectacular. In fact, the Fijians, on the whole, have done better than the 
Indians in the social sciences and the humanities. Perhaps this is desirable for 
the two communities to complement one another. For a balanced education, 
Fijians must improve their performance in the natural sciences, while Indians 
must do better in the social sciences and the humanities. 

The Pacific 

I have outlined some of the problems about Fijian and Indian education, let me 
now turn to the Pacific as a whole. It has been prophesised that it will be the 
region of the 21st century. One is never sure what this means. Certainly the 
interest of the larger countries who are turning their attention to the Pacific is 
not in fish alone. If they are interested in deep sea minerals, then we should 
have some understanding of the technology associated with the exploration of 
these resources, so that when we ask for a share in this technology, we will 
know what it is we wish to share. On the other hand, if the Pacific becomes 
strategically important in the next century, then the history and politics of the 
nations concerned about it should be known. We can learn a great deal about 
other countries by studying their literature. What about investments, 
multinational corporations, and their hidden pressures? Is it possible that the 
Pacific is ready for the next round of colonialism, this time by technologically 
powerful countries? Paradoxically these very countries could turn out to be our 
saviours if the sea levels bring the next Great Flood. 
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Conclusion 

To summarise, I believe that in the coming decades a great challenge for 
education will be to advance pluralism both in a social and philosophical sense. 
People should recognise pluralism as a great fact of human existence on this 
planet. At the same time education should give us the enlightenment to see the 
narrowness and dangers of imposing a one - dimensional view of reality on life 
which is varied and multifaceted. In Fiji each community should, to begin 
with, reassess its own beliefs and aspirations, and come together to create a just 
and rational society within the context of pluralism. We should confront the 
challenge with optimism knowing that our society is part of a human world 
"made by man/woman, inhabited by man/woman, and, in turn, making 
man/woman in an ongoing historical process." 
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