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Foreword

Tracing an Indian Diaspora arrives on the scene when disciplinary 
studies in the humanities and social sciences are in a state of fl ux. 

The volume is not only a major contribution to diaspora studies; it is 
also a pointer to the new directions in which interdisciplinary research 
could be fruitfully carried out. Indeed, as the editors argue ‘Diaspora 
has become a key trope in the humanities today’.

Central to the book is the premise that diaspora involves the ‘re 
imagining of territoriality’. For, traditional political paradigms always 
recognised the territoriality of nation states. As the editors cogently 
argue, the Indian diaspora today typifi es ‘locations of resistance and 
locations of belonging’. In the wake of 9/11, we fi nd that questions of 
belonging are increasingly ‘being territorialised, scrutinised and penal-
ised’. There are ‘multiple identifi cations and contested affi liations’ in 
the era of global capital. Based on this framework, the volume arranges 
chapters into four main sections. Each section is preceded by a brief 
introduction.

What precisely is achieved in the shift of the study from ‘immigrants’ 
to that of the ‘diaspora’? Parvati Raghuram, Ajaya Kumar Sahoo, Brij 
Maharaj and Dave Sangha, editors of this volume, focus on ‘contexts, 
memories and representations’. They contend that ‘reading the dias-
pora is most politically productive when embedded in the reality of 
its production, circulation and appropriation’.

Straddling several disciplines and knowledgeable systems such as 
sociology, political science, ethnography, literature, anthropology, geo-
graphy, history, international relations, women’s studies, Tracing an 
Indian Diaspora is a testimony to the power of this cutting-edge dis-
cipline to generate thinking about the diaspora. The volume does not 
intend to be all comprehensive. Indeed, the editors, in a self-refl exive 
manner, highlight several areas such as the interface between newer 
modes of knowledge like digital technology and transnational affi liation 
that call for a more detailed enquiry.

Written for the most part in a lucid, jargon-free language, the volume 
is truly international in character. It seeks out scholars from various 
parts of the world who offer original thinking on the issue of the 
(Indian) diaspora in the age of global capital. There is a common thread 



that runs through the volume, although the editors admit that their 
effort represents ‘an assemblage’ and not ‘a narrative’.

Tracing an Indian Diaspora is a landmark volume. It signals the 
arrival of the new discipline.

Sachidananda Mohanty
Professor, Department of English

University of Hyderabad

Foreword xiii
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1
Thinking ‘Indian Diaspora’ for Our Times

PARVATI RAGHURAM AND AJAYA KUMAR SAHOO

This volume traces some of the plurality within the Indian diaspora, 
a plurality which takes many forms: geographical dispersion, his-

torical contexts, temporal frames, authorial positions, political affi li-
ations. It is thus an assemblage, not a narrative. And it is purposefully 
so. This volume does not attempt to produce a new boundary around 
diasporic identifi cations but rather to unsettle diaspora by loosely 
juxtaposing a set of chapters that provide complementary, sometimes 
competing perspectives, on diasporic locations, identifi cations and re-
presentations. In this introduction we aim to briefl y outline the think-
ing behind this strategy and provide an outline of the volume.

UNSETTLING DIASPORIC THINKING

Diaspora has become a key trope in the humanities today. The launch 
of the journal Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies in 1991 by 
Khachig Tololyan testifi es not only to the importance achieved by the 
concept as an instrument of analysis, but also to the desire to do away 
with the sharply defi ned borders of the nation state. Sociologists, anthro-
pologists, cultural critics and historians have in the last decades put to 
the test essentialist defi nitions of culture and nation. Contemporary 
ethnography, to give but one example, has rejected reductive notions 
of culture as dwelling in favour of a wider defi nition of culture as multi-
locale. The concept of nation as an unalterable homogeneous entity 
has been seriously questioned. Although the idea of the nation should 
not be completely cast aside—after all, nations are still powerful and 
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important political, administrative and cultural units—new historical 
changes demand that the nation state should recognise the limits of 
its territoriality. To put it differently, nations are urged to reconsider 
and transcend old concepts of boundaries and frontiers so that they 
can become just one site in a new transnational culture. And diasporic 
thinking has arguably become one tool in this boundary transcend-
ing analysis.

The concept of ‘diaspora’ and its geographical and territorial di-
mensions have all been subject to various interpretations (Braziel and 
Mannur  2003).  According to Vertovec (1997:  277) the term ‘diaspora’ is of-
ten applied to ‘describe practically any population that is considered 
“deterritorialized” or “transnational”—that is, which has originated in  
a land other than which it currently resides in, and whose social, 
economic, and political networks cross the borders of nation-states 
or, indeed, span the globe.’ It is therefore evident that geographically, 
‘diaspora involves a radical … redefi nition of place. To the ancient 
Greeks, diaspora was associated with migration and colonisation’ 
(Cohen 1997: ix). However, for Jews, Africans, Palestinians and Arme-
nians, the term had a more ominous connotation: ‘Diaspora signifi ed 
a collective trauma, a banishment, where one dreamed of home but 
lived in exile’ (Cohen 1997: ix).

For others such as Paul Gilroy (1994) and Stuart Hall (1990), diaspora 
is defi ned not by biographical connectivity across geographical areas 
or political boundaries, but is created by and through differentiation. 
It is the contradictory emotions, the ambivalences in the diasporic’s 
notions of belonging, their identifi cation with and against territorial 
social and cultural formations, especially as they are shaped through the 
processes of exclusion, that they highlight in their work on diaspora. 
They root diaspora in its effective dislocations between ‘locations of 
residence and locations of belonging’ (Gilroy 2000: 124) in order to 
expose the political possibilities of this rupture.

A more categorical defi nition of diaspora has been adopted by 
writers such as Safran (1991), Sheffer (1993), Bruneau (1994) and Cohen 
(1997). For them migration can be defi ned as producing a ‘diaspora’ 
if four conditions are met: fi rst, an ethnic consciousness; second, an 
active associative life; third, contacts with the land of origin in various 
forms, real or imaginary; fourth, there should be relations with other 
groups of the same ethnic origin spread over the world. This is perhaps 
best captured by Judith Shuval:
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A diaspora is a social construct founded on feeling, consciousness, mem-
ory, mythology, history, meaningful narratives, group identity, longings, 
dreams, allegorical and virtual elements all of which play an important role 
in establishing a diaspora reality. At a given moment in time, the sense of 
connection to a homeland must be strong enough to resist forgetting, 
assimilating or distancing. (Shuval 2000: 43)

It is this categorical similarity, based on affective and symbolic rela-
tions with a homeland, real or imagined, that marks this second def-
inition of migration. Diaspora is thus marked by similarity rather than 
disjuncture.

A much more critical take on the trope of diaspora is offered by 
Floya Anthias (1998; also see Soysal 2000). She centres her criticism of 
the ubiquitousness of ‘diasporic thinking’ around its failure to move 
beyond attachment to ‘primordial’ connections expressed through no-
tions of ethnicity and nationality or to provide a meaningful basis for 
an intersectional analysis that takes gender and class differences within 
and across the diaspora seriously. These are serious concerns that 
have never been fully addressed by those working in this fi eld.

One partial response to her criticisms of diaspora come from Sökefeld 
(2006) who counters the accusation of primordialism by arguing that 
diaspora may be analytically treated as akin to social movements: they 
occur in response to triggers and require agents to actively imagine and 
produce a diaspora through a set of mobilising practices. Diaspora is de-
fi ned here as intersecting sets of imagined transnational communities.

The assumption of a shared identity that unites people living dispersed in 
transnational space thereby becomes the central defi ning feature of dias-
poras. Rejecting ideas of migrants’ natural rootedness and belonging to 
places of origin, I argued that diaspora identity and the imagination of a 
diaspora community is also an outcome of mobilization processes. The de-
velopment of diaspora identity is not simply a natural and inevitable result 
of migration but a historical contingency that frequently develops out of 
mobilization in response to specifi c critical events. Diaspora is thus fi rmly 
historicized. It is not an issue of naturally felt roots but of specifi c political 
circumstances that suggest the mobilization of a transnational imagined 
community. The focus on mobilization in the formation of diasporas effect-
ively counters essentializing concepts of diaspora. (Sökefeld 2006: 280)

In autumn 2006, as we write this editorial, the force of diaspora as a 
tactic for connecting people to a place of origin has only gathered force. 
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The sites and means through which diasporic identifi cation is mo-
bilised and where diaspora is represented and contested have also 
multiplied. A number of important players have entered this fi eld—
most notably national governments. There has, for instance, been a re-
imagination of the relationship between domicility, citizenship and 
belonging in India from one that is exclusive and coterminous to one 
that recognises that deterritorialised populations may be mobilised 
to invest in the territories they and their ancestors left behind. With 
a population of more than 20 million, spread across a 110 countries, 
the numbers involved are vast. This re-imagining of territoriality is 
done through the emotional register, through an evocative call to 
feel the love and affection you can fi nd in mother India. But not all 
Indians are recalled in the same way. The Indian government itself 
distinguishes between people of Indian origin (PIOs), those who pro-
fess their allegiance to India while relinquishing citizenship rights, and 
non-resident Indians (NRIs), those who are (at least for the moment) 
sojourners—Indian citizens living in other countries. The designation 
‘NRI’ in particular has always had strong economic connotations. 
The government has for long called upon its diaspora to help ‘develop’ 
the territorially located nation state, indeed encouraged it by offer-
ing attractive investment packages and fi nancial concessions. This 
reverberates through the ‘development machinery’ with diasporic 
development becoming a key strategy for various bodies under the 
umbrella of the United Nations, international development agencies 
and non-governmental organisations (NGOs). PIOs, on the other 
hand, are often re-called through the language of cultural continuity 
and affect, but an affect that too has economic potential for the mother 
country. The fi nancial demands on the diaspora, it appears, are increas-
ingly becoming dispersed across the different categories of migrants 
(sojourners, NRIs, PIOs) who originate from India.

Moreover, the politics of belonging, which occupies centre stage 
in the troubled territories of nationalism and citizenship, has become 
even more contested in the post 9/11 landscape. The question of belong-
ing is increasingly being territorialised, securitised and penalised. In 
the polarised discussions of belonging, diasporics are continuously 
being asked to display how and in what ways ‘you are one of us, not 
one of them’. Multiple identifi cations and contested affi liation are to 
be muffl ed, congealed into a publicly expressed singular narrative of 
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belonging. In the countries of origin too, diasporas are being used to 
strengthen both economic and cultural nationalism (Dirlik 2004).

As diaspora becomes the new engine for igniting sluggish econ-
omies and for professing exclusive emotional and political affi li-
ations, it is time to return to the work that the trope of diaspora is being 
required to perform. This volume contributes towards this effort and 
in doing so it deploys many of the different understandings of dias-
pora that we have outlined here. Intertextually, these different versions 
of the diaspora can unpack, perhaps even destabilise the notion of 
diaspora.

We emphasise the ability of diasporic thinking to play with bound-
aries—on their maintenance, reconfi guration, unsettling, and on 
boundary confl icts and negotiations. The types of boundaries traversed 
may be physical, political, social, cultural and emotional. Writings on 
diaspora often call upon a heady concoction of these to create a par-
ticular imaginary of diaspora. Importantly, these border crossings also 
bring up unexpected alliances and collisions with the politics sur-
rounding other markers of identity such as race, ethnicity, gender, 
class and sexuality, especially as they relate to nationality, nationalism 
and transnationalism. It is in these spaces where the diaspora politics 
weaves through and across other vectors of difference that the most 
interesting intellectual conundrums and challenging political ques-
tions are posed.

PRODUCING THE VOLUME

This volume and its assemblage has its own history. It is the brain-
child of academics working at the Centre for the Study of Indian 
Diaspora, Hyderabad, who decided to mark the fi rst decade of the es-
tablishment of the Centre by issuing a commemorative volume on the 
subject. The annual Pravasi Bharatiya Divas celebrations, which mark 
the achievements of the Indian diaspora, was also held in Hyderabad 
in January 2006. This volume was originally envisaged as celebrating 
both events.

Until the early 1990s, interest in the diaspora was largely fi ltered 
through the economic lens with the NRIs being used by the Gov-
ernment of India largely as a code name for economic investment. 
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Social concerns with the situation of diasporic Indians was fairly 
limited (Lall 2001). In academic debates in India too, the notion of 
diaspora was rarely deployed. In 1989, for instance, Sociological Bul-
letin, the offi cial journal of the Indian Sociological Society, brought 
out a special issue on the theme of ‘Indians Abroad’ (Vol. 38, No. 1, 
March 1989) in which eight out of nine articles focused on Indian com-
munities abroad, but not a single one referred to them as diasporic. 
Rather, scholars used words like ‘Indian immigrants’ (see Buchignani 
1989; Mehta 1989; Sharma 1989) or ‘overseas Indians’ (see R.K. Jain 
1989; P.C. Jain1989).

In 1994, an ‘International Conference on Indian Diaspora’ was 
organised by the University of Hyderabad with the objective of open-
ing up of a centre exclusively for the study of the Indian diaspora. It 
was in this conference that terms such as ‘diaspora’ and ‘transnational 
Indians’ came to be used (Nadarajah 1994). The demands for the or-
ganised study of the ‘Indian diaspora’, their expectations, their con-
tributions and scope of collaboration in various sectors of society, 
resulted in the establishment of the Centre for the Study of Indian 
Diaspora under the Area Studies Programme of the University Grants 
Commission (UGC) in 1996 at the University of Hyderabad. The idea 
of creating the ‘Centre’ exclusively for Indian diaspora studies was par-
ticularly taken up by Professor Chandrashekhar Bhat—the founder 
and director of the Centre—who was inspired by his mentor, Professor 
Adrian Mayer of the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) 
at the University of London, during his visit to carry out research on 
Indian ethnic associations in London.

The Centre today is one of the exclusive centres all over the world 
devoted to the study of the ‘Indian diaspora’ through its teaching and 
research modules. The Centre envisages research on the historical 
context of the Indian diaspora during the colonial and postcolonial 
phases, cultural heritage of diasporic communities, continuities and 
transformation in culture, economy and political life, besides pro-
moting communication and linkages between India and the Indian 
diaspora. In other words, the Centre is involved in the study of social, 
cultural, linguistic, economic, political, geographical, literary and other 
aspects of the Indian diaspora in its global context. The Centre has so 
far organised three international conferences and two national work-
shops on the ‘Indian diaspora’.
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In order to commemorate a decade of its existence, to mark the 
Centre as an International Centre for Study of Indian Diaspora that 
would facilitate further research on the Indian diaspora, scholars 
from all over the world were invited to contribute a paper for an edited 
volume that focuses on the Centre’s broad objectives. The collection 
of papers and its organisation largely refl ects the choice of writers 
identifi ed by academics at the Centre. Refl ecting the Centre’s multi-
disciplinary approach to the study of the Indian diaspora, a range of 
academics—sociologists, anthropologists, historians, economists, 
demographers, geographers, and management, educational and policy 
researchers from different parts of the diaspora were invited to con-
tribute to the volume. The editors were then subsequently identifi ed 
by the Centre and so have only minimally shaped the discussions in the 
volume. Contributors in this anthology examine (directly or indirectly) 
issues such as labour, migration, gender, religion, ethnicity, identity, 
globalisation and transnationalism. This book is thus divided into 
four main sections, which accommodate and structure interconnected 
viewpoints on the Indian diaspora.

READING THE VOLUME

The volume is divided into four sections. The division of chapters into 
these sections is not wholly clear-cut. Broadly, the fi rst two sections 
emphasise the migratory movements that have led to the formation 
of the Indian diaspora. They unpack the geographical scope of the 
diaspora and highlight the different processes, opportunities and 
constraints that the Indian diaspora faces in its different locales. In the 
second half of the book, we move towards thinking of diaspora not 
so much as dispersed people but as associational activities. Diaspora 
here is what diaspora does. It is not based on historical connections 
enacted through migrations, but practised through travel, rituals, fi lm 
and through literature. One could read the chapters in sections 3 and 4 
contrapuntally against those in sections 1 and 2; juxtaposing them for 
understandings of how the authors themselves tell the stories of the 
diaspora, how they represent the diaspora. Equally, sections 3 and 4 
may be read through the historical lens that the chapters in the fi rst 
two sections offer, making us read Indian authors for authorial pos-
itions, contexts and the histories and conditions of their migration.
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Sections 1 and 2 are divided up through a broadly historical peri-
odisation. Section 1 focuses primarily on diasporas created through 
migrations during the colonial period—the chapters are all ‘haunted 
by empire’ (Stoler 2006).1 They have their history in the imperial legacy 
of British colonialism and the uneven social and cultural landscapes 
that the populations whose movements were so forcefully shaped 
by British policies then inhabited. Located in far-fl ung parts of the 
empire, occupying a range of roles, they were often held together by 
the conditions of their dispersal—the terms of indenture. Indenture 
placed physical and cultural constraints on identifying outside of one’s 
diasporic origins.2 Imperial machinations forced diasporic identifi -
cations through racial classifi cations. People were often required to 
perform their diasporic affi liation, to be marked through their migra-
tory trajectory, to submerge other vectors of difference and to play out 
the imagined markers of diasporic culture. To be Indian was therefore to 
perform an imagined version of Indianness. It was therefore also as 
much about not being white, African, Sinhalese, Fijian or West Indian, 
although the extent and the ways in which the racial classifi cation op-
erated clearly varied. In an environment where a number of races were 
closely juxtapositioned, Indian diasporics often occupied an in-between 
space between the coloniser and the territorially-based colonised. They 
formed, for instance, a middle strata between the British and the black 
Africans in many parts of Africa. This liminality, however, also disrupts 
the bodies and the boundaries of those who are to be kept apart—as 
Mehta (Chapter 21) explores in her analysis of mixed-race dougla 
identity. As such, the specifi city of the indentured system in shaping 
old migration receives much attention amongst diasporic thinkers 
writing from these regions. Moreover, it forcefully shapes diaspora 
and diasporic thinking in these territories.

For much of this diaspora, decolonisation marked a point at which 
their (hi)stories grew further apart as they came to be infl uenced by the 
policies and practices of postcolonial governments. The world that 
diasporic Indians inhabited was inalienably and differentially altered 
through decolonisation. Social changes such as the rewiring of reli-
gion and caste and gendered subjectivities were played out in a range 
of contexts, from the individual through the family and to the state 
both in the old empire and in India (also see Leonard, Chapter 12, and 
Wilson, Chapter 20). The basis for citizenship and belonging, the right 
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to work, access to the public sphere and opportunities for political ac-
tivism were also therefore realigned. More recent migrations from India 
have produced a new set of issues for the old diaspora. For instance, 
as Rai (Chapter 2) suggests, new migration streams, primarily of the 
educated middle-class professionals in global industries are leading 
to a complex reconfi guration of pre-existing stratifi cations within the 
Indian diaspora in Southeast Asia.

Some of these emerging differences are evocatively outlined by 
Padayachee et al. (2004) in their analysis of cricket in KwaZulu-Natal 
between 1994 and 2004. They point out the ways in which struggles 
over race still mark the game despite the offi cial end of apartheid. At-
tempts at better representation of ‘black’ cricketers in effect opened up 
space for Indians who played the game both because of lobbying, and 
due to the increased access they had to the white middle and upper-
class spaces where cricket was fostered. As a result, in 2000–2001, the 
category black had become virtually synonymous with Indians. At 
the same time, increasing black African consciousness of these new 
vectors of inequality has led to an unravelling of the political affi li-
ations around black identity forged between different (non-white) 
races in the struggle against apartheid. Moreover, the category Indian 
too is fraying as caste and class affi liations fi nd expressive space. These 
narratives of strategic identifi cations with majority ethnic groups 
during the colonial era, followed by a jostling for power among some 
Indian diasporics in the post-decolonisation phase is a tale that is re-
peated in all the chapters in this section.

Given the weak links that such early migrants have with the Indian 
subcontinent, it might be worth asking a common question about the 
fate of Indians in the old diaspora. Many of these people (often en-
compassed within the term ‘PIO’) have tenuous links with India. When 
faced with racialised targeting they have migrated again, but often not 
to India (Srebrnik, Chapter 4). This story of further migrations by the 
old Indian diaspora is picked up most notably by Srebrnik, and 
Friesen and Kearns (Chapter 10), who focus on the political fallout 
of indigenisation politics and the ways in which this has sparked new 
migratory streams. The presence of diasporic populations from older 
migration streams in new countries of settlement actively destabil-
ises the boundary between new and old diaspora. It asks questions 
about where exactly the divide between the old and the new diaspora 
lies, questions that should not be allowed to go away.
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Unlike in Section 1, the migratory imperatives that shape the dias-
pora in the chapters in Section 2 emphasise the agency of migrants 
within the context of unfolding opportunities that they are faced 
with. The agentic approach to diaspora suggests that diasporic be-
longing is much more of a matter of choice. The multiplicity and di-
versifi cation of migration beyond the remit of the old empire, the 
increasingly middle-class nature of migrants and the new issues that 
arise for diasporic politics are all raised here. Asking ourselves what 
makes the new diaspora ‘new’ also reminds us that it is not the sites 
that are new but the conditions of mobility and the processes where-
by there is a ‘selection of migrants’ that is new (also see Raghuram, 
Chapter 8). Moreover, some countries, as for example New Zealand, 
have become countries of destination for both ‘old’ Fijian diasporics 
and new (often skilled) migrants directly from India. A close look at 
such spaces can point to the complexities of the claims to the ‘jargon 
of authenticity’ (Goswami 2005: 223), to some essential ‘Indianness’. 
It also points out the possibilities for new coalitions as well as emerg-
ing fi ssures within the Indian diaspora.

This section explores how diasporic affi liation is produced in a 
context where racial profi ling is subtler and the diversity amongst 
migrants from India more marked. The chapters move between of-
fering narratives of continuity and expressing a desire to construct 
identity through national affi liation and religious and cultural sym-
bols to those that question the nation, recognise that affi liation is con-
structed and spatio-temporally contingent. It must be said here that 
like Sarker and De (2002) we fi nd that the division between sections 1 
and 2 are porous. Very often the subjectivities that are scripted in post-
colonial migrations draw upon hierarchies and privileges produced 
through or at least during the colonial era. Thus, very often (but cru-
cially, not always) the educated postcolonial migrant leaving Indian 
shores in the 1960s and 1970s was an unequal benefi ciary of (western) 
education and capital (fi nancial, human, social and cultural) accrued 
across generations during the colonial period. At the same time, the 
postcolonial nation also constructs its own hierarchies and propels 
its population to mobility in new and interesting ways.

Section 3 begins to move the discussion of diaspora away from the 
social and economic contexts of diaspora formation to diasporic prac-
tices. It focuses on the ways and means of remembering and enacting 
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diasporic belonging and the sites and spaces where such narratives 
of belonging are performed. The chapters explore these issues as they 
are played out through texts, rituals such as pilgrimages, through 
building temples and over the Internet. Pandurang (Chapter 13) also 
suggests that these forms of identifi cation are already in motion be-
fore migration, produced in the social and cultural contexts of an 
ever-changing India. Importantly for this volume, this section also 
begins to unpack various normative assumptions that are at play in 
some readings of the ‘Indian diaspora’ by seeing diasporic belonging 
as constructed, contested and contradictory. It forcefully reminds us 
that the notion of an ‘Indian diaspora’ is itself problematic because 
as Mallapragada (2006: 225) reminds us ‘it is an uncritical descriptor 
of diverse communities with varied and overlapping histories of con-
nections to, and interests in, India’ and the many other geographical 
spaces over which the diaspora is dispersed.

Section 4 moves on to explore some representational tactics taken 
upon, by and for the diaspora. It explores the mediated nature of dias-
poric affi liations through a range of media—performance of plays, 
fi lms and literary texts. Some chapters explore the authorial and dir-
ectorial strategies involved in producing texts while others offer a 
close reading of the texts for how they present, produce and displace 
diasporic thinking. In both sections 3 and 4, the patriarchy and het-
eronormativity of dominant constructions of the diaspora are care-
fully unpicked. Focusing on the experiences and the imaginaries of 
these subaltern diasporics, those whom Jamil Khader (2003) recognises 
as lacking ‘a genuine sense of home as women, colonials, and second-
class citizens in both insular and metropolitan spaces’ can perhaps 
help to transform diasporic thinking. She argues that these subal-
tern cosmopolitans can use their marginality and appropriation with-
in hegemonic versions of nation and community to interrogate their 
meanings and to ‘reintegrate them within transnational and transethnic 
communities of struggle, rather than within the exclusive borders’ of 
diaspora (Khader 2003: 63).

Shuffl ing the chapters can produces a different thematically ar-
ranged reading of the volume. In particular, the traumatic turf on which 
religious politics is played out appears repeatedly through the differ-
ent sections of the book. One form of religious diaspora which is centred 
round religion is explored by Genn in her chapter on the Chishtiyya 
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diaspora (Chapter 11). But a much stronger theme in this volume is 
the power of resurgent Hindu nationalism and the minoritisation 
of Muslims in India that is echoed, sometimes amplifi ed, abroad. The 
Indian diaspora seems on such occasions to slip into or to be performed 
as a Hindu diaspora. Building temples (Miller, Chapter 14)) and cele-
brating festivals (Vadivella Belle, Chapter 3, and Friesen and Kearns, 
Chapter 10) are events for performing Indianness but this can be an 
exclusionary India, which is produced through selective traditions, 
imperfect memories and overvalorised auratic values. The politics 
of such a re-versioned Hinduism is both transported across borders 
(through fi lms as Bhattacharya shows us) and appropriated in the 
diaspora (see De, Chapter 16) reconfi guring religion across diasporic 
space (Vadivella Belle, Chapter 3). However, increasing Islamophobia 
in the United States (US) has also opened up the space for new types of 
political engagements which cross-cut origin, religion or ethnicity 
as Maira explores (Chapter 6). This hopeful vein is also refl ected in 
Vadivella Belle’s reading of the cross-class possibilities of affi liation 
as expressed in the celebration of the festival of Thaipusam.

The complexities of identifi cation are also picked up through other 
vectors in several of the chapters in this volume. Geoffrey Burkhart ex-
plores the complexity of gay positioning among South Asians living 
in the US. The heteronormativity of the imagined nation state spills 
out (and is often reinforced) in the diaspora so that gay South Asian 
men have limited possibilities for affi liating with the diaspora. Pub-
lic discourses of the diaspora also too easily posit the Indian diaspora 
as a patriarchal formation. The chapters offer us glimpses into the 
lives of women with very different territorial identifi cation in India, 
migratory trajectories and destinations in the countries of settle-
ment (see Raghuram, Chapter 8, and Mehta, Chapter 21). The women 
have moved alone, set up businesses, worked as professionals, brought 
up their daughters (and sons) and lived middle-class lives that in so 
many ways resemble those of Indians in India and nationals in the 
countries where they have settled. Sam Naidu (Chapter 18) and Jaspal 
Kaur Singh (Chapter 19), focusing on the writings of women authors 
similarly offer a challenge to any simplistic notion of female agency 
in the diaspora. Some chapters highlight the subtle processes where-
by patriarchal values are being produced in the diaspora through 
(mis)appropriations of classical texts (De, Chapter 16) while others 
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show how complex femininities are represented through diasporic 
texts (Wilson, Chapter 20, and Mehta, Chapter 21) and in pre-migrant 
contexts (Pandurang, Chapter 13). And the signifi cance of women in 
producing a sense of home through their socially reproductive ac-
tives such as teaching language (Barn, Chapter 9) too are aired here. 
Together they begin to unsettle many of the ‘melodramatic postures’ 
(Puwar 2003) that have been adopted in writings around South Asian 
women in the diaspora. They point to how those who fall beyond ‘the 
patriarchal and heterosexual confi guration of both nation and dias-
pora’ (Gopinath 2003: 265) make and remake the diaspora.

The agency of diasporic individuals in shaping the diaspora is 
also taken up by Gottschlich (Chapter 7) and Basdeo and Samaroo 
(Chapter 5). They explore the contextual and structural conditions 
that have enabled the emergence of charismatic individuals and pol-
itical groups who have actively produced an Indian diaspora through 
their interventions in the politics of the region as well as their dias-
poric political engagements (also see Vadivella Belle, Chapter 3). 
Diasporic affi liation then becomes (at least partially) an outcome of 
individual and collective agents, who have ‘identities and histories 
inevitably bound up in diverse fragments of culture and place’ (Gandhi 
2002: 359) rather than an expression of primordial connections. These 
chapters also attempt to explore the contexts in which these indi-
viduals and organisations have emerged, so that their agency is not 
overburdened. In the context of Malaysia, Vadivella Belle pays atten-
tion to the ways in which diaspora politics only provided a route to 
political gain for a few, particularly upper-class people and the con-
testations over leadership that this sometimes provoked. This is cru-
cial because as Yuval-Davis argues:

It is important to recognize, however, that such political agents struggle 
both for the promotion of their specifi c projects in the construction of their 
collectivity and its boundaries and, at the same time, use these ideologies 
and projects in order to promote their own power positions within and out-
side the collectivity. The politics of belonging includes also struggles 
around the determination of what is involved in belonging, in being a 
member of a community, and of what roles specifi c social locations and 
specifi c narratives of identity play in this. As such, it encompasses con-
testations both in relation to the participatory dimension of citizenship 
as well as in relation to issues of the status and entitlements such member-
ship entails. (Yuval-Davis 2006: 205)
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These contestations are also signifi cantly shaped by the state and 
its policies and politics. The forms of citizenship offered to Indian 
diasporics is rapidly multiplying with domicility conferring differ-
ential rights both in countries of settlement and in India (Raghuram, 
Chapter 8). Transnationalism is, however, unsettling the defi nitions 
of domicility as exemplifi ed in the case of Indian migrants to the Gulf, 
so that citizenship is becoming territorially sensitive to the conditions 
of settlement in countries of destination. Claims to citizenship and be-
longing are also being played out in new sites—cyberspace, being one 
such site for enacting emerging ephemeral collectivities.

Unsurprisingly, memory is a strong basis around which these col-
lectivities are imagined and therefore a reccurring theme throughout 
the volume. Auratic memories of smells (Miller), of buildings and land-
scapes (Genn, Miller and Wilson), of rituals (Vadivella Bella), of texts 
(De) and of everyday socialities played out in schools (Leonard) and in 
families (Mehta and Singh) are selectively remembered, valorised 
and reconfi gured in producing the Indian diaspora. To sum up, the 
multiple meanings and theoretical takes on diaspora that are outlined 
in the fi rst part of this introduction are displayed in the volume. Dias-
pora is analysed through a range of lenses from migration, to ethnicity, 
citizenship, cultural continuity and conscious political affi liation/
disaffi liation, refl ecting the diversity of viewpoints of authors who 
work in this fi eld.

MOVING ON

The volume is not and cannot be comprehensive so the lacunae in 
it are many. In this section we briefl y pick up a few issues/questions 
that would have interested us from our own positionings and invest-
ments that we feel have not found space in the volume.

First, in our take on the Indian diaspora, the book leaves unexplored 
other entanglements that ‘do’ and ‘undo’ India. How do questions of 
diaspora look when the homeland does not exist except through dias-
poric struggles? It asks diffi cult questions such as how are diasporic 
funds and support deployed at home to fi ght for a homeland. And 
there may be no agreement amongst those involved in the struggle 
as exemplifi ed by the case of the Kashmiri diaspora caught between 
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a secularist independence movement and those who seek independ-
ence under the aegis of Pakistani protection or for Islamic rule. These 
troubled stories of diasporic affi liations that unsettle the boundaries 
of India are left unexplored here.

These boundaries are also disrupted through fl ows of communica-
tion and the Internet has played its part in shaping diasporic thinking. 
At best it has produced a comfortable space for diasporic belonging 
(Mitra 2005), at worst a space for a novel Internet Hindutva (Rajagopal 
2000). The information technology engineers who sojourn and 
settle in the US have also participated in producing ‘cybershakas’ or 
electronic networks of revivalist Hindu organisations that wipe out 
any secular narratives of India but rather posit ‘India’ in a reinvigorated 
Hindu historicism. However, reading the diaspora is most politically 
productive when embedded in the reality of its production, circulation 
and appropriation. The shape of these imagined communities is in-
fl uenced by who actually gets online because cyberspace refl ects, 
reproduces and refracts inequalities in the ‘real’ world, unsettling 
the divide between the virtual and the real through the continuities 
and discontinuities between these two media. Many of the vectors of 
inequality that are being played out on the Internet have their routes 
in colonialism and access to English as this language has become the 
preferred medium for producing the Internet. However, these in-
equalities are not simply mapped on from real communities to virtual 
communities. New forms of stratifi cation are also emerging. The pro-
cesses of selectivity that shape diasporic notions of belonging, a theme 
that reverberates across the volume, are visible in the Internet diaspora 
too. For instance, some of the techno-savvy English-educated Indian 
diasporic élite in the US have used the cyberspace to reproduce and 
circulate texts in some Indian languages, reconfi guring keyboards 
and facilitating online reproduction as well as translation of regional 
texts. These texts have been a part of and have led to a complex re-
vivalism of regional diasporas, around which cyber-identifi cation has 
become increasingly important. Digital knowledge is producing new 
versions of élitism but this is also being contested from diverse spots 
within cyberspace. The tension between the construction of particu-
laristic belonging and transnational affi liation as played out in the 
new digital media has not been adequately addressed here.
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Religious identifi cation and its role in constructing the imaginary 
of India receives some attention in this volume. Less fully explored is 
the role of religion in the Indian diaspora in shaping politics within 
India. In particular, each religion is treated separately rather than to-
gether. Moreover, religion too gets rescripted through its travels ab-
road. These are pressing issues for the Indian diaspora as a ‘powerful 
diaspora Hindutva ethnic nationalist discourse of the homeland, and 
equally powerful Hindutva ethnic nationalist discourses of minorities 
within both the homeland and in the West’ jostle for space (Bhatt and 
Mukta 2000: 438). As Bhatt and Mukta go on to argue the ‘unequal 
power geometry of globalization that is concentrated in the west can 
create signifi cant advantages for diaspora Hindutva movements in 
their relationships with India. The formation of absolutist religious 
identities by claimed representatives of some minorities in the west is 
a will to power from which they thence have a privileged stake in de-
ciding the future of absolutely less powerful minorities in the home-
land’ (Bhatt and Mukta 2000: 438). Within these conditions we must 
ask how beleaguered religious identifi cations such as those of Islam 
should be folded into thinking the ‘Indian diaspora’ (see, for instance, 
Bal and Sinha-Kerkhoff 2005).

Another set of issues that interest us but are not fully explored here 
is how the diaspora infl uences and shapes place-based subjectivities in 
India. For instance, Section 4 of the volume focuses on writers from 
the Indian diaspora but there is little here on the relationship between 
diasporic authors and authors in India writing about the diaspora. As 
Lisa Lau (2005: 242) suggests ‘It is ironic that these articulate diasporic 
South Asian women writers may be so much more effective than 
their South Asian counterparts in marketing their ideas and ideals, 
that they almost consign the home South Asians to the position of 
subalternism.’ So we may well ask how do diaspora stories confi gure 
the immobile? How do they become emplaced and what forms of 
displacement do they feel as diasporic money, goods and people fl ow 
in and through their spaces (Chu 2006). What are the dangers of over-
valorising stories of mobility and diaspora? How do we unsettle the 
increasing privileging of metropolitan diasporic writers and the siting 
of the metropolis as the place where we can be ‘properly postcolonial’? 
(Donnell 2005: 479).

A number of chapters pose questions about the re-fashioning of 
land in the construction of identity amongst migrants—the role it 
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played in legitimising their presence and how this is disrupted by 
new narratives emerging after decolonisation. Writing about inter-
nal migration of Syrian Christians in Kerala, Varghese (2006) suggests 
that the ‘metamorphosis of the landscape of Malabar was the narrative 
locus on which the production and delineation of the migrant identity 
was made possible. The fashioning of such a common collectivity was 
also realised through the binary exercise of homogenising all inter-
nal divergences within the migrant community and a systematic 
othering of the indigene. The indigenous people were most often 
viewed by the migrants as un-enterprising, un-civilised and foolish. 
They are portrayed as untouched by the capitalist logic of rational in-
vestment and accumulation’ (Varghese 2006: 246). Yet, most of the 
chapters in this book stop short of exploring how the migrants and 
the indigenes were discursively constructing each other in the com-
plex matrix of colonial and postcolonial nations into which Indians 
moved as part of indenture. Identifying the bases for these dis/iden-
tifi cations might be one route to producing a politics that cuts across 
and reworks these differences, to help migrants and indigenes imagine 
a new shared relationship with land.

This volume addresses but also hopefully leaves open many ques-
tions: What is going on in the Indian diaspora? How do we imagine it? 
How should we imagine it? Is diaspora a useful category for bringing 
together such an assemblage? Is there an overdetermination of origin 
as a marker of identity? These questions may be encompassed with-
in a broader one: ‘whither an Indian diaspora?’ We believe that these 
questions are and should always be left open, in suspension for each 
generation to re-interpret for their own time. It should be left unsettled, 
open to circulation, dialogue and critique.

NOTES

1. The Indian government’s own report of the high-level committee (Ministry 
of External Affairs 2001) recognises the long historical tradition of movement 
and counter-movement that shaped the economies and polities of some of the 
kingdoms in the Indian subcontinent. Pre-colonial movements to South-east 
Asia, to East Africa and to the Persian Gulf were not uncommon and the effects of 
these movements on local cultural practices may still be traced, especially in 
South-east Asia. This theme is briefl y picked up in Rajesh Rai’s chapter (Chapter 2) 
on the Indian diaspora in South-east Asia.
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2. However, not all the migration that formed the old diaspora was under the terms of 
indenture, nor were they all labour migrants. Moreover, for many of the migrants, 
even indenture offered opportunities to escape social and economic disadvantage 
in India (Satyanarayana 2002).

REFERENCES

Anthias, F. 1998. ‘Evaluating “Diaspora”: Beyond Ethnicity?’, Sociology, 32: 557–80.
Bal, E. and K. Sinha-Kerkhoff. 2005. ‘Muslims in Surinam and the Netherlands, and 

the Divided Homeland’, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, 25(2): 193–217.
Bhatt, C. and P. Mukta. 2000. ‘Hindutva in the West: Mapping the Anti-

nomies of Diaspora Nationalism’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 23(3): 407–41.
Braziel, J.E. and A. Mannur. 2003. ‘Nation, Migration, Globalization: Points of 

Contention in Diaspora Studies’, in J.E. Braziel and A. Mannur (eds), Theorizing 
Diaspora, pp. 1–22. Oxford: Blackwell.

Bruneau, M. 1994. ‘Espaces et Territoires de Diasporas’, L’Espace Géographique, 
1: 5–18.

Buchignani, N. 1989. ‘Contemporary Research on People of Indian Origin in Canada’, 
Sociological Bulletin, 38(1): 71–94.

Chu, J.Y. 2006. ‘To Be “Emplaced”: Fuzhounese Migration and the Politics of 
Destination’, Identities: Global Studies in Culture and Power, 13(3): 395–425.

Cohen, R. 1997. Global Diaspora: An Introduction. London: UCL Press.
Dirlik, A. 2004. ‘Intimate Others: [Private] Nations and Diasporas in an Age of 

Globalization’, Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, 5(3): 491–502.
Donnell, A. 2005. ‘What it Means to Stay: Reterritorialising the Black Atlantic in Erna 

Brodber’s Writing of the Local’, Third World Quarterly, 26(3): 479–86.
Gandhi, A. 2002. ‘The Indian Diaspora in Global Advocacy’, Global Networks, 2(4): 

357–62.
Gilroy, P. 1994. ‘Diaspora’, Paragraph, 17(1): 207–12.
———. 2000. Between Camps: Nations, Cultures and the Allure of Race. London: Allen 

Lane.
Gopinath, G. 2003. ‘Nostalgia, Desire, Diaspora: South Asian Sexualities in Motion’, 

in J.E. Braziel and A. Mannur (eds), Theorizing Diaspora, pp. 261–79. Oxford: 
Blackwell.

Goswami, M. 2005. ‘Autonomy and Comparability: Notes on the Anticolonial and the 
Postcolonial’, Boundary 2, 32(2): 199–223.

Hall, S. 1990. ‘Culture, Identity and Diaspora’, in J. Rutherford (ed.), Identity, 
Community, Culture Difference, pp. 22–237. London: Lawrence and Wishart.

Jain, P.C. 1989. ‘Emigration and Settlement of Indians Abroad’, Sociological Bulletin, 
38(1): 155–68.

Jain, R.K. 1989. ‘Race Relations, Ethnicity, Class and Culture: A Comparison of Indians 
in Trinidad and Malaysia’, Sociological Bulletin, 38(1): 57–70.



Thinking ‘Indian Diaspora’ for Our Times 19

Khader, J.  2003. ‘Subaltern Cosmopolitanism: Community and Transnational Mobility 

in Caribbean Postcolonial Feminist Writings’, Feminist Studies, 29(1): 63–81.

Lall, M.C. 2001. India’s Missed Opportunity: India’s Relationship with the Non-Resident 

Indians. Aldershot: Ashgate.

Lau, L. 2005. ‘Making the Difference: The Differing Presentations and Representa-

tions of South Asia in the Contemporary Fiction of Home and Diasporic South 

Asian Women Writers’, Modern Asian Studies, 39(1): 237–56.

Mallapragada, M. 2006. ‘Home, Homeland, Homepage: Belonging and the Indian-

American Web’, New Media & Society, 8(2): 207–27.

Mehta, S.R. 1989. ‘The Uneven “Inclusion” of Indian Immigrants in Mauritius’, 

Sociological Bulletin, 38(1): 141–54.

Ministry of External Affairs. 2001. Report of the High Level Committee on Indian 

Diaspora. New Delhi: Indian Council of World Affairs.

Mitra, A. 2005. ‘Creating Immigrant Identities in Cybernetic Space: Examples from a 

Non-resident Indian Website’, Media, Culture & Society, 27(3): 371–90.

Nadarajah, M. 1994. ‘Diaspora and Nostalgia: Towards a Semiotic Theory of the Indian 

Diaspora’, paper presented at the International Conference on Indian Diaspora, 

University of Hyderabad, 1–2 November 1994.

Padayachee, V., A. Desai and G. Vahed. 2004. ‘Managing South African Transformation: 

The Story of Cricket in KwaZulu Natal, 1994–2004’, Patterns of Prejudice, 38(3): 

253–78.

Puwar, N. 2003. ‘Melodramatic Postures and Constructions’, in N. Puwar and 

P. Raghuram (eds), South Asian Women and the Diaspora, pp. 21–42. Oxford: 

Berg.

Rajagopal, A. 2000. ‘Hindu Nationalism in the US: Changing Confi gurations of Political 

Practice’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 23(3): 467–96.

Safran, W. 1991. ‘Diaspora’s in Modern Societies: Myths of Homeland and Return’, 

Diaspora, 1(1): 83–99.

Sarker, S. and E. De. 2002. Trans-Status Subjects: Gender in the Globalization of South 

and Southeast Asia. Durham: Duke University Press.

Satyanarayana, A. 2002. ‘Birds of Passage: Migration of South Indian Labourers 

to South East Asia’, Critical Asian Studies, 34(1): 89–115.

Sharma, S.L. 1989. ‘Perspectives on Indians Abroad’, Sociological Bulletin, 38(1): 

1–22.

Sheffer, G. 1993. ‘Ethnic Diasporas: A Threat to their Host?’, in M. Weiner (ed.), 

International Migration and Security, pp. 263–85. Boulder: Westview Press.

Shuval, J.T. 2000. ‘Diaspora Migration: Defi nitional Ambiguities and a Theoretical 

Paradigm’, International Migration, 38(5): 41–56.

Sökefeld, M. 2006. ‘Mobilizing in Transnational Space: A Social Movement Approach 

to the Formation of Diaspora’, Global Networks, 6(3): 265–84.

Soysal, Y.N. 2000. ‘Citizenship and Identity: Living in Diasporas in Post-war Europe?’, 

Ethnic and Racial Studies, 23(1): 1–15.



20 Parvati Raghuram and Ajaya Kumar Sahoo

Stoler, A.L. 2006. Haunted By Empire: Geographies of Intimacy in North American History. 
American Encounters/Global Interactions. Durham: Duke University Press.

Varghese, V.J. 2006. ‘Migrant Narratives: Reading Literary Representations of Christian 
Migration in Kerala, 1920–70’, The Indian Economic and Social History Review, 
43(2): 227–55.

Vertovec, S. 1997. ‘Three Meanings of “Diaspora” Exemplifi ed among South Asian 
Religions’, Diaspora, 6(3): 277–99.

Yuval-Davis, N. 2006. ‘Belonging and the Politics of Belonging’, Patterns of Prejudice, 
40(3): 197–214.



Section 1

‘A New Form of Slavery’: 
Indentured Diaspora



22 Brij Maharaj



Introduction

BRIJ MAHARAJ

The Indian diaspora may well be regarded as an international 
phenomena—it has a presence in more than 100 countries glob-

ally. The chapters in this section discuss the roots of the contemporary 
Indian diaspora that can be traced to the colonial domination by the 
British and the exploitation of cheap indentured labour from the Asian 
subcontinent in different parts of the colonial empire. In the nine-
teenth century, the British instituted indentured labour—a ‘new form 
of slavery’ (Tinker 1974). The ‘indentured “coolies” were half slaves, 
bound over body and soul by a hundred and one regulations’ (Joshi 
1942: 44). In 1884, the British consul in Paramaribo stated that ‘the 
Surinam planters … found in the meek Hindu a ready substitution 
for the negro slave he had lost’ (Emmer 1986: 187). The chapters dis-
cuss the multiple forms of migration that accompanied indentured 
labour and the political, social and economic effects of such migration 
in order to explore the historical production of old Indian diaspora.

In Chapter 2, Rajesh Rai analyses the socio-political factors that in-
fl uenced the Indian diaspora in South-east Asia (Malaysia, Singapore 
and Myanmar). The Indian and Hindu infl uence in this region was 
evident from the third century, largely through traders and religious 
missionaries. However, it was during the British colonial era that in-
dentured Indians became visible in South-east Asia because of the 
need for labour in the plantations and in port cities such as Penang 
and Singapore. The indenture, kangany and maistry labour systems 
‘ensured that the Indian community remained poor and exploited 
with meagre wages and harsh working conditions’. In contrast to free 
Chinese labourers, there were no opportunities for upward socio-
economic mobility for indentured Indians. Therefore, Indians have 
largely remained as ‘minions of colonialism’ in the region.
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In Chapter 3, Vadivella Belle focuses on the experiences of inden-
tured Indians in the plantations of Malaysia. In common with the 
South African experience, the Malaysian Indian community was 
divided in terms of language, caste and ethnic origin, but the main 
fi ssure was class-based between the minority professional, business 
and civil service occupations and the masses in the plantations. A 
numerical minority, Indians have also been relegated to the margins 
of Malaysian society, both in terms of culture and religion, and their 
‘economic insignifi cance’. An indictment against the Indian middle 
class was their failure to support or assist the ‘forgotten Malaysians’. 
The celebration of the festival of Thaipusam is used to illustrate a re-
surgent Hindu identity with global diasporic connections.

In Chapter 4, Henry Srebrnik focuses on the trials and tribulations 
of Indian indentured labourers in Fiji. As in South Africa, access to 
land was responsible for a great deal of confl ict between the Indians 
and the ethnic Fijians. Henry Srebrnik refers to colonial Fiji as ‘a 
“three-legged stool”, in which indigenous Fijians provided the land, 
Indians the cheap labour and Europeans the capital’. Politically the 
ethnic Fijians were opposed to sharing power with the Indo-Fijians. 
Both groups remain largely socially and spatially segregated, even 
after living in the same country for more than a century. The Indians 
were viewed as outsiders, and under conditions of ‘bipolar competition, 
religion, ethnicity and “race” have become salient markers of power or 
powerlessness’. An interesting issue that he raises is whether indigen-
ous rights supersede individual human rights.

In their chapter focusing on indentured Indian labour in the West 
Indies, Sahadeo Basdeo and Brinsley Samaroo trace the life trajec-
tories of four Indo-Caribbean political leaders in the twentieth century. 
In the colonial and postcolonial eras, there were tensions between the 
colonial rulers, as well as people of Asian and African origin in the West 
Indies. The different leaders tried to reduce these tensions, drawing 
from eastern and western cultural and educational experiences. How-
ever, the ‘fear of a united protest movement galvanized the colonizers 
into repressive action’. The authors argue that the ‘Indo-Caribbean 
leaders were among the fi rst to break the barriers of political isola-
tion imposed upon the people of Indian origin by colonialism and 
indenture’. Subsequently, these leaders also enjoyed the support of 
some of the local African population. Rather than developing a ‘blind 
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loyalty to India’, there was an attempt to get the indentured labourers 
and their descendents to identify with their ‘new janam bhoomi’.

There are certain common themes in terms of the indentured ex-
perience in countries such as Mauritius, West Indies, Fiji and Malaysia 
in the nineteenth century. In the different colonies the indentured 
Indians came as isolated individuals, not in family units, and men 
were in the overwhelming majority. The labourers were housed in 
shacks and huts with no privacy. There was no documentary proof 
of ‘legal’ marriages. Yet, the indentured Indians were able to develop 
stable families and recreate some of social and cultural values from 
the Indian context. Their economic achievements have also left them 
in contradictory positions with reference to indigenous populations 
at whose expense the indentured system encouraged them to some-
times prosper.

It is evident from the different chapters that the Indian diaspora is 
heterogeneous in terms of religion, education, language and regional 
origins. In spite of their different backgrounds and their multiple spa-
tial locations, diasporic Indians also have some common features. 
As pointed out by Jain (1993: 45) this includes the extended family, 
as well as ‘sharply defi ned family roles and status based on patriarchy, 
gerontocracy and the subordination of the individual to the inter-
ests of the family’, although these features are also constantly chang-
ing. The infl uence of religion and culture is very dominant. In the 
complex dialectic relationships between migration, religion and na-
tionalism, it has been contended that migration, since it challenges 
identity, often exacerbates a certain nationalism expressed by religion 
(Van der Veer 1994).

Indians in the indentured diaspora have had varying fortunes. 
The different chapters illustrate that Indians have had little polit-
ical infl uence in the different colonies. Although ‘they have not lacked 
initiative and have sometimes resisted pressures, the history of the 
Asian communities is largely one of accommodation to the prevail-
ing historical situation’ (Ghai and Ghai 1971: 5). As they attempted 
to adjust in an alien and hostile environment they encountered con-
fl ict sometimes simultaneously, sometimes sequentially, with the 
colonial rulers and the indigenous majority.

The different chapters in this section reveal that the nature of co-
lonial social organisation was largely based on racial lines with nascent 
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confl ict between different groups resurfacing periodically. This in-
evitably generated practices and outlooks which were antagonistic 
and opposed to any form of inter-racial interaction. The Asians were 
especially isolated from other indigenous groups (Ghai and Ghai 
1965). Asian ethnic identities were infl uenced by segregation, eco-
nomic competition and through cultural ties in a variably hostile 
environment (Clarke et al. 1990). According to many, Indians feared 
losing their cultural identity and were inclined to be ‘over religious, 
rigid, conservative, orthodox, close and restrictive …’ (Motwani and 
Motwani 1989: 3). Rather than engaging with the indigenous major-
ity, the Indians often retreated into their cultural and religious cocoons 
in the highly racialised environment. However, racism was clearly not 
the preserve of one community. If Indians were prone to withdraw 
into their own culture, other communities are just as much swayed 
by racial considerations, and the case of Fiji is instructive.

By the time the colonies attained independence, Indians were a 
signifi cant force in the economy (with the exception of Malaya), but were 
often insulated as a community and marginalised politically. While the 
colonial state fostered a collective Asian identity from above, this was 
reinforced by impulses emanating from within the Asian community 
itself. Caught between an antagonistic colonial minority govern-
ment and fear of the indigenous masses, the Asians confi rmed their 
cultural identity (Desai and Maharaj 1996). This cultural detachment 
of Asians from the mainstream has ‘indirectly invited or contributed 
to racial discrimination by the natives against Indians, which has 
later turned into racial atrocity in several countries after their inde-
pendence’ (Motwani and Motwani 1989: 3). In the postcolonial era, 
Asians ‘stood out as discordant, unassimilable citadels of exclusive-
ness’ (Bhatia 1973: 18).

A major challenge for the survival of Asians in the different dias-
poras in the postcolonial era was to reduce and transcend this cultural 
divide (Bhushan 1989). In the colonial, postcolonial and contemporary 
eras, the indentured Indians have primarily played the role of middle-
man minorities, often being portrayed as scapegoats and villains in 
times of economic and political crisis. According to Blalock (1967), 
the distinguishing feature of middleman minorities is the economic 
role they play. Unlike most ethnic minorities, they occupy an inter-
mediate rather than a low-status position. They are generally found in 
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certain occupations, mainly trade and commerce, but also as labour 
contractors, rent collectors, moneylenders and brokers. They play the 
role of middleman between producer and consumer, employer and 
employee, owner and tenant, élite and masses.

The nature of colonial social formation which resulted in the dif-
ferential incorporation of the various racial groups, enjoying differ-
ent levels of rewards, set the stage for seeking a scapegoat and revenge 
for long-suffering misery. After independence, the colonial racial 
divisions and the associated and perceived advantages accruing to 
Asians were challenged in various ways. There were also various 
tensions and divisions, relating to class, caste, religion and language, 
and associated changes with the passage of time and isolation from 
India.
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2
‘Positioning’ the Indian Diaspora: 
The South-east Asian Experience

RAJESH RAI

Indians abroad have, of late, received widespread publicity in the 
Indian media. Since 2003, the Indian state has joined the fanfare, 

organising the annual Pravasi Bharatiya Divas to honour its diaspora. 
It is now commonplace for Indians to remark on how well they have 
done abroad. Others observe that non-resident Indians (NRIs) are the 
‘new Brahmins’, the veracity of which is easily verifi able through Inter-
net marriage sites where grooms from the diaspora are most favoured. 
Yet, such celebratory views have been shaped by the success of Indians 
in the United States (US) and other western countries. Needless to say, 
the Indian diaspora in the US, while heterogeneous in itself, refl ects 
only one facet of the diaspora, formed primarily from the movement 
of professionals in the latter decades of the twentieth century. Elsewhere, 
the Indian experience has been shaped by vastly different trajec-
tories, and in some cases is the outcome of contact spanning many 
centuries. The position of these communities within their host societies 
may differ considerably from that of Indians in the west. Accordingly, 
this study analyses the socio-historical forces that have shaped an-
other silhouette of the diaspora—that of Indians in South-east Asia.

The presence of Indians in South-east Asia has a long history ex-
tending to the period before the Christian era. It is one of the few 
regions, if not the only region outside South Asia, where the journey 
of Indians has continued from the pre-modern, through the colo-
nial and into the contemporary age of globalisation. The Indian dias-
pora in South-east Asia is thus the outcome of many movements. 
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Initially comprising merchants and traders, the advent of colonial-
ism saw the arrival of Indian labourers, ‘convicts’, imperial auxiliaries 
made up of the colonial militia and administrators, teachers and med-
ical personnel. From the last decade of the twentieth century, Indian 
professionals in the information technology (IT) and communica-
tions sector have added to this heterogeneity, particularly in Singapore 
and to a lesser extent in Malaysia.

While Indian communities can be found in all parts of South-east 
Asia, their presence is especially important in Malaysia, Myanmar 
(known as Burma until the military junta changed its name in 1989) 
and Singapore where they form significant minorities, and have 
played a crucial role in the development of this region from the nine-
teenth century onwards. The vast majority of Indians arrived here as 
labourers and auxiliaries linked to the colonial enterprise, which 
in turn constructed the framework upon which they functioned in 
these societies. This had repercussions on Indians in terms of their 
relationship with the land on which they laboured, and in the way 
they were perceived by other communities. Colonialism also left 
important legacies, most clearly in the form of its unintended by-
product—nationalism—which would have a bearing on the post-
colonial relations between communities in the host society. Since 
independence, however, the approach of each of these states towards 
minorities, nation-building and economic development have been 
marked by considerable difference, all of which have left an imprint 
on the diaspora.

What follows is an overview of the early relations between India 
and South-east Asia prior to the arrival of Europeans, an analysis of 
the socio-historical conditions relevant to the establishment of Indian 
diaspora(s) in Malaysia, Myanmar and Singapore under colonial 
rule, and an examination of the development of these communities 
after independence with a focus on the political, economic and so-
cial position of Indian minorities in these states.

CONTACT IN THE AGE OF MERCHANTS

Although the exact location of Kautiliya’s Suvarnabhumi is a subject of 
academic debate, many scholars are of the view that the locus of this 
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abode, mentioned fi rst in the third century BC, was within the geo-
graphical matrix of what is today South-east Asia (Lochan 2006: 189). 
While evidence of the Indian presence in the region in the pre-Christian 
era is scarce, the historical imprint of India on South-east Asia in 
the early centuries of the fi rst millennium AD is more conspicuous. 
The cultural and religious signifi cance of Indian merchants was evi-
dent in three ‘Hinduised’ kingdoms (Funan, Champa and Kambuja) 
that ruled large areas of present-day Cambodia and Vietnam from 
the fi rst century to the thirteenth century (Pairaudeau 2006: 200).

Itinerant merchants and traders formed the mainstay of the Indian 
presence in the region, although they were not the only arrivals. Draw-
ing from the Chinese annals Nan-chou I-wu Chih, the T’ai-ping Yu Lan 
and the Wen-hsieh T’ung K’ao, Amarjiva Lochan speaks of immigrant 
Brahmins who ‘falsifying the notion of taboo in sea crossing’ (Lochan 
2006: 189) settled in various locations in Thailand from the third cen-
tury onwards. In addition to their considerable role in the courts of 
isthmian Thailand, many natives in the region allowed the marriage 
of their daughters to these Brahmins in an effort to induce them to set-
tle permanently (Lochan 2006: 189). Indian communities compris-
ing traders and religious ‘missionaries’ were also evident in Myanmar 
from the second century (Than 2006: 168).

The Indian imprint was not limited to the countries that make up 
mainland South-east Asia. During the early centuries of the fi rst mil-
lennium, Java and Sumatra were inspired by Indian political, cultural 
and religious ideas. While South Indian traders were particularly 
prominent, Gujarati merchants were also prevalent in these parts. 
Kernial Singh Sandhu writes that references of Gujarati contact 
with South-east Asia can be found in ancient folk tales such as the 
Jatakattavannana, the Ras-Mala and in old Gujarati ballads and 
legends dating to the fi fth century which tell us that:

Te Jae Jave, te kadi nahi ave
Ave to, sath pidhi baitke khave.

Who goes to Java,
Never returns.
If by chance, he returns,
Then for seven generations to live upon
Money enough, he brings back (Sandhu 1981: 49–50).
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Indian scripts, Hinduism and Buddhism affected the development 
of language and religion in Java and Sumatra and the ‘continued popu-
larity of the epics, the Ramayana and Mahabharata, the magnifi cient 
stupas in Borobudur, the Prambanan Temple in Yogyakarta and the 
persistence of Hinduism in Bali are testimony to the connection with 
India’ (Singh 2006: 195).

An outcrop of the growth of Islamic power in the Indian subcon-
tinent in the early second millennium was the spread of Islam to 
South-east Asia. The popularity of Islam in coastal regions and amongst 
mercantile communities in South India and Gujarat provided a spur 
to the movement of Indian Muslim traders abroad. Further relieved 
of religious and social constraints to long distance travel, and draw-
ing from the concomitant aims of fostering material gain alongside 
the spiritual mission of spreading their religion, these Muslim traders 
ventured in greater numbers to South-east Asia. Marco Polo who 
passed through the region in 1292 recorded that Ferlac (Perlak) in 
north-eastern Sumatra ‘was so frequented by Muslim merchants 
that they converted the natives to Islam’ (Sandhu 1981: 52). Following 
the power vacuum in the Straits of Malacca after the fall of the Buddhist 
Sri Vijaya Empire in the fourteenth century, the pattern that had re-
sulted in the conversion of ‘Ferlac’ to Islam was repeated in many parts 
of South-east Asia. Particularly important was the role of Gujarati 
and Tamil Muslim traders in the conversion, in the fi fteenth century, 
of the international port of Malacca to Islam. Here the prominence of 
Indians was refl ected in the appointment of the Tamil Muslim trader, 
Raja Kassim, as mantri. From Malacca, Islam spread to other parts of 
the Malayan Peninsula and to the Indonesian Archipelago.

From Portuguese sources,1 it is clear that Indian movement to 
South-east Asia at this time was certainly not limited to Muslim trad-
ers. Toma Pires, for example, informs us that in Malacca, Hindu mer-
chants of South India—labelled klings—controlled the bulk of trade 
and had an important say in fi xing the dues paid by merchants. Sandhu 
further argues that it was the Chettiar Hindu trader, Naina ‘Chetu’, 
who aided the release of Portuguese prisoners in Malacca in 1511 and 
that non-Muslim mercenaries made up an important component 
of Alfonso de Albuquerque’s militia that captured Malacca in 1511 
(Sandhu 1981).
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BRITISH COLONIALISM AND THE INDIAN DIASPORA IN 
MYANMAR, MALAYA AND SINGAPORE

Although India’s infl uence on South-east Asia was considerable prior 
to the arrival of the Europeans, Indians in the region were largely 
transients, moving to and from the subcontinent to trade their wares. 
Permanent settlement, while evident, was exceptional, on a small scale 
and limited to key ports. Of those who settled prior to colonial rule, 
many married local women and their descendents—known as jawi 
pekan in Malaya—were largely assimilated into the local culture. It 
was only after the advent of colonialism that substantial numbers of 
Indians arrived in South-east Asia, particularly in Malaya, Myanmar 
and Singapore—all of which were British colonies—where they came 
to form distinct diasporas.

The British were relative late-comers in establishing colonies in 
South-east Asia. Their desire to acquire strategic ports in the region, 
particularly the Straits of Malacca, was aimed at securing the British 
East India Company’s (EIC) trading interests on the India–China 
trade route. These strategic outposts were also intended to safeguard 
their position in India vis-à-vis other European powers that had either 
established bases in South-east Asia or were seeking to do so. Of par-
ticular concern in the region were the Dutch who from the seven-
teenth century onwards had established a formidable presence in the 
East Indies (contemporary Indonesia). Likewise, there was a need to 
counteract the French, who were seen as the main European adver-
saries to British aspirations in India in the late eighteenth century.

Although the British had, by the early eighteenth century, estab-
lished an outpost at Fort Marlborough (Bencoolen), this settlement 
was not fi nancially viable because it was distant from the main trad-
ing routes in the region. The establishment of Penang as a colony in 
1786, however, marked the beginning of a formidable British presence 
in the Straits of Malacca. Further attempts at fi nding a base closer 
to the centre of the trade route led to the founding of Singapore by 
Stamford Raffl es in 1819. The British position on the eastern fl ank 
of the Straits was secured following the Anglo-Dutch treaty of 1824 
which saw the exchange of Bencoolen for Malacca. Singapore, Penang 
and Malacca formed the Presidency of the Straits Settlements from 1826 
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and were administered as the ‘Eastern Presidency of the British-Indian 
Government’ until 1867 when its administration was transferred to 
the colonial offi ce in London (Tan and Major 1995).

British attempts at ensuring the supply of raw materials such as tin 
from the Malay states on the peninsula led to growing intervention 
in local affairs. By the early twentieth century, Britain had taken over 
direct rule of the federated Malay states through British Residents 
and instituted indirect rule in the unfederated Malay states through 
‘advisors’. The British expansion in Burma meanwhile was triggered 
by the growing confl ict on her frontiers with British India. Following 
three wars, in 1824, 1852 and 1885, Britain was able to gain control 
of all of Burma, making it a province of British India with the capital 
at Rangoon.

The need for cheap labour for the resource-based economy in Malaya 
and Burma resulted in the colonial authorities ‘assisting’ through the 
indenture, kangany and maistry systems in the migration of Indians 
to these parts. The bulk of Indians (approximately 80 per cent) who 
arrived during the colonial era were labour migrants used for work 
in plantations or as coolies in ports such as Singapore and Penang.

Although the primary source of migrants to Malaya and Singapore 
was from southern China, the British were cautious in ensuring that 
they did not depend on a single ethnic group for labour. While this 
created multi-racial societies, the colonial perception that ‘racial’ com-
munities possessed a group loyalty, ensured that stringent efforts were 
undertaken to divide these groups. British employers were advised:

To secure your independence, work with Javanese and Tamils, and if you 
have suffi cient experience, also with Malays and Chinese, you can always 
play the one against the other… In case of a strike, you will never be left 
without labour, and the coolies of one nationality will think twice be-
fore they make their terms, if they know you are in a position that you can 
do without them. (Kaur 2001: 189)

The vast majority of Indian migrants were from the Madras Presi-
dency as the Indian government refused to allow the emigration of 
Indian labourers to Singapore and Malaya from other parts of the 
subcontinent (Walker 1994). Lower-caste Adi Dravida labour from 
these parts were also preferred in British plantations as colonial dis-
course in Malaya constructed the myth of the ‘docile’ and ‘malleable’ 
South Indian:
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Of the people of the subcontinent the South Indian peasant, particularly 
the untouchable or low caste Madrasi, was considered the most satisfactory 
type of labourer, especially for light, simple repetitive tasks. He was 
malleable, worked well under supervision and was easily manageable… 
He was not [as] ambitious as most of his Northern Indian compatriots 
and certainly nothing like the Chinese. (Sandhu 1969: 56)

The economic and political position of Indians in Malaya can be 
traced back to the systems of migration ushered by colonial rule, chief-
ly the labour structure of the overlords. The indenture and kangany 
system of labour recruitment that was implemented in Malaya ensured 
that the Indian community remained poor and exploited with meagre 
wages and harsh working conditions (Kaur 2006: 158–60). Colonial-
ism effectively ‘deprived the community of the economic foundation 
necessary for a politically signifi cant role’ (Muzaffar 1993: 212). The 
decline in status was particularly stark when compared to the Indian 
position prior to the advent of colonialism when they were respected 
as traders and harbingers of religion and culture.

These ‘assisted’ systems of migration revealed clear features of slav-
ery, namely, the absence of free market mobility and even a psycho-
logical if not real sense of subservience that the labourer had towards 
his employer. The control mechanisms existent within these systems, 
alongside the meagre wages that encouraged the accumulation of 
debt created a web that deprived Indian plantation workers the op-
portunity for upward mobility, a pattern unlike that observed in free 
labourers like that of the Chinese in Malaysia who were allowed to 
exercise some degree of infl uence over their livelihood.

Nonetheless, not all Indian emigrants to Malaya and Singapore 
during the colonial period were labourers. The period also saw the ar-
rival of the imperial auxiliaries to Malaya and Singapore. While small 
numbers of militia from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar were to be found in 
Fort Marlborough, Penang and Singapore in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century, from the 1870s, the Sikhs undertook a key 
role in law enforcement (Dusenbery 1997: 740). In addition, the British 
also encouraged the immigration of educated Sri Lankan Tamils and 
Malayalis to function as administrators, teachers, technical and med-
ical personnel (Rai 2006: 178).

The stream of Indian commercial migrants also continued to arrive 
to the peninsula. Prominent amongst these were the Chulias (Tamil 
Muslim traders) and the Nattukottai Chettiars who had an extensive 
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network through Malaya, Burma and Sri Lanka. Other commercial 
migrants included the Gujaratis, Bengalis, Parsis and Marwaris, who 
carved a niche in the commercial sector. In the fi rst half of the twentieth 
century, Sikh and Sindhi migrants were able to establish themselves 
in the textile industry, another sphere with a wide network extending 
to Indonesia, Thailand, Hong Kong, Bombay (India) and Japan (Rai 
2006: 178–79).

The proportion of commercial migrants and imperial auxiliaries 
in Singapore was far greater than in Malaya and this to some extent 
accounted for the differences in the development of Indians during 
the colonial period. Comprising approximately 30 per cent of the total 
Indian populace, their sizeable number had an impact on the pos-
ition of Indians in the city-state. The upper strata was able to pro-
vide leadership to the community and spearheaded the formation of 
various Indian organisations and institutions by the early twentieth 
century. In addition, representatives drawn from these groups were 
able to infl uence, albeit in a limited fashion, the views of the colonial 
government vis-à-vis Indians.

Burma’s case differs from that of Singapore and Malaya in that 
whereas the Indian government placed some restrictions on labour 
migration to Singapore and Malaya, it placed no constraints on the 
fl ow of Indian labour to Burma as it was considered a province of 
British India after annexation (Than 2006: 168). The arrival of large 
numbers of Indian labourers, imperial auxiliaries and commercial 
migrants added to the rift between Indians and the native Burmese, 
which had grown from the Burmese royal army’s defeat in the First 
Anglo-Burmese War of 1824 by Indian troops under British control—an 
event that Tin Maung Maung Than suggests could very well be placed 
as the beginnings of Burmese prejudice against Indians (Than 2006).

The Indian migrants in Burma comprised a vast array of occu-
pational categories, in the industrial and agricultural sectors (see 
Table 2.1), although most were labourers and temporary residents 
from states such as Bengal, Madras, and Uttar Pradesh and belonged 
to a range of linguistic groups. While Indians played an important role 
in transforming Burma’s subsistence economy to a commercialised 
export economy, their presence was resented by many local Bamars 
who felt that they were excluded from the benefi ts of economic de-
velopment. Indians took up jobs in the unskilled and semi-skilled 
sectors and had a strong presence in the commercial sector and 
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amongst imperial auxiliaries who were viewed as agents of colonial-
ism. Resentment was particularly rife in areas of Indian concentra-
tion such as the capital Rangoon. Antipathy towards Indians was not 
limited to the economic realm and ‘their religious practices (especially 
Islam) and socio-cultural customs, though tolerated by the mainly 
Buddhist majority, alienated many conservative Bamars’ (Than 2006: 
169). Notwithstanding such sentiments, the majority of Indians were 
not well-off, living and working in miserable conditions and heavily 
indebted to the labour contractors—the maistries.

In addition to competition from Indian labourers, Bamars were 
concerned with the dominant position of Indian businessmen. The 
Chettiars who had an extensive moneylending network in Myanmar 
were particularly demonised. While Chettiar credit had fostered 
both urban and rural economic development in Myanmar, hatred for 
Chettiars grew markedly after the Great Depression in the 1930s. Many 
Bamars, unable to furnish their loans following the Depression, saw 
their agricultural land—used as collateral—taken over by Chettiar 
moneylenders. By the late 1930s, about one quarter of the total agri-
cultural land in Burma was in Chettiar hands, further intensifying 
Bamar xenophobic sentiments towards them (Landon 1943).

THE SECOND WORLD WAR AND IMMEDIATE 
POST-WAR DEVELOPMENTS

The British defeat in Singapore in February 1942, and the Japanese 
ascendancy in the region was crucial in providing the space and im-
petus for the growth of a pan-Indian nationalist consciousness amongst 

TABLE 2.1 Indian Occupational Categories in Colonial Burma (1931)

Sector
Percentage of Total 
Indian Workforce

Industry, transport and trade 51.5 
Raw material production (mainly agriculture) 30.0 
Miscellaneous (including domestic workers) 9.5 
Public administration, arts and professional services 6.5
Minerals exploitation 2.5 
Total 100 

Source: 1931 Census of Burma quoted in Than (2006: 169).
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Indians in South-east Asia. The Indian National Army (INA) and the 
Indian Independence League led by Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose in 
South-east Asia sought to achieve a free India by launching an at-
tack on British India via Burma in the hope that this would lead to 
widespread rebellion in the ‘homeland’.

While the INA failed to achieve its intended purpose, it did foster, 
albeit temporarily, greater unity amongst the diverse Indian groups in 
these states. However, that this sense of unity was forged in the struggle 
against imperialism in India and not in Burma, Malaya and Singapore 
further affi rmed notions amongst some native groups that Indians in 
these states considered themselves only as temporary residents. Refl ect-
ing on Indian transience, Khin Maung Kyi noted that even after a lapse 
of 70 years from the fi rst wave of migration, the Indian community 
remained a foreign settlement which had little in common with the 
Bamar in terms of political ideals, economic interest or cultural life, 
and social intercourse between the two communities was confi ned 
to economic transactions (Khin 1993).

As expected, after the war, aversion towards Indians remained 
strongest in Burma. While the Burmese independence movement 
led by the Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPFL) did share 
a cordial relationship with Indian leaders in the country and was it-
self strongly infl uenced by the Indian national movement, antipathy 
towards Indians remained strong on the ground. In spite of the nation-
alist leader Aung San’s promise of equal opportunities to Indians in 
independent Burma, his untimely death in 1947 ensured that this 
would not be carried out when Burma gained independence in 1948. 
The loss of their most important ally, accelerated the exodus of Indians 
from Burma, with the ominous prospect of ‘political power being 
transferred to the Burmese, many Indians particularly those hold-
ing clerical, technical and administrative positions chose to leave 
Burma’ (Khin 1993: 643).2

In Malaya, the upshot of Indian participation in the INA was the 
growing politicisation of the Indian minority. Indians came to be in-
volved in local nationalist organisations seeking independence from 
British rule, and numerous political parties formed in the aftermath 
of the war saw signifi cant Indian participation. These included the 
Malayan Indian Congress (MIC) and the All-Malayan Council of Joint 
Action (AMJCA). The MIC, formed in 1946, was later incorporated 
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into a political umbrella with two other communal parties—the United 
Malays National Organisation (UMNO) and the Malayan Chinese 
Association (MCA)—that formed a united front called the Alliance 
(Kaur 2006: 165). While the MIC initially drew from Indian profes-
sional and business groups in urban areas, the overwhelming nu-
meric dominance of Tamil labourers resulted in the ascendancy of 
the political élite closely tied to plantation labour.

Infl uenced by the Tamil Reform Association in the post-war period, 
the MIC’s top brass emphasised the Tamil language and Tamil cul-
tural practices. The alienation of north Indians from the MIC, and ‘the 
polarization between the Indian political elite and the professional 
elite resulted in the latter distancing itself from the MIC … [and 
their] increased participation in multiracial opposition parties and 
the formation of sub-regional communal parties’ (Kaur 2006: 166). 
Unsurprisingly, the scramble for power between the three main 
ethnic groups (Malays, Chinese and Indians) in the wake of Malayan 
independence saw the MIC, the weakest link in the Alliance, receiv-
ing a paltry share of political power (Kaur 2006).

POST-INDEPENDENCE DEVELOPMENTS

Since independence, the political paths taken by Singapore, Malaysia 
and Burma have had varying effects on the Indian communities’ 
political, economic and social status in these states. In Singapore, the 
city-state adopted an approach of meritocracy and equality for its 
citizens. In Malaysia, Bumiputra (literally ‘sons of the soil’) policies 
secured numerous advantages to the Malay community that in vari-
ous areas have had a negative impact on the Chinese and Indian 
diaspora. Similarly, Myanmar’s post-independence policies have been 
bent on securing the privileges and rights of the Bamar at the expense 
of the minorities.

Indians in Burma

The four decades following Burma’s independence in 1948 have seen 
a decline in the population of Indians. Essentially, they have, through 
the course of recent Burmese history, been categorised as an alien 
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ethnic minority, a designation that has stemmed from colonial times 
(Steinberg 1990). The initial years of independence left the Indians 
disappointed at the state that they found themselves in as Burma 
became a hot spot for insurgency by ethnic minorities and other do-
mestic disturbances. Due to spiraling insecurities, many left Burma 
to distance themselves from the increasingly unsafe conditions 
(Bhattacharya 2003).

Since independence, Indians have lost the social, economic and 
political clout that they possessed during the colonial period (Singh 
1982). This can be attributed to various laws that have effectively dis-
enfranchised the community. For example, the Myanmar Constitution 
of 1947 failed to recognise Indians as an ethnic minority in the state, and 
hence made no apologies for the lack of provisions or representation 
for them. Indeed, even among people of Indian descent who acquired 
citizenship, there existed a perception that they were second-class citi-
zens in a state that sought to uphold the interests of the majority.

Their diffi culties were exacerbated by the policy imperatives of 
Nehruvian India which placed diplomatic ties between India and 
Burma at a premium before the interests of her diaspora. Their situ-
ation was made worse by the ideological congruence between the two 
nations that sought economic development based on socialist prin-
ciples. Indian business interests in Burma were thus relegated to a sec-
ondary status. The Burmese government spearheaded nationalisation 
policies that shattered the Indian economic position in the country. 
Land that the Chettiars had acquired during the colonial period was 
nationalised and they received little compensation for these acqui-
sitions (Suryanarayan 2003).

In the 1960s, renewed nationalisation measures further under-
mined Indian economic interests. The Burmese government, under the 
leadership of General Ne Win, took hold of Indian petty retail shops 
and Indians were prevented from remitting their savings to India. 
The military rule of 1962 effected the eviction of over 200,000 Indians 
to purge the Burmeses economy of Indian infl uence. To date, those 
Indians who lost their shops have not been compensated (Singh 1982).

The 1974 Constitution that brought scrutiny of the Citizenship 
Act of 1948, once again conjured fear and apprehension within the 
Indian minority (Singh 1982). Their trepidation resurfaced in 1980 
when reforms to the citizenship laws were being considered in an 
attempt by the government to deal with the alien minorities. The new 
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law proposed that the native people were to receive complete priv-
ileges and rights, whereas ‘others’ were to be granted only limited 
citizenship. This meant that the non-Burmese would be largely left 
out from participation in the military, politics and the civil service 
(Silverstein 1980).

The 1988 coup and deteriorating relations between India and 
Myanmar in the 1990s have added to the vulnerable position of the 
Indian community (Steinberg 1990: 598). These fragile bonds coupled 
with decades of political insecurity has ensured that the Indians who 
remained in Myanmar, after 1988, have adopted a strategy of main-
taining a ‘low profi le’ in terms of political participation, while channel-
ling their energies largely towards economic pursuits.

The opening of the Myanmarese economy in the 1990s, however, 
has brought some cheer to sections of Indian society in Myanmar. The 
growing economic opportunities have resulted in the emergence of a 
new group of Indian businessmen who have profi ted from the open-
ing up of the private sector. On the social-cultural front, the current 
Indian situation has improved somewhat as Indians are able to ob-
serve religious rituals and ceremonies with fewer restrictions than in 
the past (Than 2006: 174–75).

In spite of recent improvements, the Indian position under the 
junta government remains precarious. Their status as citizens remains 
delicate and they continue to be haunted by the spectre of possible re-
patriation and nationalisation policies that have been a feature since 
Myanmarese independence. When possible, Indians in Myanmar 
have taken the opportunity to leave the country. This, alongside pre-
judiced citizenship policies, had reduced the proportion of Indians in 
Myanmar to between 3–4 per cent of the total population in the mid-
1990s (Than 2006: 175). Indians in Myanmar today remain a segment 
of the minority population whose voice has been lost in the crowd of 
ethnic insurgencies that have fi gured prominently in the Myanmarese 
socio-political landscape, rendering them a forgotten people who at 
one point in Myanmarese history helped to shape the development 
of the country.

Indians in Malaysia

While the 1957 Constitution gave citizenship rights to the ethnic 
minorities in Malaysia, this was considered signifi cant enough a 
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concession on the part of the majority. Thus even as the constitution 
accorded citizenship to minorities, it confi rmed that ‘all symbols of 
the state would be quintessentially Malay and that Islam would be the 
state religion and that Malay would become the national language 
after sharing equal status with English until 1967’ (Ganguly 1997: 246). 
Of particular importance was the recognition that Malays would be 
given a special position through the ‘Bumiputra’ policy as the original 
inhabitants of the land. In addition, these policies would compensate 
for the relative economic backwardness of the Malay community in 
contrast with the Chinese.

A defi ning moment in Malaysia’s political bearing was the 1969 
racial riots between the Malays and Chinese. The call for ‘public policies 
to be fashioned to deal with these underlying sources of tension and 
discord’ (Ganguly 1997: 256) resulted in the promulgation of the New 
Economic Policy (NEP) that endeavoured to improve the economic 
and political position of Malays. The resulting policies in turn af-
fected the political, economic and social position of the non-Malay 
communities in the country, namely, the Chinese and the Indians. It 
appears, however, that Indians have been the biggest losers: unlike the 
Chinese they do not hold economic power, neither do they possess 
the political strength of the Malays (Spaeth 2002).

The NEP’s attempts at disassociating with the pattern of ethnic 
division of labour present in the country resulted in the government 
taking steps to ensure that quotas were set for the employment of 
Malays in the private sector as well (Ganguly 1997: 260). Thus, fi rms 
were expected to formulate plans for the training and promotion of 
Malays to more skilled and higher management standings. This has 
allowed for the gradual emergence of a Malay economic élite and a 
decline in the poverty rate at the national level, although Malays have 
been the primary benefi ciaries.

One upshot of the NEP has, however, been the decline of the eco-
nomic position of Indians vis-à-vis the Malays and the Chinese in the 
country. A study done by Sivalingam showed that the share of Indians 
in skilled jobs such as those of professional and technical workers 
decreased from 1970 to 1980 (Sivalingam 1993)3 while the number of 
Indians engaged in blue-collar work, such as in the agricultural and 
production sectors have increased. These conditions have had a de-
moralising effect on the Indian community in Malaysia, the majority 
of whom belong to the working class.
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While the MIC has maintained its ties with the National Front 
(Barisan Nasional) led by the UMNO, it has remained the weakest part-
ner (Kaur 2006). With the exception of Samy Vellu, general secretary 
of the MIC, Indians have largely been absent in the Malay and Chinese-
dominated cabinet. The bureaucracy is also increasingly dominated 
by Malays. As the ‘third race’ in Malaysia, their clout has been further 
eroded by the gradual decline in the number of Indians and they now 
constitute less than 8 per cent of the total population (see Table 2.2).

TABLE 2.2 Malaysia—Ethnic Groups as a Percentage of the Total 
Population (2000)

Ethnic Groups Percentage (%)

Malaysian citizens 94.1
Bumiputra 65.1
Chinese 26.0
Indians 7.7
Non-Malaysian citizens 5.9

Source: Malaysia Department of Statistics (2000).

One of the measures to improve the social and economic oppor-
tunities of Malays in the country included the conversion of English 
language schools into Malay language schools. This change has af-
fected the position of upper-class Indians in the country as their com-
petence in the English language was an advantage prior to the change. 
While the Chinese and Indian minorities have both suffered from 
these ethnic preferential policies, the latter has seen a distinct decline 
in the performance of their student body. In 1991, only 19 per cent of 
Tamils at the end of six years of schooling passed the composition 
test in Bahasa Malaysia—the national language (Ganguly 1997). The 
poor performance of Indians has made their ability to pursue higher 
education more diffi cult. Needless to say, this has negative long-term 
effects on the community’s propensity towards upward socio-economic 
mobility.

According to a 1995 study, almost two-thirds of Malaysia’s total popu-
lation of Indians remained caught in the doldrums of poverty (Ganguly 
1997). As a result, and quite unsurprisingly, most of the Tamil language 
schools in the country remain highly underdeveloped due to a lack 
of resources and under-funding. Racial quotas that favour the Malay 
majority also exist in local universities and in getting scholarships 
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to study abroad. As a result, even though Indians have traditionally 
fared well in the fi elds of medicine and law, they face immense hurdles 
in achieving their career ambitions even in these sectors. To exacer-
bate matters, Indians are not a homogeneous community. Divided in 
terms of linguistic backgrounds, this has compounded factionalism 
within the community preventing them from uniting under a common 
ethnic banner.

As the preferential policies of the Malaysian government do not 
seem likely to abate in the near future, the situation of the Indians in 
Malaysia continues to be marked by a considerable level of dissatisfac-
tion. However, the advent of Indian IT migrant professionals in recent 
years, and the success of business tycoons like Ananda Krishnan and 
Warren Fernandez in trying circumstances has marginally improved 
the image of the Indian community. Whether this will have a bearing 
on the future Indian community in Malaysia remains to be seen.

Indians in Singapore

The constitution of Singapore enshrines the principle that there shall 
be no discrimination against any citizen of Singapore on the grounds 
of religion, race, descent or place of birth. Since independence in 1965, 
Singapore has been governed by a single party, the People’s Action 
Party (PAP), which has established a dominant hold on political power 
in the city-state, often resulting in the characterisation of Singapore as 
an autocratic state in the international media. However, with the back-
drop of communal tensions manifest in the 1964 racial riots, the party, 
and hence the government, has sought to ensure non-discrimination 
against minorities (Malays and Indians). Indians have thus been well 
represented in parliament and in the cabinet where they have held 
various portfolios. Similarly, Indians are to be found at all levels of 
the civil service. Independent Singapore has had two Indian presi-
dents (although the president has nominal powers) including the 
current president, S.R. Nathan. In the cabinet, one of the present deputy 
prime ministers and two other ministers are of Indian descent.

During the immediate post-independence period, Singapore took 
a ‘melting pot’ perspective as it geared itself towards building a co-
hesive national identity while subverting ethnic goals and values. In the 
1980s, however, the government adopted various measures to ensure 
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the representation of minority ethnic groups in parliament. This was 
evident in the ruling party’s political initiatives, the most prominent 
of which was the formation of the group representation constitu-
encies (GRCs) in 1988. The scheme, refi ned in 1991, stipulated that each 
GRC would consist of three or more members of parliament of whom 
at least one had to be drawn from a minority ethnic group (that is, 
Malay, Indian or Eurasian). The government argued that this step was 
essential to its commitment to promote multi-ethnic representation 
in politics (Ganesan 1996).4

Singapore’s desire to forge a sense of national identity among its 
ethnic groups led to policies to strengthen national loyalties while at 
the same time emphasising the need to retain one’s cultural identity 
(Mutalib 1995). ‘Ethnic’ values and cultures have thus been allowed to 
fl ourish, although the heterogeneous populace has been streamlined 
into four categories known commonly as ‘CMIO’ (Chinese, Malays, 
Indians and ‘Others’). The state, by typecasting ethnic differences into 
the CMIO classifi cation, has, as PuruShotam argues, sought to man-
age the diversity of the populace by ‘disciplining’ differences within 
these categories (PuruShotam 1998). As far as Indians are concerned, 
while there exists considerable diversity, in terms of origins, religion, 
and language, they have been projected in offi cial discourse as a 
homogeneous group.

Policies to retain cultural diversity have been institutionalised in 
education through ‘multilingualism’. The education curriculum em-
phasises that students at public schools would have to learn English 
and their own mother tongue. Streamlining Indians as a homogen-
ous category ensured that Tamil, included as one of four offi cial lan-
guages, came to be recognised offi cially as the lingua franca of the 
Indians (Siddique 1989). However, such streamlining while favourable 
to Tamils, received lukewarm response from minority sections within 
the Indian community many of whom rejected the view that Indians 
should be represented under the Tamil umbrella.

Until the early 1990s, minority Indian groups (made up of Punjabi, 
Hindi, Gujarati, Urdu and Bengali speakers) resisted calls to study 
Tamil by adopting Malay as a second language—deemed to be easier 
to learn and useful for inter-ethnic interactions. The downside, how-
ever, was that many non-Tamil Indian students fared badly in Malay, 
while their own mother tongue faced attrition. In 1990, responding to 
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appeals from these communities, the government made a provision 
recognising Hindi, Punjabi, Gujarati, Urdu and Bengali in the curri-
culum. This has considerably alleviated their diffi culties and resulted 
in the re-emergence of these languages in Singapore.

In economic terms, the position of Indians in Singapore has shown 
considerable improvement. At independence, the majority of Indians 
were ‘blue-collar’ workers although they did have a signifi cant presence 
in the legal and medical professions. Since then, the state’s commitment 
to meritocracy has allowed Indians to secure jobs in the government 
sector. However, even until the early 1990s, they remained under-
represented in managerial and executive positions in the private sec-
tor. Private businesses, dominated by the ethnic Chinese, were often 
able to circumvent the offi cial line, emphasising the need for ‘Mandarin’ 
speakers in recruiting higher level management staff.

From the 1990s, however, the focus on developing a ‘knowledge-
based economy’, alongside the need to counter a rapidly aging popu-
lation, has ushered the advent of large numbers of migrant Indian 
professionals. The upshot has been a change in the occupational pro-
fi le of Indians in the private sector. Government fi gures suggest that 
the number of Indians in professional, managerial, executive and tech-
nical occupations has doubled between 1990 and 2000 from about 
22 per cent to 43 per cent of the total Indian workforce. From 1990 
to 2000, the average Indian income has grown by some 125 per cent 
from US$ 860 to US$ 1,935 per month, although this remains slightly 
below the average of US$ 1,950 (Leow 2001). The late 1990s onwards 
has also seen a growth in the number of Indian entrepreneurs setting up 
businesses in Singapore—a marked change from the period prior to the 
1990s when educated Indians vied primarily for government jobs.

The advent of a large numbers of Indian migrant professionals 
has had considerable bearing on the position of the Indian commu-
nity in Singapore. Children of new migrant Indian professionals have 
done exceptionally well in the public schools, the number of Indian 
residents has grown steadily as a percentage of the population—from 
approximately 6.4 per cent in 1980 to 8.7 per cent in June 2005 (see 
Table 2.3) (Singapore Department of Statistics 2005)—and Indian 
popular culture is increasingly evident in the public arena. This is most 
clearly manifest in the local ‘Little India’, which, in recent times, has 
shown unprecedented vibrancy. The number of Hindi speakers has 
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also escalated, not only because of government policies from the 1990s 
and the coming of Indian professionals, but also due to the advent of 
Indian cable television.

Not all sections of the Indian community, however, revel in the com-
ing of the ‘new’ diaspora of Indian professionals. It is clear that some 
in the ‘old’ diaspora feel alienated from the recent transformations in 
the Indian community. For one, the Tamil umbrella has become in-
creasingly tenuous given that few ‘new’ Indian migrants identify with 
it (Rai 2004). Notably, while offi cial statistics paint a rosy picture for 
Indians both in terms of income and education, analysts argue that 
these statistics conceal the considerably weaker position of the ‘old’ 
diaspora. This becomes evident, for instance, when one considers the 
education level of Indians. While offi cial statistics show a phenom-
enal increase in the percentage of Indians with tertiary education—
from 4.1 per cent in 1990 to 16.5 per cent in 2000 (Leow 2001)—this es-
calation is not representative of all Indians and can be largely attributed 
to the higher education levels of recent migrants, amongst whom the 
vast majority have a college degree.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I have argued that specifi c historical and social factors 
have left many Indian communities in South-east Asia marginalised 
and subject to discrimination. Notwithstanding the precolonial pos-
ition of Indians in the region, the arrival of the vast majority as minions 
of colonialism has had far-reaching consequences. Colonial structures 
ensured that most Indians would be subjugated through systems of 
exploitation, buttressed by instruments of control that ruthlessly 

TABLE 2.3 Singapore Residents by Ethnic Group (June 2005)

Ethnic Groups Total (thousand) Percentage (%)

Total 3,553.5 100
Chinese 2,684.9 75.6
Malay 484.6 13.6
Indian 309.3 8.7
Others 74.7 2.1

Source: Singapore Department of Statistics (2005).
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prohibited opportunities for social and economic mobility. Imported 
tools in the machine of empire, Indians would live with a persistent 
sense of impermanence in the land in which they laboured. Their 
ephemerality, born of exile, was amplifi ed by a sense of marginalisa-
tion perpetuated by the colonial master who saw in their estrangement 
an instrument to secure his own protraction.

The position of Indians during colonialism had long-term effects 
not only in terms of their economic position and political margin-
alisation but also in the way in which they were perceived by host so-
cieties. Colonialism thus infl uenced the constitution of postcolonial 
interactions between Indians and the host society. In Myanmar and 
Malaysia, where there existed a numerically dominant majority with 
strong claims to being ‘sons of the soil’, independence witnessed the 
implementation of majoritarian policies that added to the vulnerable 
position of Indians. In the former, long standing hatreds stemming 
from Bamar perceptions that Indians were handmaidens of colo-
nialism, alongside post-independence policies of nationalisation 
have at many times come close to decimating the Indian minority there. 
Preferential policies by host governments continue to privilege the 
majority community in Malaysia and Myanmar.

In Singapore, the Indian position is more secure, in part because in 
a predominantly migrant population few can claim to be ‘sons of the 
soil’. Electoral reforms in the 1980s have ensured minority represen-
tation in politics. Possibly of even greater signifi cance to the Indian 
community here has been the recent arrival of Indian professionals. 
While this has added to the heterogeneity within the community and 
may not be appreciated by some from the ‘old’ diaspora, they have 
strengthened the Indian socio-economic and numerical position. 
This alongside the rise of India as an economic power has had a bear-
ing on the way India and Indians have come to be perceived in the 
city-state.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

I would like to acknowledge the help and advice of Professor Peter 
Reeves, Dr Assa Doron, Ms Rajini and Mr Kevaljit Singh.



‘Positioning’ the Indian Diaspora 49

NOTES

1. See the Suma Oriental of Tome Pires, an account of the East, from the Red Sea to 
Japan, written in Malacca and India in 1512–15, and The Book of Francisco Rodrigues, 
Rutter of a Voyage in the Red Sea, Nautical Rules, Almanack and Maps, Written and 
Drawn in the East before 1515. Translated from the Portuguese in the Bibliotheque 
de la Chambre des deputes, Paris, and edited by Armando Cortesao, London, 
Hakluyt Society, 1944.

2. Reforms were made by the Burmese government in the economic sphere so that 
the nationals would play a larger role, with nationalisation programmes of some 
major industries including timber, transport and oil. These policies had the effect 
of limiting Indian businessmen as importing and trading had been the foundation 
of Indian business in Burma.

3. The percentage of Indians as professionals and technical workers was 12.7 per cent 
in the year 1970 but decreased to 11.4 per cent in 1980 whereas the percentage of 
production workers increased from 8.6 per cent to 11.4 per cent during the same 
period.

4. While the policy ensures ethnic minority representation in politics, many political 
analysts are of the view that the main purpose of the GRC was to weaken the 
opposition.
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In 1957, the Federation of Malaya Census Report summarised the 
history of Indian immigration to British Malaya in the following 

terms:

The important characteristics to note about Indian migration are that 
fi rstly, the great bulk of this movement has been of an ephemeral character, 
with approximately 4 million entering and 2.8 million leaving the country 
between 1860 and 1957. Secondly, much of the 1.2 million net immigration 
appears to be have been wiped out by disease, snake-bites, exhaustion and 
malnutrition, for the local population of Malaya in 1957 number only 
858,615, of which 62.1 per cent was local born.

The bland language merely hints at the prolonged oppression of 
working-class Indians throughout the colonial period.

Because of the deprivation of the colonial past, most Indian Malayans 
welcomed merdeka (independence) as an opportunity to participate 
as fully enfranchised citizens of a relatively prosperous country, and 
to share in the educational, social and economic advancement that 
independence would offer (Mahajani 1960). They were assured that 
their political representatives enjoyed close and infl uential relations 
with the powerful ruling parties of the governing alliance, the United 
Malay National Organisation (UMNO) and the Malayan Chinese Asso-
ciation (MCA), and that the inter-ethnic bargain negotiated within 
the alliance would guarantee the interests of all citizens, irrespective of 
ethnic background or class (Cheah 2002; Nair 1999).
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But, the so-called Malaysian economic miracle, the high rates of 
wealth creation and the social mobility which have benefi ted many 
other sectors of Malaysian society, have largely bypassed the Indian 
community. The Indian working classes, constituting about 80 per cent 
of the total Indian community (Ramachandran 2002), itself comprising 
a mere 7.7 per cent of Peninsular Malaysia’s population of 20 million 
(Hwang 2003), form a marginalised underclass, seemingly invisible to 
Malaysia’s policy-makers.

This chapter will provide an overview of the social, political and eco-
nomic development of Indian society in Malaya/Malaysia from the 
colonial era through to post-merdeka Malaysia. It will focus upon 
the ‘plantation culture’ in Malaysia, the signifi cance of the Hindu 
resurgence in a communal society dominated by Malay-Muslim 
power brokers, and suggest that this phenomenon not only represents 
the persistence of communal identity but also signals allegiance to a 
broader Indic-Hindu identity.1

COLONIALISM AND INDIAN IMMIGRATION

The establishment of British control over the Malay Peninsula through-
out the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was accompanied by 
the rapid development of a full colonial economy based on plantation 
agriculture and extraction industries and supported by an ambitious 
programme of infrastructure development (Parmer 1960). The profi t-
ability of this economy was dependent upon ready access to a pool 
of cheap, pliable and easily managed labour (Sandhu 1969). Having 
made an early decision not to incorporate the Malay peasantry into 
the emerging colonial economy (Abraham 2004), the British settled 
upon the importation of coolie labour from China, India and to a lesser 
extent from Java (Parmer 1960).

The overwhelming majority of Indian workers who arrived in 
Malaya between 1840 and 1910 were recruited under a system known 
as indenture (Sandhu 1969). In many respects indenture emulated the 
recently abolished system of slavery it had supposedly superseded. 
Indeed, the legislative framework which governed Indian indentured 
labour, enacted by the British Parliament as Ordinance 6 of 1838, was 
modelled upon and incorporated the residual elements of the laws 
which had hitherto regulated slavery (Tinker 1974). Indenture, in 
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theory defi ned by a mutually negotiated contract between employer and 
employee, and signed by the labourer prior to departure from India, in 
practice worked almost exclusively to the benefi t of the planter (Potts 
1990). The contract placed employees under rigid and enforceable 
obligations and stripped them of almost all personal freedoms for a 
stipulated period of time, often for a duration of several years (Jain 1984). 
Any actual or alleged breaches of the contract were subject to prosecu-
tion under criminal law and were pursued through the legal apparatus 
of a colonial administration which sided with planters and often re-
sulted in an extension of the term of indenture (Tinker 1974).

In his study of Indian migration to Malaya, K.S. Sandhu estimates 
that a total of 250,000 indentured labourers were recruited to work in 
Malaya between 1840 and 1910. Apart from a few hundred labourers 
from Bengal, the vast majority of this workforce were of south Indian 
origin and were largely Hindu. The colonial preference for south 
Indian labour was driven by British perceptions and constructions 
of the ‘Madrassi’ as docile and easily managed (Sandhu 1969).2

Indian indentured labourers largely consisted of adult males aged 
between 15 and 45 (Arasaratnam 1970). The overwhelming majority 
were agricultural workers and rural wage earners who had been dis-
advantaged or displaced by structural economic changes, especially 
land reforms, introduced by the British authorities. The fear or ex-
perience of famine and prolonged privation provoked the greatest 
fl ows of indentured labourers, and there was a strong correlation 
between times of want and recruitment peaks (Kumar 1965; Sandhu 
1969; Tinker 1974).3 Women and children rarely constituted more 
than 20 per cent and 10 per cent respectively of this migratory fl ow 
(Sandhu 1969).

Because of the poverty of their backgrounds, the ‘coolies’ often 
commenced their period of indenture under the handicap of heavy 
personal debt, and throughout their working life were poorly fed, 
housed in sub-standard accommodation, medically neglected, and 
subject to unremitting and brutal discipline (Jain 1984; Selvakumaran 
1994; Tinker 1974).

In the early years of the twentieth century, the harsh treatment of 
Indian indentured labourers, throughout the British Empire (and 
European empires) became a major political issue among Indian 
nationalists (Tinker 1984). However, despite political pressures, in-
dentured recruitment was superseded by the demand for labour 
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engendered by the rubber boom of the opening decades of the early 
twentieth century. Indenture was unable to respond to the needs of 
the new labour market, and was increasingly replaced by kangany 
recruitment which was more fl exible and better equipped to meet the 
immediate requirements of the plantation industry (Parmer 1960). In 
1910, the Colonial Offi ce announced the termination of all schemes of 
indentured recruitment to Malaya, with all existing contracts expiring 
in 1913 (Tinker 1974).

The recruitment of labour under kangany auspices had commenced 
before the cessation of indenture. Basically a kangany was a fi eld fore-
man, a ‘coolie of standing’, a man who enjoyed a good reputation, 
and was of a ‘clean caste’ who was not only charged with the task of 
recruiting labour to work on estates, but was required to supervise 
those whom he had engaged. The kangany recruited within his own 
district (taluk) of origin in India, thus selecting a workforce of people 
whose customs and traditions he understood (Arasaratnam 1970; 
Parmer 1960). The colonial authorities regulated the kangany system 
of recruitment with the passage of the Tamil Immigration Fund Or-
dinance of 1907, which dealt with the exigencies of emigration and 
repatriation of Indian labour (Parmer 1960).

Kangany recruitment produced a far greater fl ow and more con-
sistent supply of labour than that achieved under indenture. On the 
basis of available offi cial data, Sandhu estimates that between 1865 
and 1938, 1,186,717 Indian immigrants arrived in Malaya under 
kangany auspices. This figure represents 62 per cent of the total 
Indian assisted labour migration, nearly 44 per cent of all labour and 
almost 28 per cent of total Indian immigration to Malaya up until 
merdeka (independence) in 1957 (Parmer 1960; Sandhu 1969). Un-
like indentured migration, recruitment of kangany labour proved 
responsive to actual labour demand in Malaya, and appears to have 
functioned far more independently of social and economic condi-
tions within India (Jain 1984).

The kangany system produced a far more socially diverse work-
force than that recruited under indenture. While approximately one-
third of kangany labourers were drawn from the Adi-Dravida castes, the 
remainder represented the general spread of Tamil caste groups below 
the Brahmin level, including members of higher castes (Arasaratnam 
1970). However, the most notable outcome of the kangany system was 
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the development of estates which were discrete and self-enclosed 
subcultural units constructed around the remembered mores of an-
cestral villages. This resulted in the fragmentation of the plantation 
workforce into socially as well as geographically isolated component 
units, fi ssured by loyalties of caste, village, regional and linguistic origin 
(Stenson 1980).

Although in theory the welfare of the Indian worker was regulated 
by the colonial government, in practice the relationship was one of 
planter domination and exploitation of a subordinated labour force 
(Jain 1984). The Indian workforce continued to suffer from an array 
of problems including low pay, harsh working environment and 
sub-standard accommodation (Tinker 1974).

Kangany recruitment fi nally ceased in 1938, when the Government 
of India, alarmed at reports of a threat to reduce the wages of the Indian 
workforce, placed a ban on the emigration of assisted labour to Malaya 
(Sandhu 1969; Selvakumaran 1994).

Throughout this period there were other streams of Indian migra-
tion to Malaya. Both government and commercial sectors required the 
support of a trained English-speaking workforce which possessed a 
range of specialist skills, not immediately available (or indeed sought) 
in Malaya, either among the indigenous Malays or immigrant working-
class communities (Sandhu 1969). The expansion of the Malayan econ-
omy attracted other groups—merchants, fi nanciers, skilled labour—who 
saw personal and professional advantages in working in colonial Malaya. 
These groups included Ceylonese Tamils, who were recruited by British 
offi cials to serve as clerical personnel within the government service 
and on the estates (Arasaratnam 1970), educated Malayalees and young 
professional Tamils, Nattukottai Chettiars, (a Tamil caste who came to 
be seen as notable for their business and fi nancial expertise), Sikh and 
Punjabi Muslim police and security personnel, and various traders of 
both north and south Indian background, including Parsis, Hindus 
and Muslims (Arasaratnam 1970; Sandhu 1969).

INDIAN POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT TILL 1941

By 1939 there were approximately 700,000 Indians resident in Malaya. 
Of these only 28,000 (or 4 per cent) were occupied in trade, business 
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or professions, while approximately 70,000 (10 per cent) were em-
ployed in skilled or semi-skilled jobs. The remainder, ‘illiterate coolies’ 
(Mahajani 1960), were absorbed in unskilled work. Approximately 
three-fi fths of Indian workers were employed upon plantations, while 
the remainder were mainly engaged in low-skilled occupations either 
in government utilities or municipalities (Arasaratnam 1970).

The political and social isolation of the Indian working classes 
was the most striking feature of Indian ‘society’ in pre-war Malaya. 
This was exacerbated by the determination of many middle-class 
Indians to distance themselves from the ‘coolie’ workforce. Indian mid-
dle classes were often willing to echo the European condemnation of 
the putative inferiority of the Indian labourer in human as well as 
vocational terms.4

The plantation subculture, which found its initial impetus within 
the kangany system, in which the kangany recruited labour solely from 
his own district of origin, led to deep and self-perpetuating schisms 
structured upon village background, caste and sub-ethnicity. Within 
the plantation setting, workers tended (and indeed, were encouraged) to 
reproduce social behavioural patterns learned in India (Stenson 1980). 
The ‘kindreds around kanganies’ was to remain a salient feature of the 
plantation labour force well into the post-war era (Jain 1984). This 
insularity was immediately and consistently reinforced by the culture 
of dependency induced by the enclosed and socially isolated world of 
the plantations. Moreover, ‘coolie’ labour was directly managed by 
administrative and fi eld staff consisting mainly of ethnic Malayalees 
and Ceylonese Tamils, who, when the workforce proved troublesome, 
manipulated one sub-group against another (Arasaratnam 1970).5

The disparateness of the Indian population worked against the 
formation of wider political allegiances, and impeded the develop-
ment of any conception of a pan-Indian communal identity (IOOR 
1926–40). The fi rst effective Indian political organisation was the 
Central Indian Association of Malaya (CIAM) which was formed in 
1936. Although membership was available to all Indians irrespective 
of ethnic origin, language or religious affi liation, the leadership was 
fi rmly captured by middle-class English-educated north Indians and 
Malayalees (Selvakumaran 1994).6 Most Tamil-educated Indians 
tended to be distrustful if not actively hostile to the CIAM (Parmer 
1960; Stenson 1980).
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The ideological disposition of the CIAM was deeply infl uenced 
by the rise and consolidation of metropolitan Indian nationalism, 
and the concomitant transformation of Indian politics, especially the 
increasing power of the Congress and the growing ability of its leaders 
to wring concessions from a reluctant British Raj (Arasaratnam 
1970). Consistent with the inclusive ideology embraced by Indian na-
tionalism, the CIAM made determined efforts to represent the entire 
community, in particular to forge links with Tamil and Telugu estate 
workers (Parmer 1960; Selvakumaran 1994). The CIAM claimed as 
their greatest triumph their intervention in 1938 to ‘persuade’ the 
Government of India to ban the assisted migration of Indian labour 
to Malaya (Parmer 1960).

Until the growth of labour militancy in the late 1930s, the most po-
tent political infl uence among plantation Tamils was the so-called 
‘Dravidian’ ideology propounded by the Self-respect Movement 
(Dravida Munnetra Kalagam) headed by E.V. Ramasami Naicker. 
This second strand of activism combined Tamil cultural exclusiv-
ity, an enthusiasm for an imagined autochthonous Tamil culture 
which had existed prior to the supposed ‘invasion’ of northern ‘Aryan’ 
Brahminism, with a programme of broad social reform (Arasaratnam 
1970). Within Malaya, the Self-respect Movement’s relentless and 
visceral anti-Brahminism, its profound hostility toward north Indian 
and ‘Sanskrit’ infl uences, tended to foster sub-communalism (Stenson 
1980).

The third strand of an emerging Indian political consciousness 
consisted of the rise of industrial activism among the Indian work-
ing classes. The seeds of discontent and resentment had been sown 
among Tamil workers by the traumatic and unsettling experiences 
of the Depression years when large numbers of labourers had been 
summarily retrenched and others had suffered substantial wage cuts 
(Arasaratnam 1993; Parmer 1960; Selvakumaran 1994). The tentative 
growth of worker assertiveness was supported in the late 1930s by the 
CIAM which had resolved to improve the living and working con-
ditions of Indian labour (Gamba 1962; Parmer 1960).

Gathering labour discontent, the product of worsening hardship 
on estates, culminated in a series of strikes in the Klang District of 
Selangor in 1941. In response to the Malayan government assertions 
that the disturbances had been fomented by irresponsible adherents 
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of the CIAM acting under the inspiration of Congress propaganda, 
the British authorities sanctioned the use of force against the ‘sub-
versive elements’ (IOOR, May 1941–June 1942). The strikes, which 
had spread to other estates, were crushed by armed forces including 
Indian troops. During these confrontations, fi ve labourers were killed, 
and 60 were severely injured. Mass arrests and deportations followed 
(IOOR, 1939–42; Selvakumaran 1994).

THE JAPANESE OCCUPATION: THE INDIAN EXPERIENCE

The most immediate impact of the Japanese occupation on the mass of 
the Indian workforce was widespread economic dislocation and hard-
ship. The colonial network of waged labour collapsed under Japanese 
administration and was not replaced with any alternative form of 
regular or guaranteed income. Workers and their families were denied 
any obvious means of subsistence and most experienced an acute 
struggle for survival (Arasaratnam 1970; Arasaratnam 1993; Jain 1970; 
Ramasamy 2000; Selvakumaran 1994). Disease, more easily spread and 
contracted as a result of chronic malnutrition and the breakdown of 
sanitation and health services, starvation, especially among the young 
and very vulnerable of the community, and Japanese labour schemes 
took a very heavy toll of Indian life. Throughout these years, the Indian 
population fell by over 100,000 or approximately 14 per cent (from 
700,000 in 1939 to 599,000 in 1947) (Stenson 1980), and the Indian 
component of the overall population declined from 14 per cent in 
1940 to 10 per cent in 1947 (Ramachandra 1970).

The Japanese invasion was followed by the establishment in 
Malaya of the Indian Independence League (IIL), a political body 
devoted to the liberation of India from British colonial control, and the 
Indian National Army (INA), the League’s military wing. Early organ-
isational and political divisions in the IIL and INA were overcome 
by the appointment, in July 1943, of prominent Indian nationalist, 
Subhas Chandra Bose, as president of the League (Ramachandra 1970). 
Bose undertook a series of far-reaching reforms and in October 1943 
announced the formation of the Provisional Government of Free 
India (Fay, 1995; Fujiwara, 1983), complete with its own administra-
tive apparatus. His dynamic leadership spurred a continuous fl ow 
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of recruits to both the IIL and INA. By July 1944, IIL membership 
stood at 350,000 while the INA had achieved a total strength of 50,000 
of whom 20,000 had been drawn from Indians resident in Malaya 
(Ramachandra 1970).7

Participation in the IIL and INA had profound ramifi cations for 
the Indian population of Malaya. Under the leadership of Subhas 
Chandra Bose, Malayan and Singaporean Indians believed they had 
been propelled from the periphery of metropolitan affairs to the fore-
front of those struggling against the British Empire for independ-
ence. The idea that the community had a signifi cant role to play in the 
establishment of a free India captured the imagination of Indians of 
all classes and backgrounds. Indian nationalist ideology emphasised 
pan-Indian identifi cation and the unity of struggle regardless of caste, 
ethnicity, language or religious adherence (Ramasamy 2000; Sandhu 
1993). The experiences of the war years were to engender a renewed 
and persistent interest among Malayan Indians in their cultural 
heritage and their links to metropolitan India which was to inform 
many aspects of Indian political and social life in the post-war era 
(Arasaratnam 1970). The IIL/INA associations also impressed upon 
Malayan Indians the value of political organisation and activism as 
vehicles for mobilisation of community resources and as agencies for 
inducing and negotiating change (Arasaratnam 1993).

MALAYAN INDIAN POLITICS AND SOCIETY, 1945–57

The re-establishment of colonial rule was accompanied by sustained 
British hostility towards those who had participated in the Indian na-
tionalist movement, which in turn provoked sharp and pronounced 
political responses within the Indian community (Selvakumaran 1994). 
Indian activism took expression in four generic and overlapping move-
ments—the Thondar Padai campaign, the politics of trade unionism, 
the Malayan Indian Congress (MIC) and Tamil revivalism.

Thondar Padai

The Thondar Padai (or Volunteer Corps) (Nadaraja 1981) initially estab-
lished on the Harvard Estate in Kedah, was a militant reform movement, 
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which aimed at the ‘socio-economic, cultural and moral uplift of estate 
labourers’ (Selvakumaran 1994). Thondar Padai drew inspiration from 
three main sources, namely, the intensifying independence move-
ment in metropolitan India, Gandhian principles of social reform 
especially as these related to issues of caste and personal discipline, 
as well as the politics of Tamil radicalism. British alarm increased as 
Thondar Padai evolved into a quasi-military organisation, resorted to 
occasional violence in support of its objectives and successfully en-
rolled members on adjoining estates (Nadaraja 1981). Between February 
and April 1947, a series of confrontations with the colonial authorities 
spiralled into demonstrations, strikes and riots. The police reaction 
was swift and uncompromising and resulted in a loss of life, injury and 
a wave of arrests and deportations. Thondar Padai was subsequently 
banned in March 1948 (Selvakumaran 1994).

Trade Unions

The immediate post-war years were characterised by widespread in-
dustrial unrest. Indians were active in the formation of trade unions 
and by 1947 comprised an overwhelming majority of the membership 
of the Pan-Malayan Federation of Trade Unions (Ramachandra 
1970; Selvakumaran 1994). In general, they remained aloof from the 
Malayan Communist Party (MCP) which was construed as a Chinese-
dominated organisation, and thus largely irrelevant to Indian labour 
(Arasaratnam 1970). This did not prevent the colonial authorities 
from detaining approximately 800 Indians—members of a range of 
left-wing organisations with no known associations with the MCP—
in the general suppression of the moderate left which followed the 
outbreak of the communist insurrection known as the Emergency in 
June 1948. These detainees were not released until September 1949 
(Mahajani 1960).

Following the declaration of the Emergency, the government 
introduced measures to severely curb the power of trade unions. 
Henceforth the colonial authorities would register only those unions 
regarded as both ‘responsible’ and ‘moderate’ (Gamba 1962; Muzaffar 
1993; Selvakumaran 1994). Most of these offi cially-vetted unions 
were under Indian leadership. Indians continued to play a pivotal 
role in Malayan unionism well into the early years of independence 
(Arasaratnam 1970).
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The MIC

The MIC was formed in August 1946 (Arasaratnam 1971–72). For nearly 
a decade the party consciously modelled itself upon the Indian Na-
tional Congress, and as far as possible attempted to reproduce Con-
gress philosophies, policies and organisational structures within the 
Malayan context. This rendered the MIC increasingly incongruous in 
a Malaya-dominated by the politics of communalism (Arasaratnam 
1971–72). During this period crucial opportunities to engage with either 
the colonial authorities or the representatives of other communal 
parties were forsaken or lost. Moreover the party’s rigid adherence to 
a Congressional platform limited its effectiveness within its own com-
munity. The middle class, English educated and westernised member-
ship, especially the leadership, tended to downplay the political and 
economic imperatives which shaped the attitudes of the Tamil working 
class who comprised the majority of the Indian population of Malaya 
(Arasaratnam 1970).

Continued electoral failure fi nally impelled a comprehensive re-
assessment of MIC policies. The leadership recognised that the party 
faced extinction unless it sought patronage through partnership—
albeit junior partnership—within the dominant alliance structure 
(Arasaratnam 1971–72). In December 1954, the MIC became a full mem-
ber of the alliance, which now comprised a coalition of the UMNO, 
the MCA and the MIC, representing the three major ethnic commun-
ities of Malaya (Amplavanar 1981; Arasaratnam 1971–72). The party
also set out to recruit the Tamil educated into its ranks, and to ensure 
their elevation to responsible positions at regional and district levels 
(Selvakumaran 1994; Stenson 1980). Participation within the alliance 
structure dictated MIC compliance with the conservative agenda set by 
the two larger and more powerful parties. The ideological repositioning 
of the MIC estranged many Indian intellectuals who subsequently 
transferred their allegiance to non-communal parties (Amplavanar 
1981; Arasaratnam 1971–72; Mahajani 1960; Muzaffar 1993).

As a member of the alliance, the MIC broached a number of con-
cerns in the negotiations leading to merdeka. These included the 
potential impact of Malay special rights, the constitutional enshrine-
ment of Islam as Malaya’s offi cial religion, and UMNO insistence that 
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Malay would become the sole offi cial language. The party gained few 
concessions. Apart from the fact that the MIC was the smallest and 
most junior party in the alliance, it was additionally handicapped by 
UMNO–MCA awareness that it did not command the full support 
of the Indian community (Amplavanar 1981).

Tamil Revivalism

The MIC was constantly challenged and infl uenced by the politics of 
Tamil revivalism. During the approach of Indian independence, move-
ments which emphasised the distinct cultural, linguistic and religious 
traditions of Tamil society began to gain wide currency within the 
Madras Presidency. The ideas and concept which animated these move-
ments were widely reported in the Malayan Indian press and began 
to circulate among the local Tamil population. The Tamil movement 
spawned a number of organisations concerned with the exploration 
and nurturing of Tamil culture (Arasaratnam 1970).

INDIANS—POST MERDEKA

The Indian population entered merdeka as a minor community, sand-
wiched between Malay political dominance and Chinese economic 
strength. Since merdeka its trajectory has been one of increasing pol-
itical, economic and social marginalisation. From the outset, the Indian 
community lacked the economic foundation necessary to develop 
capital intensive enterprises or provide the level of entrepreneurial 
opportunities which would assist in alleviating widespread Indian 
poverty (Muzaffar 1993). Government support for measures involv-
ing Indian social and economic programmes has been both restricted 
and grudging. Politically the community has remained profoundly 
divided, its support fragmented between the increasingly ineffectual 
MIC, a series of opposition parties and an emasculated trade union 
movement.

In the years since the attainment of merdeka, the MIC has operated 
from a position of weakness and marginality. The MIC, as a small 
and junior party within a ruling coalition composed of various ethnic 
parties, has limited infl uence in determining policies likely to deliver 
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favourable outcomes to Indian voters (Selvakumaran 1994). Moreover, 
the MIC has largely been shunned by non-Tamils, intellectuals and 
trade unionists (Amplavanar-Brown 1993). The MIC’s inability to af-
fect political outcomes was starkly revealed by two major crises which 
impacted upon its core constituency. The fi rst of these was the so-called 
fragmentation of estates in the 1950s and 1960s, and the second, the 
issue of citizenship in the 1970s.

The fragmentation of estates began during the 1950s when some com-
panies decided to sell their properties and repatriate their capital. The 
process of divestment triggered a chain of speculation, and between 
1950 and 1967, 18 per cent of the total estate land area was subdivided 
(Muzaffar 1993). The MIC and Indian-dominated National Union 
of Plantation Workers (NUPW) repeatedly urged the government 
to intervene to halt fragmentation or at least to regulate the process. 
However, despite a 1963 government report which recommended the 
prohibition of further subdivision, UMNO refused to intervene, erro-
neously contending that fragmentation encouraged the emergence 
of small-scale (Malay) peasant production (Arasaratnam 1970). An 
estimated 50,000 Tamil workers were affected by the subdivision of 
estates. The hereditary occupations of many were lost, and those who 
managed to secure employment on the fragmented properties endured 
‘dismal’ living and working conditions (Wiebe and Mariappen 1978).

The citizenship crisis refl ected a manifest failure of both political 
and industrial leadership. Following the imposition of emergency rule, 
the governing National Operations Council announced that all em-
ployment, whether in the public or private sector, would be restricted to 
Malaysian citizens. Many Indians, including approximately 20 per cent 
of the plantation workforce, most of whom met all the pre-conditions 
necessary for obtaining citizenship, were affected by this measure. 
Up to 10,000 Indians made application to the Indian Labour Fund 
which had been directed by the government to offer cash inducements 
and a free passage for those prepared to accept ‘repatriation’ to India 
(Selvakumaran 1994; Stenson 1980). The MIC’s representations on 
the issue were rejected by the UMNO leadership. The mass exodus of 
Indian workers was forestalled only by the spectre of severe labour 
shortfalls within the plantation sector, combined with extreme em-
ployer pressure which fi nally resulted in the government agreeing to 
grant temporary employment permits (Selvakumaran 1994).
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The introduction of the New Economic Policy (NEP) in 1971, and the 
initiation of an attendant suite of pro-Malay affi rmative action pol-
icies, has resulted in further social and economic marginalisation of 
the Indian community. From 1969 onwards, Indians have recorded, 
in relative terms, higher unemployment rates, lower levels of educa-
tional attainment and signifi cantly less participation in the corporate 
sector than either the Malays or the Chinese. However, throughout 
this period, Malays have been able to rely upon intense government 
patronage, while many Chinese have been able to draw upon a wealthy 
and infl uential commercial sector (Sandhu 1993). Although one of the 
government’s primary aims in implementing the NEP was the elim-
ination of poverty among all communities, few resources have been 
targeted at the Indian indigent (Selvakumaran 1994).

Since the end of the Pacifi c War, there has been a continuous migra-
tion of labour from the estate sector, a movement which accelerated 
in the 1960s especially among younger Tamils (Oorjitham 1993a). 
There were several factors which expedited this mass rural–urban 
migration. First, structural changes in the economy, in particular the 
development of export-oriented industrialisation, provided open-
ings for Tamil labour (Oorjitham 1993a; Rajoo 1993). Second, changes 
in the agricultural sector, including a major decline in the importance 
of the rubber industry, reduced overall levels of employment within 
the estate sector. Finally, labour shortage within manufacturing and 
service sectors, and concomitant increases in ‘real’ wages attracted 
many younger Tamils from the estate sectors into urban occupations 
(Barlow 1990). The rural–urban migration of Tamil labour occurred 
against the backdrop of the NEP which closed many traditional avenues 
of employment to urban-based Tamils (Amplavanar-Brown 1993; 
Puthucheary 1993).

The rural–urban migration did not result in any improvements in 
the economic standing of the Indian working class, nor did it promote 
inter-generational social mobility. Indeed, some observers maintain 
that over the past 30 years, the conditions of the Indian indigent have 
actually worsened (Muzaffar 1993). The migration created a large 
pool of minimally-educated and low-skilled Indian labour, which was 
compelled to occupy positions that were basic, repetitive and poorly 
remunerated, and which offered little or nothing in the way of voca-
tional advancement. Indian workers found that in most instances their 
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wages did not keep pace with infl ation and were inadequate to maintain 
a family. Financial pressures forced most to rent shoddy housing, often 
slum and squatter dwellings (Oorjitham 1993a; Rajoo 1993).

HINDUISM IN MALAYA/MALAYSIA

Hinduism has been established as a signifi cant minority religion in 
Malaysia as an outcome of the waves of Indian migration which fol-
lowed the British colonisation of Malaya. Hindus comprise 84.1 per 
cent of the total Indian population in Malaysia (Saw 2006).

During the colonial era, Hinduism remained fragmented between 
the extensive and zealously guarded array of localised village trad-
itions and the minority agamic institutions and patterns of worship. 
The earliest Indian migrants had no authoritative points of reference 
and initially tended to automatically reproduce remembered prac-
tices of the Hinduism of their home regions (Ramanathan 1995). The 
deities worshipped and the rituals associated with that worship tended 
to revolve about sub-communal norms of behaviour and the caste 
variations of their village of origin. Over time these practices were in 
some cases reinforced, in others modifi ed, in many more supplemented 
by other regional and caste infl uences introduced to the estates, work-
places and cities of Malaya (Jain 1970). Temples were built either on 
or near most workplaces, whether plantation or urban. Apart from 
providing a symbol of shared Hindu identity, temples became a focal 
point for community life, allowing the commemoration of all life cycle 
markers, as well as the staging of festivals in accordance with the Hindu 
calendar (Gamba 1962).

Agamic or ‘great tradition’ Hinduism was imported to Malaya/
Malaysia by middle and upper-class Hindus, in particular the Chettiar 
and Ceylonese Tamil communities (Belle 2004). The initial burden 
of temple constructions fell disproportionately upon these commu-
nities, though contributions towards the establishment of temples were 
also received from the professional and commercial classes. Both the 
Chettiars and Ceylonese Tamils established exemplary models of agamic 
temple construction and maintenance and worship which adhered to 
scriptural injunctions, rituals, festivals and prescribed observances 
learnt in their respective countries of origin (Ramanathan 1995).
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The unifying experiences of the Indian nationalist movement of 
the Second World War encouraged a renewed interest in all facets 
of culture including religion, thus foreshadowing a comprehensive 
revival of Hinduism within Malaya. The preponderance of Tamils 
within the Hindu population also led to the ‘Tamilisation’ of Malaysian 
Hinduism with the concomitant absorption of other religious forms, 
especially the minority Vaishnavite traditions, within the overarch-
ing fabric of the majority popular Saivite traditions (Ackerman and 
Lee 1988).

Over the past 30 years, a process of Sanskritisation and/or agami-
cisation has had a major impact on the overall structures of Malaysian 
Hinduism. Within the Indian context, Sanskritisation implies the 
disposal of lesser deities and localised customs and patterns of wor-
ship and their subsequent replacement with recognised practices 
and deities drawn from ‘higher’ tradition agamic Hinduism (Rajoo 
1984). However, within Malaysia, the processes of Sanskritisation/
agamicisation did not result in the loss of cherished village and tutel-
ary deities. Instead these were retained, redefi ned and accoutred with 
new attributes which fused their identities with those of selected agamic 
deities and were subsequently offered an honoured position within the 
received Hindu pantheon. This was accompanied by a correspond-
ing upgrading of the rituals and modes of worship, the refurbishing 
and remodelling of temples according to agamic precepts, and the 
widespread veneration of former village gods and goddesses within 
the context of great agamic festivals and calendrical rituals (Rajoo 
1984; Ramanathan 1995). Moreover, the creative dialogue between 
different forms of Hinduism has encouraged the emergence of a 
series of ‘hybrid’ syncretised belief structures and has promoted a 
tenuous sense of generic unity among Hindus.

The issue of religious identity has been rendered urgent by the 
post-1969 Islamic resurgence in Malaysia. Despite some anomalies, 
the fault lines of ethnicity and religion in Malaysia are largely coter-
minous creating a clear dichotomy between Malay/Muslim and 
non-Malay/non-Muslim (Muzaffar 1987). Islamic assertion among 
Malays has been paralleled by a sustained renewal in all other reli-
gions (Ackerman and Lee 1988). Viewed at this level, religious adher-
ence may be perceived as a continuing public declaration of communal 
identity and ethnic authentication, one which avoids the most obvious 
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dangers of direct political challenge, but which nevertheless signals 
resistance to dominant Malay/Muslim cultural and ideological para-
digms (Nagata 1984).

The specifi c ‘Islamic’ catalyst for Hindu renewal in Malaysia was 
the so-called Kerling Incident of 19 August 1978 when a violent clash 
between temple guards and a gang of young Muslims responsible 
for a string of temple desecrations resulted in the deaths of four of 
the perpetrators (Belle 2004; Ramanathan 1995). The perceived un-
sympathetic offi cial response to this episode helped mould a wider 
view that the Malaysian government could not be relied upon to guar-
antee the security and preservation of the Hindu heritage. The Kerling 
Incident was interpreted as a warning to Hindus that the future of 
their own community was wholly dependent upon their own efforts 
(Belle 2004; Ramanathan 1995). Hindu renewal has been evident in 
a sustained surge of temple reconstruction, increased participation 
in festivals, and a greater emphasis in exploring the philosophical 
foundations of Hinduism (Belle 2004).

Many of these processes are visible in the celebration of the Hindu 
festival of Thaipusam, held on or near the full moon day of the Tamil 
month of Tai (January–February).

Thaipusam is a Saivite festival dedicated to the deity Murugan, son 
of the Supreme Mahadeva Siva, who in pre-modern and modern India 
has been increasingly identifi ed as a Dravidian and specifi cally Tamil 
deity (Clothey 1978). Within Malaysia Murugan worship is widespread 
among Tamils of both Indian and Sri Lankan descent (Belle 2004).

Thaipusam in Malaysia is consciously formulated upon the myth-
ology, traditions and modes of worship celebrated at the great Murugan 
centre of Palani, in Tamil Nadu, and the festival is marked by individual 
acts of devotion involving austerity and sacrifi ce, and the bearing of 
kavadis (or ritual burdens) (Belle 2004). Thaipusam at Batu Caves, Kuala 
Lumpur, has become the largest single religious festival of any type 
of Malaysia, and is popularly believed to represent the most signifi c-
ant Hindu festival staged outside India. Moreover, the festival attracts 
devotees from almost the entire spectrum of the Hindu community, 
as well as Sikh, Sinhalese and Chinese participants. While Thaipusam 
is dedicated to Murugan, kavadis are borne for nearly all Hindu deities 
worshipped in Malaysia, including those belonging to non-agamic and 
Vaishnavite traditions.
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Thaipusam is thus not only the most powerful assertion of Hindu 
identity in Malaysia but also refl ects an inchoate and gathering sense 
of unity. The festival accommodates an array of competing discourses 
structured upon a multiplicity of sects ranging from village to agamic, 
but also gives expression to the catalytic impulses which are refor-
mulating Malaysian Hinduism. It is signifi cant that worship at this 
festival is offered within the generic paradigmatic framework which is 
associated with the deity Murugan, identifi ed not only with the Tamil 
metropolitan heartland but also with the broader Tamil diaspora.

CONCLUSIONS

The large-scale migrations to Malaya during the colonial era have 
produced a distinctively Indian Malaysian society. While the commu-
nity remains fi ssured by ethnicity, caste and linguistic origin, the main 
cleavage is horizontal and class based. The schism between the mid-
dle professional and business classes and the large working class can 
be traced to the differing circumstances of migration. Thus, the des-
cendents of ‘labour’ recruitment—those who were employed under 
contractual labour schemes to work in plantations and in unskilled 
positions in government utilities—continue to fi ll unskilled occupa-
tions in modern Malaysia. The middle and upper classes have their 
origins in ‘non-labour’ migration; that is, their forebears were those 
Indians appointed to clerical or technical positions or who estab-
lished themselves in professions and businesses in colonial Malaya 
(Ramachandran 2002).

The history of the Indian poor in Malaya, a history of continual mar-
ginalisation and oppression, has extended well over a century and has 
thus enclosed six successive generations of working-class families. 
Throughout the colonial era, the few impulses towards reform and 
self-organisation, which may have resulted in the uplift of the entire 
community, were met with immediate and comprehensive retali-
ation. While the coercive brutality of colonialism may not have been 
replicated in post-merdeka Malaysia, the condition of the Indian poor 
has not improved. In a country driven by the politics of communalism, 
the numerical and economic insignifi cance of the Indian community 
ensured that the plight of the Indian poor would remain submerged 
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and thus ignored (Muzaffar 1993). Offi cial indifference to the Indian 
indigent and the powerlessness of the Indian political leadership was 
imprinted upon the collective Indian consciousness by the processes 
which accompanied estate fragmentation and the post-NEP citizen-
ship crisis. Moreover, the 1971 implementation of the NEP markedly 
restricted social, vocational and economic opportunities for many 
Indians (Amplavanar-Brown 1993). Indian workers, possessing limited 
fi nancial and social resources, have accomplished next to nothing in 
the way of inter-generational vocational and social mobility (Oorjitham 
1993b). Many of the Indian poor, reduced to political and social irre-
levance, and neglected by the better off in their own community, regard 
themselves as ‘forgotten Malaysians’, second-class citizens in land of 
their birth (Muzaffar 1993).

Within the context of a Malaysia dominated by Malay and Islamic 
power brokers, a society in which both the Indian community and 
Hinduism are relegated to the margins, the renewal of religious adher-
ence suggests several possibilities. At one level, the dynamics of reform 
and syncretisation hint at modes of communal negotiation and an 
emerging, albeit incipient, unity which has eluded Malaysian Hindus 
in social, political and economic spheres. But the intensifi cation of 
religiosity also sends other messages. First, it underscores the deter-
mination of Malaysian Hindus to retain their cultural and religious 
identity, while simultaneously affi rming, agonistically, resistance to 
perceived pressures which threaten religio-ethnic authenticity. Second, 
it also confi rms active membership of a wider community incorpo-
rating both metropolitan India and the global Hindu diaspora.

These statements are clearly enshrined in the festival of Thaipusam. 
While worship coalesces around the quintessentially Tamil deity, 
Murugan, the festival accommodates, however tenuously, the public 
contributions made by all segments of the Hindu population, includ-
ing both high and low status groups. Over the years, Thaipusam has 
generated its own paradigmatic impulses which have stimulated the 
expression, aggregation and re-negotiation of the contested and often 
paradoxical concatenation of discourses which collectively comprise 
Malaysia Hinduism. The festival mobilises the cumulative symbology 
and religious values which both articulate competing visions of a 
fractured ethnicity, and adumbrate the permanence and validity of an 
evolving and inchoate Hindu identity within Muslim Malaysia, thus 



Forgotten Malaysians? Indians and Malaysian Society 71

signalling a range of wider allegiances to the broader politico-cultural 
world of an imagined, immeasurably rich and enduring Indic-Hindu 
civilisation.

NOTES

1. Hinduism is the religion of the overwhelming majority of the Indian population 
and thus comprises a signifi cant ethnic ‘marker’ in modern Malaysia. In 2000, 84.1 
per cent of ethnic Indians in Malaysia identifi ed themselves as Hindus. Minority 
religious traditions among Indian Malaysians included Christianity (7.8 per cent) 
and Islam (4.1 per cent) (Saw 2006).

2. The overwhelming majority of indentured labourers consisted of Tamils rather 
than other south Indian ethnic groups. The largest labour fl ows were drawn from the 
districts of Tanjore, Trichinopoly and Madras, with lesser streams from Salem 
and Coimbatore. At independence, Tamils constituted 80 per cent of the Indian 
population, while Malayalees and Telegus made up 7 per cent and 4 per cent re-
spectively (Arasaratnam 1970).

3. While there was no instance of severe or widespread famine throughout the period 
1834–65, intense and far-reaching famines occurred in 1865–66, 1876–78 (this 
was the worst famine of the nineteenth century and covered the entire Madras 
Presidency), 1896–97 and 1898–1900 (the latter had an especially punitive impact 
upon the Telegu districts (Kumar 1965).

4. The Indian labouring classes occupied the lowest rung of the colonial socio-racial 
hierarchy. The Indian middles classes were generally anxious to proclaim their 
inherent ‘difference’, their total lack of any commonality with those who laboured 
in the plantations and public utilities (Parmer 1960).

5. During the course of fi eldwork in Malaysia in 1995, older workers, mainly union 
offi cials, recollected several incidents where British managers used labourers of dif-
ferent ethnic backgrounds to cut wages and conditions of the existing workforce.

6. Although north Indians and Malayalees were minority communities, both con-
tained a substantial number of professionals and traders. Within the tightly 
controlled colonial structure, only groups such as these could operate with a 
modicum of political independence (Arasaratnam 1970; Selvakumaran 1994).

7. The defeat of the British and Commonwealth forces left the Japanese in control 
of 65,000 Board of Immigration Appeals (BIA) prisoners of war. The majority of 
INA personnel were drawn from among these soldiers (Allen 1977).
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4
Indo-Fijians: Marooned without Land and 
Power in a South Pacifi c Archipelago?

HENRY SREBRNIK

INTRODUCTION

The Fijian Indians are part of a large and diverse Indian transnational 
community. They have, however, had a troubled history in the 

last few years. The likely reasons for these troubles are many. Fiji has 
seen increasing ethnic and linguistic fractionalisation and state in-
stitutions fi nd themselves ‘at loggerheads with kinship and ethnic 
groups’ (Migdal 1988: 3, 32, 37, 40). Where loyalty to the state and the 
ethnically-based group are perceived as being in irreconcilable confl ict, 
ethnic nationalism typically proves the more potent. Indian diasporics 
in Fiji have found support in this ethic confl ict from compatriots now 
living in diasporic communities in countries such as Canada, the 
United States (US) and Britain (Kaldor 1999: 208). The fact that Indo-
Fijians can seek such support from abroad, while ethnic Fijians have 
no equivalent support system, may have contributed, as Robin Cohen 
has noted, to the ‘troubled and often hostile relationship’ between the 
two groups (Cohen 1997: 60–65, 79–80). A mismatch between formal 
political institutions and the underlying culture of a society may also 
have resulted in political instability (Kamrava 1996: 43–48, 71, 175–80). 
Certainly, this has been the unhappy history of Fiji.

This chapter aims to explore the basis of this confl ict through an 
account of the history and current condition of the Indian community 
in Fiji. Following a brief introductory section on the ethnic Fijian social 
structure, I provide an overview of the Indo-Fijians in the archipelago. 
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This is followed by an examination of the land question, which has 
proven to be the main point of contention between the two groups and 
remains an issue that successive Fijian governments have been un-
able to resolve. The very political organs of the state, as a result, have 
been threatened; in 1987 and 2000, coups d’état led by ethnic Fijian 
nationalists overthrew democratically elected governments, and the 
danger of extra-legal action against legitimate rule remains very real. 
The chapter concludes with a section that ponders the fate of Fiji and 
particularly that of the Indo-Fijian community and addresses the 
question of whether Fiji can survive as a bicultural state.

THE ETHNIC FIJIAN SOCIAL STRUCTURE

Fiji is a South Pacifi c archipelago of more than 300 islands, with a total 
land area of 7,056 sq. miles. The majority of its 900,000 people live on 
the two largest islands, Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. Ethnic Fijians ac-
count for 54 per cent of the total and Indo-Fijians 38 per cent. Chinese, 
Europeans and Pacifi c Islanders make up the remainder.

Prior to the arrival of Europeans, ethnic Fijians were organised in 
small kinship units that were organised into progressively larger 
sociopolitical ones. The primary unit is the extended family group 
known as the i tokatoka; several of these combine to form a larger 
group, the mataqali. In turn, several mataqalis comprise a yavusa, a clan 
that claims descent from a founding ancestor, and yavusas in turn 
combine to form a vanua, the largest patrilineal group.

By the early 1800s, four major centres of power vied for control of 
the islands. Aided by Tongan chieftains, Bau, on Viti Levu, emerged 
as the pre-eminent Fijian power. The Tongans, already Methodists, 
forced Cakobau, the king of Bau, to accept the Wesleyan faith. Fearful of 
the encroachments of Europeans, Cakobau asked Britain to assume 
control of the islands. A Deed of Cession accepting British rule was 
signed by 12 high chiefs on 20 March 1874.

The fi rst governor sent to the islands, in 1875, was Sir Arthur 
Hamilton Gordon. His formation in 1876 of a Bose Levu Vakaturaga, 
or Great Council of Chiefs (GCC), empowered those who would serve 
as British allies. A Fijian administration, established in the fi rst years of 
British rule, was reorganised in 1944 to include an autonomous body, 
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the Fijian Affairs Board (FAB). A government within a government, it 
was mandated to oversee the social, political and economic well-being 
of the native Fijians, so in effect there existed a form of ‘dual power’ in 
Fiji—a neo-traditional chiefl y order alongside a colonial structure.

INDIANS IN FIJI: AN OVERVIEW

Although Britain took control of Fiji, ‘Whitehall effectively sub-
contracted Fiji’s economy to Australian fi nancial interests’, includ-
ing the Bank of New South Wales and to Australian companies such as 
the Colonial Sugar Refi ning (CSR) Co. (Suter 1987: 180). The colony 
would become self-suffi cient through the creation of a sugar planta-
tion system. Gordon introduced the indenture system in Fiji, having 
already become familiar with the practice when he was governor of 
Mauritius and Trinidad. Indigenous Fijians would provide the land, 
Indians the cheap labour, and Europeans the capital and expertise.

Between 1879 and 1916, 60,965 Indians came to Fiji. The Indians 
brought with them, in microcosm, their languages, castes, provincial 
identities and, most importantly, religions. Most came from northern 
India: 80 per cent from Uttar Pradesh and another 13 per cent from Bihar 
and Bengal. The rest were from southern India. They spoke Hindi, 
Urdu, Tamil, Telugu, Gujarati and Punjabi. To this day, Hindi remains 
a written and spoken language among Fiji Indians (the spoken Hindi 
is based on the Bhojpuri dialect). These workers, of which 85.3 per 
cent were Hindus, 14.6 per cent Muslims, the remainder Sikhs and 
Christians, were able to maintain a diasporic consciousness, based on 
the reconstitution of Indian family life and the re-imposition of their 
traditional Hindu and Muslim belief systems. They retained their link 
with a past migration history and a sense of co-ethnicity with others of 
a similar background. Even today, fewer than 5 per cent of them have 
become Christians; about 76 per cent are Hindu, 16 per cent Muslim 
and the rest Sikhs. However, the elaborate principles of the caste sys-
tem proved untenable: the very crossing of kala pani, the oceans, and 
the sharing of food, sleeping quarters and clothes with other castes 
(or non-Hindus) in the new surroundings resulted in loss of caste.

The Muslims crystallised into a separate community. Although 
few had emigrated from what are now Bangladesh and Pakistan, their 
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separation from Hindu Fijians became more pronounced after the 
division of India in 1947. ‘During indenture Hindus and Muslims con-
sidered themselves Indians fi rst and foremost, but subsequently loyalty 
to the respective sub-culture became more important’ (Ali 1979: 11). 
‘Much of the sub-continent’s own history lives on in Fiji’ (Scarr 1998: 46). 
The Indian Muslims had formed their own Fiji Muslim League in 
1926 and argued that they were a different community, in terms of 
history, culture and religion. The Muslims also ‘tended to side with the 
colonial authorities against what they perceived to be Hindu inter-
ests’ (Howard 1991: 47).

If the Fijians could point to the Deed of Cession to justify their claims 
to political paramountcy, then the Indians could refer to the so-called 
Salisbury Despatch of 1875, in which Lord Salisbury, then British Sec-
retary of State for India, in order to encourage Indians to migrate to 
the colonies as labourers, had assured them that once their term of 
indenture was over, they would enjoy ‘privileges no whit inferior to 
that of any other class of Her Majesty’s subjects’ (quoted in Lawson 
1991: 129–30). Yet these promises were largely unmet. When Indian 
cane workers went on strike for higher wages after the First World 
War, British offi cials simply exiled their leaders. Not surprisingly, 
therefore, Indians continued to regard themselves as a diaspora of 
India and Gandhi’s movement for political independence and cul-
tural renewal was popular with Indo-Fijians.

In 1904, Fiji’s legislative council was enlarged to include non-
Europeans. But while indigenes were granted two seats (whose mem-
bers were picked by the GCC), Indians got none. There were six elected 
European members. Only in 1916 did Indians obtain a seat. In 1920, 
a government commission looked into the matter of Indian represen-
tation, but the colonial authorities in Fiji continued to resist demands 
that Indians be granted elected representatives on the grounds that the 
Indians might yet return to their homeland. Finally, in 1929, Indians 
were allocated three seats—on separate rolls, rather than, as they had 
sought, on a common electoral roll with the Europeans. Power con-
tinued to rest with the Europeans and Fijians; together, they resisted 
the introduction of a common electoral roll, which to them spelled 
Indian domination.

When indenture ended in 1920, Indians formed 38 per cent of the 
colony’s population. Even so, no system of government was devised 
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for the Indians, who were no longer under the control of the CSR. The 
Indian community began to organise, especially around their dis-
advantaged position as tenant farmers in the sugar industry. One 
organisation was the Kisan Sangh, formed in 1937 in order to negotiate 
with the CSR from a position of strength; two years later its member-
ship included three-quarters of the farmers in western and central Viti 
Levu. A rival group, formed in 1941, was the Maha Sangh, which led 
bitter strikes against the CSR in 1943 and 1960. The two rival unions 
demonstrated the divisions within the Indian community: the Kisan 
Sangh obtained its support from the more established north Indian 
community, many of whom held decent land leases from the CSR and 
were relatively prosperous. The Maha Sangh represented the more 
recently-arrived south Indians, who had fewer good leases and were 
poorer; many of these newer arrivals were wage-earning cane-cutters 
without land.

By 1945, the Indians had become a demographic majority in the 
colony. When India gained its independence in 1947, some Fiji Indians 
envisaged a Fiji that would become ‘virtually an independent Indian 
state with Fijian, European and other minorities; or something like 
a Dominion, attached to a new Indian Union’ (Scarr 1984: 149). Yet, 
most Indo-Fijian public fi gures did not espouse a Hindu nationalism 
to counter the ethnic nationalism of indigenous Fijians; rather, they 
‘called for a new emphasis on being fully Fijian’ (Kelly 1995: 65). At 
independence in 1970, 98 per cent of Indo-Fijians elected to become 
citizens of the new state.

Though they started out as a rural proletariat, Indo-Fijians are now 
predominantly urban. Prohibited from owning land, many Indians 
had no choice but to embrace capitalism; they invested in education or 
used their earnings to start business enterprises. This Indian labour 
diaspora has gained considerable economic power and political lever-
age in Fiji. Many of Fiji’s most prominent Indian retail and wholesale 
merchants and artisans are Gujaratis who emigrated to Fiji after the 
1920s and were never cane-cutters to begin with. This is also true of 
most of the Sikh population from Punjab, who entered the trade and 
transport sectors of the economy. These two groups, who arrived later 
and retained closer cultural and personal ties with their communities of 
origin in India, some even owning property in their ancestral villages, 
formed separate segments within the Indo-Fijian community.
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Most Indians live in the cities and in the ‘sugar belt’ along the north 
and west coasts of the two large islands, Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. Suva 
is largely an Indian city, its Hindu and Muslim population a micro-
cosm of India itself. Lautoka, the second largest city, is also predomin-
antly Indian, while Nadi is the centre of the south Indian population 
in Fiji.

THE LAND ISSUE

The main area of contention between Fijians and Indians through-
out the last century has been the land question. Gordon considered 
it his duty to safeguard Fijians from the exploitation of rapacious 
white settlers in the islands, who wanted easy access to Fijian land and 
labour. He declared that all land still remaining in native hands was 
to be collectively owned by the Fijian tribes and would henceforth be 
inalienable; nor could it be divided among the members of the tribal 
unit. The collective landowning unit would be the mataqali, and a 
Lands Claims Commission was created to record titles to Fijian lands 
through the mataqalis. To qualify for inclusion within this landowning 
system, every Fijian at birth had to be registered as being descended 
from a specifi c group resident in a particular village.

The CSR began the large-scale cultivation of sugar cane in Fiji in 
1880 and would remain a major presence for almost a century. It re-
quired a large workforce and the solution was to import indentured 
Indian labour. Alien to Fiji, the Indians were entirely dependent on the 
employer, had no other obligations and had no refuge to which they 
might fl ee. This made them ideal for plantation labour. The indentured 
labourers, who contracted to work overseas, usually for fi ve-year 
periods, called themselves girmitiyas (from the word agreement, in refer-
ence to the labour contract). Since they were not entitled to free passage 
back to India for a further fi ve years after their contract came to an end, 
most stayed on in the colony and went into farming or trade.

When Indian indenture came to an end, most of the land was under 
native or government control: 82.16 per cent of the land remained in 
inalienable indigenous Fijian ownership; another 9.45 per cent was 
Crown or state land; and only 8.39 per cent freehold or private (Lal 
1988: 24). Crown land was broken down mainly into two categories: 
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Schedule A land consisted of land that was appropriated by the govern-
ment after the extinction of a mataqali landowning unit; Schedule B 
land was land expropriated by the state in cases where the native title 
was unclear at the time of the fi ndings of the Lands Claims Commission 
of 1875 and the passage of the Native Lands Ordinance in 1880. The 
Indians owned outright a mere 1.7 per cent of the land. They were 
regarded as intruders for whom only short-term leases could be con-
sidered, at fi rst for periods of 21 years, later for 30.

Land could be leased only from the Fijian clan leadership—an often 
complex and expensive procedure requiring decision-making by four 
native Fijian and colonial bodies. The chiefs got anywhere between 
20 and 30 per cent of the rental fees, the rest going to the government 
and the Fijian heads of households. The land question became the 
touchstone of Indian–native relations, and, to the Indians, symbolic 
of their status as less than full citizens of the country.

In 1922, 80 per cent of Indo-Fijians worked in agriculture, mainly as 
sugar cane growers, either directly for the CSR or by leasing land—
usually units of eight to 12 acres—from the company itself or from 
indigenous Fijians, and selling cane to the company, which after 1926 
monopolised sugar refi ning in Fiji. The company increasingly moved 
out of direct production of sugar cane, relying instead on purchases 
from the growing number of small Indian planters. It divided its exten-
sive holdings into 10-acre parcels, which it leased out to Indo-Fijian 
tenants, thus creating a rural peasant stratum. This marked the birth 
of the small leasehold cane farming system. By 1941, 97 per cent of all 
cane acreage was in smallholdings, with CSR tenants accounting for 
52 per cent of the total and independent contractors accounting for 
45 per cent. The CSR itself, and European planters, had been reduced 
to a tiny fraction of sugar growers (Lal 1992: 60–61).

Almost every Indo-Fijian political or social organisation appealed 
for more secure leases, compensation for improvements made to the 
land when expired leases reverted to Fijian ownership and better rules 
governing landlord–tenants relations. Much of the political leader-
ship of the Indo-Fijians would come from the Kisan Sangh and the 
Maha Sangh and their successors, the Fiji Cane Growers Association 
and the National Farmers Union; these would form the core support 
for both the National Federation Party (NFP) and later the Fiji Labour 
Party (FLP).
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The British reformed and regularised leasing procedures with the 
passage of a new Native Lands Ordinance in 1937. A statutory body, 
the Native Land Trust Board (NLTB), was established under the Native 
Land Trust Act (NLTA) in 1940, as the sole agency for leasing and ad-
ministering Fijian lands. Fijian landowners surrendered their rights 
to control and administer their own land and vested these in the NLTB, 
which would control all native land not required for immediate use, 
administer such land on behalf of the ethnic Fijians, and collect and 
distribute, on behalf of the 7,000 or so mataqalis, the rents paid by 
the Indians. The NLTB, an agency of the Fijian native administration 
rather than the government, was given the right to terminate leases 
when necessary so as to create ‘reserves’ for future Fijian use—though 
in reality much of this land reverted to bush.

In 1966, the Agricultural Landlords and Tenants Ordinance (ALTO) 
was introduced as a mechanism by which to adjudicate and mediate 
(Fijian) landlord–(Indian) tenant disputes. Most of the leases nego-
tiated under its provisions would run for 30 years. But the machinery 
failed to satisfy either the Indian desire for greater security of leases 
or Fijian grievances regarding the amount of good agricultural land 
that was in the hands of Indians. In 1976, a new Agricultural Landlord 
and Tenants Act (ALTA) replaced ALTO. ALTA provided for 30-year 
periods for new leases and 20-year renewals of older ones, with no 
possibility of further extensions. Most of the old ALTO leases negoti-
ated in 1966 between Fijian landlords and Indian tenants in the sugar 
cane fi elds were by 1996 in the process of renewal under ALTA. These 
renegotiations, involving roughly 16,000 leases, would become an 
explosive political problem.

In the general election of 1987, the hold of nationalist Fijians on 
the government was broken for the fi rst time. A Labour Party coalition 
led by an ethnic Fijian, Timoci Bavadra, and backed largely by Fiji’s 
Indian population, defeated the Alliance Party, which had ruled since 
independence in 1970. The vanquished Alliance leader was para-
mount chief Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, the very embodiment of Fijian 
ethnic nationhood. A minor chief, indeed little more than a commoner, 
Bavadra was not part of the chiefl y oligarchy and was considered a ‘front 
man’ for the Indians. He became prime minister on 13 April 1987 but on 
14 May 1987 he was ousted by the Fijian military under the command 
of Lieutenant-Colonel Sitiveni Rabuka, the third-ranking offi cer in 
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the armed forces. Ethnic Fijian nationalists justifi ed the coup d’état 
as a necessary means of preventing the erosion of native Fijian land 
rights by an ‘Indian-dominated’ government. The military government 
failed to resolve the land issue and the insecurity of the leasing system 
remained ‘a disincentive for the Fijian Indian farmers … to improve 
productivity’ or make improvements (Prasad and Tisdell 1996: 68).

By the mid-1990s, Fiji was stagnating economically. Many Indo-
Fijians had emigrated, taking with them capital and skills, and under 
Rabuka the country had been suspended from the Commonwealth and 
subjected to intense international pressure. The military-dominated 
regime reluctantly allowed for the resumption of civilian rule. A new 
constitution promulgated in 1997 returned political rights to the Indian 
population. The name of the country was changed to the more neutral 
‘Republic of the Fiji Islands’ and all its citizens were to be known as 
Fiji Islanders.

In May 1999, a general election was held under the new constitu-
tion and a ‘People’s Coalition’ led by the Fiji Labour Party won power. 
Its leader, Mahendra Pal Chaudhry, became the fi rst Indo-Fijian prime 
minister of the country. The coalition promised to help mend the ailing 
economy and deal with the issue of ALTA land leases.

Chaudhry set about trying to improve the bargaining power of Indo-
Fijian farmers, who were the core of his political support. He wanted 
to provide greater security of tenure for Indian tenants or, where that 
would prove impossible, to resettle those being evicted on vacant avail-
able native and state land within the cane-growing areas. He also hoped 
to pass legislation to provide fi nancial compensation for each farmer 
forced off the land and unable to secure a new farm.

Chaudhry recommended that those ALTA leases that were expir-
ing be renegotiated for a further 30 years. He was willing to modify 
ALTA, a state creation, by amalgamating it with the NLTA, supervised 
completely by the NLTB. Landlords viewed ALTA as unfair because 
the fi xed rents it prescribed were, in their view, extremely low, whereas 
under the NLTA’s provisions, rental rates depended on the productiv-
ity of the land in question, with no minimum lease term or rent fi xing 
formula. This would provide more incentive for landowners to lease 
their lands. Such a compromise would regulate the conduct of both 
tenants and landowners more equitably, provide a rent that would 
be fair to both parties and set in place a dispute-resolving mechanism. 
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Chaudhry wanted to present this plan to the GCC for ratifi cation by 
the end of 2000.

His political enemies, however, portrayed his programme as threat-
ening ‘the core values and interests of indigenous Fijians’ (Fry 2000: 
297). Landlords and the GCC suggested ALTA be scrapped altogether 
and the NLTB be made sole trustee over all native land, with all leases 
to be issued under its authority. (The NLTB administered almost 
30,000 leases of which around two-thirds were under the NLTA while 
one-third was under ALTA.) The NLTB wanted all freehold Sched-
ule A and Schedule B Crown or state land shifted to its control and 
turned into native land, for allocation to land-poor Fijian mataqalis. 
However, this was rejected by the Chaudhry government, which intro-
duced legislation in October 1999 making cabinet approval necessary 
for the transfer of Schedule A and B land from the state to the NLTB. 
Resentment grew on both sides.

Many chiefs who had been supportive of the military regime were 
punishing the new government by refusing to renew ALTA leases. There 
were a series of bomb explosions in Suva in August 1999. In September, 
ethnic Fijian nationalists who had been defeated in the election de-
nounced the government at an emotional meeting of the Foundation 
of the Fijian Indigenous People in Suva, at which calls to abrogate the 
constitution were heard. A few days later, the GCC, which through its 
veto powers in the Fijian Senate could scuttle any legislation affect-
ing land issues, itself rejected the government’s proposals. Sitiveni 
Rabuka, now the GCC chair, said that ALTA would die a natural death. 
He added that with land reverting to ethnic Fijians, Fiji would become 
less attractive to the Indian population. He hoped in such circum-
stances ‘that Indians will migrate’ (Fiji Times 2000). The NLTB reminded 
the government that it alone had legal powers over native land.

But Chaudhry held fi rm. In February 2000, the government tabled 
a motion to amend the constitution. Under the proposed amendment, 
the authority of the NLTB to advise the president (who was the old 
Alliance leader Ratu Mara, an ethnic Fijian) on land issues would be 
transferred to the cabinet. This was seen as evidence that Chaudhry 
was preparing to weaken the entrenched rights of indigenous Fijians 
and undermine bodies such as the GCC and NLTB.

Opposition to the government also came from disaffected middle-
class Fijians who worried that Chaudhry would hamper their easy 
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access to government-backed loans, civil service jobs and various pre-
ferential programmes. Ethnic Fijians in top positions in the Fiji Trades 
and Investment Board, the Fiji Sugar Corporation and the Fiji De-
velopment Board, among other institutions, feared they would be 
replaced by Indians. But the land issue was certainly the prime factor 
in the coup of 2000.

THE 2000 COUP AND BEYOND

Ethnic Fijian frustration came to a head on 19 May 2000, on the fi rst an-
niversary of Chaudhry’s assumption of offi ce. As an anti-government 
march of almost 20,000 taukei (native Fijian) nationalists wound its 
way through the streets of Suva, with placards calling for the deport-
ation of Indians, Chaudhry found himself facing armed men who 
declared an Indian-dominated government illegitimate—even if demo-
cratically elected. George Speight, a businessman of part-European/
Fijian descent, and six accomplices took Chaudhry and most of his 
government ministers hostage. Speight proclaimed himself prime 
minister and demanded that the 1997 Constitution be abrogated so 
that all high offi ces could once again become the exclusive preserve 
of ethnic Fijians.

The Chaudhry government during its year in power had presided 
over an improved economy. A recovery in sugar production, robust 
growth in the gold, copra and garment industries, and a strengthen-
ing of the tourism sector, where earnings and investment had grown 
by more than 20 per cent over the previous two years and had resulted 
in economic growth of 7.8 per cent in 1999, according to the Reserve 
Bank of Fiji (Daily Post 2000a). But none of this had mollifi ed ethnic 
Fijian nationalists.

Speight’s attempted takeover and the declaration of a state of emer-
gency by President Mara triggered a period of political chaos. While 
troops surrounded the parliament buildings, numerous instances of 
ethnic violence against Indo-Fijians went unpunished (see Plate 4.1). In 
Suva, riots ensued, mobs roamed the streets and scores of Indian shops 
were looted. Police Commissioner Isikia Savua estimated damages of 
at least F$ 30 million (Phelan 2000). Looting, arson, and the destruction 
of Indian schools and places of worship, both Hindu temples and 
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mosques, occurred in rural towns such as Nausori in the Rewa River 
delta. Indo-Fijians fl eeing the area were housed in displaced persons’ 
camps established in Lautoka on Viti Levu and in Labasa on Vanua 
Levu (FijiLive Network 2000).

When the GCC met on 23 May 2000, it decided to accept the need 
for a revision of the 1997 Constitution, though it balked at having the 
constitution completely abrogated. The GCC also resolved that the 
president should establish an interim administration and requested a 
pardon for Speight’s hostage-takers. But it refused to accede to Speight’s 
demand that Mara step down as president and so the hostages re-
mained in captivity. Still, both Mara and Rabuka appeared to give ten-
tative support to the aims of the coup—in May 2006, Rabuka was, in 
fact, fi nally charged with inciting mutiny (Fiji Times 2006a). Mara was 
himself forced to resign as president by the armed forces on 29 May 
2000 and Commodore Voreqe (Frank) Bainimarama took control of 
the country. On 9 July 2000, Bainimarama hammered out a deal with 
the rebels in which it was agreed that the GCC would be allowed to 
name the nation’s next president and that the hostage-takers would 

PLATE 4.1 Fijian Government Soldiers Push Back a Crowd during the 
Coup in May 2000

Source: Associated Press photo. Available online at http://news.bbc.co.uk
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receive immunity from prosecution. In return, the hostages, includ-
ing Chaudhry, were fi nally released on 13 July 2000. The powers of 
government were transferred to an interim administration, with no 
Indo-Fijian representation, appointed by the military. The new regime 
was headed by President Ratu Josefa Iloilo, who had been vice-president 
under Mara. The new prime minister was Laisenia Qarase, who came 
from the Lau Archipelago. Qarase presented his 10-year ‘Blueprint 
for the Protection of Fijian and Rotuman Rights and Interests, and 
the Advancement of their Development’ to the GCC (Government of 
Fiji 2000).

The GCC at the end of August accepted the government’s recom-
mendation to form a Constitutional Review Commission, which would 
begin the process of drafting a new constitution based on the para-
mountcy of indigenous Fijians. In contrast, Hindu organisations, the 
Sikh Society of Fiji and the Fiji Trades Union Congress (FTUC) were 
angered that little thought had been given to the role of Indo-Fijians 
in this new order. The two major Indian parties refused to participate 
in the drafting of a new constitution. The interim government fi nal-
ly selected four Indo-Fijian members (all Christians) to serve on the 
12-member commission, but they were denounced as ‘puppets’ and 
‘traitors’ (Daily Post 2000b).

The legality of the new regime was also challenged in court. On 
1 March 2001, the fi ve judges of the Fiji Court of Appeal held that the 
1997 Constitution remained in force and that the interim government 
was therefore illegal. Defying the court, the cabinet did not step down 
until asked to do so by the GCC. On 13 March 2001, the GCC met and 
elected Ratu Epeli Ganilau to replace the mercurial Sitiveni Rabuka 
as chair. The chiefs also reconfi rmed Iloilo as president.

Iloilo formally removed Chaudhry, stating that in his opinion the de-
posed prime minister did not have majority support among the elected 
members of parliament, so that Qarase could be appointed by Iloilo 
as a ‘caretaker’ prime minister who would prepare the country for 
new elections to take place between 25 August and 1 September 2001. 
This ploy enabled Iloilo to circumvent the Court of Appeal verdict, by 
asserting that Qarase was now the head of a new and therefore con-
stitutionally valid government. However, the 1997 Constitution was 
not abrogated.

The interim regime had appointed the fervent ethnic nationalist 
Apisai Tora as minister of agriculture, fi sheries, forests and ALTA. 
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He announced that he planned to scrap ALTA; the NLTB would take 
over responsibility for negotiating ALTA leases. It was hoped that more 
native Fijians would move into cane farming as Indian-held leases 
expired. The Land Use Commission would be discontinued (Govern-
ment of Fiji 2000). In December 2000, the ownership and management 
of all Schedule A and B state lands was handed over to the NLTB.

In the elections held in 2001, Qarase’s newly-formed Soqosoqo 
Duavata ni Lewenivanua (SDL) or United Fiji Party emerged victorious, 
with 32 of the 71 seats in the House of Representatives, fi ve more than 
Labour’s 27. The electoral system allocates 23 seats to ethnic Fijians, 
19 to Indo-Fijians, three to minority groups and one to Rotuman 
Islanders. The remaining 25 are ‘open’ seats, with candidates of all races 
competing for votes cast on a common voters’ roll. Labour won all 
19 Indian communal seats, while the SDL took 18 of the 23 Fijian 
ones; but the SDL won 13 open seats, while the FLP took just eight. 
Qarase, with the support of smaller parties, formed the government. 
He sought to achieve two political ends: to implement affi rmative ac-
tion programmes for indigenous Fijians and to ensure that the Labour 
Party and Indo-Fijians did not gain control of the government. Despite 
a constitutional provision requiring that any party receiving more 
than 10 per cent of the seats in parliament be offered inclusion in 
the cabinet, the Qarase government excluded Chaudhry’s FLP.

Since the events of 2000, thousands of displaced Indo-Fijians have 
moved to urban centres to look for jobs and 35 per cent of the land has 
been taken out of production. The Qarase government pressed strongly 
for changes in the existing ALTA structure to accommodate landowner 
concerns and offered 50-year leases to Indian farmers if they would 
allow ALTA to be replaced, but the FLP wanted ALTA retained (Fiji 
Sun 2005). New bills to alter the NLTA and to abolish ALTA were in-
troduced in parliament by the government in September 2005; they 
required a two-third majority to be passed and, given FLP opposition, 
were defeated. The vast majority of ALTA leases come up for renewal by 
2011. But the 90 per cent of Fijian land under the ownership of Fijian 
clans can now be leased only through the NLTB, which wants ALTA 
abolished and replaced by the NLTA structure.

A general election was held in May 2006 (see Plate 4.2). Qarase and 
Chaudhry, who remained bitter enemies, again led their respective 
parties. In its manifesto, the SDL continued to maintain that all agri-
cultural land should be managed under the NLTA, in accordance with 
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the wishes of the landowners, the NLTB and the GCC, while the FLP 
stood by ALTA. The outcome, with the SDL besting the FLP 36 seats 
to 31, demonstrated anew the tremendous polarisation between the 
two groups. Qarase won all 23 Fijian communal seats, Chaudhry every 
one of the 19 Indian seats, and so the outcome rested on the ‘open’ seats, 
which the SDL took, 13 to 12. With the support of two independents, 
Qarase managed to form a government.

‘It is sad to see that despite all the talks and efforts made by our lead-
ers towards promoting national reconciliation, unity, racial harmony 
and integration, the two races move to opposite poles’, noted the Fiji 
Times following the 2006 Election. ‘The two leaders have pulled their 
own people to their camps leaving the middle ground deserted’ (Fiji 
Times 2006b, 2006c).

CONCLUSION: CAN FIJI SURVIVE AS A 
BICULTURAL STATE?

In the post-independence period, Indians have suffered extensive 
political discrimination at the hands of the Fijian political élite. There 
have even been periodic threats of expulsion and ‘ethnic cleansing’. 

PLATE 4.2 Preparing for the Voters at a Polling Station in the General 
Election, May 2006

Source: Reuters photo: http://swissinfo.org
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In 1975, a fervent nationalist, Sakeasi Butadroka, denounced democ-
racy and equality as western values and proposed a motion in parlia-
ment to repatriate all Indians back to India—causing a furore in the 
Indian community. His aim was ‘to prevent Fijians from succumbing 
to competition, as the North American Indians, Hawaiians, and Maoris 
had done’ (Milne 1981: 97). The 1987 and 2000 coups shook Indian 
confi dence and many expressed anger at their treatment by a regime 
that considered them little better than aliens and thieves. Since the 
coups, more than 100,000 Indians have left, in particular professionals. 
By some accounts, two-thirds of the islands’ lawyers and more than 
half its doctors have left, along with many teachers, accountants and 
civil servants.

Fiji is a classical plural society, one in which several communities 
‘form economically and socially identifi able segments, yet are linked in 
the over-all social structure of the country’ (Mayer 1963: 1). The native 
and Indo-Fijians have different cultural, religious, racial, economic and 
linguistic identities, with little common ground. They are also consti-
tutionally distinct. There is a cultural division of labour, so that each 
economic sector becomes the preserve of a particular group, resulting 
in ethnic enclaves. The economic system inherited from the colonial 
state compartmentalised the two ethnic groups. Indians continued 
to dominate the sugar industry, as farmers and workers, while Fijians 
were involved in gold mining, copra production and fi sh canning. This 
ethnic division of labour meant there was little interaction between 
the two workforces. Such separateness hindered the formation of 
class alliances across ethnic lines. Jayawardena remarked in 1980 that 
within both communities, ‘social elites dominate class interests in 
the operation of the power structure in Fiji’ (Jayawardena 1980: 446). 
Fijian chiefs ‘had long assisted British efforts to suppress radical 
labour unions or commoner-led cooperatives’ (Chappell 1990: 187). 
Following strikes and disturbances in 1959 led by Apisai Tora and 
others in the Wholesale and Retail General Workers’ Union, which 
united Fijian and Indian workers, the Fijian chiefs, fearful of their hold 
on urban Fijians, encouraged the growth of separate trade unions for 
Fijian workers such as stevedores and mineworkers. There were two 
different unions for schoolteachers, the Fijian Teachers’ Association 
for natives and the Fiji Teachers’ Union for Indians.

The two communities are also spatially compartmentalised and 
segregated. In colonial times, non-Fijians were forbidden by law from 
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settling in Fijian villages, while, conversely, Fijians could be forced back 
to their villages if found in urban areas. Fijian and Indian children at-
tended separate schools, even in areas of mixed population. ‘Even after 
more than a century of living together, few know more than a few words 
of each other’s language’ (Harrison 1998: 130). There has been little in 
the way of cultural borrowing or adaptation and virtually no inter-
marriage between the groups. As a result, and in contrast to more in-
tegrated countries such as Mauritius or Trinidad, no ‘creolised’ culture 
has developed.

To the Fijians, Indians remained kaisi (slaves or ‘coolies’) and vulagi 
(outsiders), guests rather than co-owners of Fiji. On the other hand, 
Indians often condescendingly referred to Fijians as jungali, people 
of little culture. The two groups viewed each other ‘through a prism of 
prejudice, reinforced by contrasting life-styles, cultural attitudes and 
historical experiences’ which have bred mutual distrust and suspicion 
(Lal 1992: 304). The colonial system imposed by the British was, in the 
words of Victor Lal, ‘one of benevolent apartheid’ (Lal 1990: 115).

In such conditions of bipolar competition, religion, ethnicity and 
‘race’ become salient markers of power or powerlessness. Such societies 
‘lack an underlying consensus of basic values and are perennially ex-
posed to strife stimulated by ethno-nationalism’, and social equilib-
rium can be easily disrupted by ‘outbidders’, nationalists who disrupt 
the fragile political order by manipulating stereotypical inter-ethnic 
fears (Premdas 1995: 9). The election process itself, instead of evolving 
into a mechanism of unity and legitimacy, becomes a ‘battleground 
of interethnic strife and the forum through which one group sought 
to dominate the other’ (Premdas and Steeves 1995: 23).

Should collective indigenous rights trump individual human rights? 
How can a state balance the principle of indigenous paramountcy with 
the imperative to shape a multi-ethnic nation for which non-native 
contributions have been crucial? How ought self-determination for 
the entire nation be squared with the special claims of a native people? 
Fiji’s experience has not been a positive one in this regard and its image 
of a ‘balanced, racially harmonious society’—which was never really 
true—‘seems to have been irretrievably shattered’ (Hannum 1996: 432). 
Indeed, the clash between the values that are attached to the equal-
ity of individual rights of citizens and those values that emphasise 
group rights, makes ‘intense ethnic confl ict … almost inevitable’ 
(Carroll 1994: 321).
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An autochthonous people like the Fijians regard the Indians as 
outsiders, even those Indians born there. They are ‘symbols of foreign 
imperialism’ and ‘reminders of collective [Fijian] peripheralization’ 
(Chappell 1990: 172). The Indians remained aliens ‘whose real home 
was somewhere else and who could not justly claim parity of status 
with those who occupied the country before the arrival of immigrants’ 
(Horowitz 1985: 208). For Fijian nationalists, the nation was defi ned 
by its original inhabitants, with others living there on sufferance. Only 
for the Fijians were the Fiji islands a ‘homeland’.

The arguments for a right to territory based on indigenousness 
and prior ownership of the land, as articulated by ethnic Fijians, 
should perhaps not be suffi cient to overcome ‘rival arguments based 
on equity or equal treatment’, writes Margaret Moore. After all, non-
autochthonous people may feel just as strong an attachment to where 
they live and none to the country from which their ancestors emi-
grated. Certainly they cannot be deprived of political rights simply 
because they were not the original inhabitants of the land (Moore 1998: 
141–45). Richard Mulgan has stated that, while the situation of the 
descendants of precolonial peoples can be improved upon, ‘the guid-
ing principle for the present and future must be justice and equality 
for all citizens’. He asserts that reserving the concept of indigenousness 
for precolonial peoples implies, ‘wrongly, that descendants of settlers 
can never put down roots in a new land, and that all subsequent set-
tlement is but a continuation of the original colonization’ (Mulgan 
1989: 381, 388). Legal scholar Ved Nanda, too, has argued that ‘no valid 
distinction exists under international human rights law for such dis-
tinction between earlier and later arrivals’ (Nanda 1992: 577).

Even now many ethnic Fijians refuse to consider the possibility of 
an Indo-Fijian leader. ‘Government spokespeople often make stirring 
speeches about democracy, without seriously intending to reform the 
ethnic political structure, much less lessen ethnic Fijian paramountcy’ 
(Anderson 2003: 43). During the 2006 election campaign, Qarase stated 
that Chaudhry ‘is not a Fijian’ and warned of the possibility of another 
coup should Labour win (Wilson 2006). He broached the possibility of 
an amnesty for George Speight, who received a life sentence for trea-
son in 2002 (Fiji Times 12 July 2005).

The last two decades have spawned a culture of lawlessness, civil con-
fl ict and intimidation in Fiji. Many in the Indian community wondered 
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whether the Fijian state should be accorded any legitimacy if it continues 
to exclude them from meaningful political power. However, there has 
been one positive development: in contrast to the refusal of the Qarase 
government, in 2001, to include members of the FLP in the cabinet, in 
2006 Qarase did offer Chaudhry positions in his cabinet, and the FLP 
leader accepted. Nonetheless, the land issue remains a stumbling block 
to the full economic and political liberation of the Indo-Fijians of the 
archipelago. Meanwhile, Indo-Fijians continue to emigrate and their 
percentage of the Fiji’s population, which was at 51 per cent in 1966, 
had fallen to 38 per cent by 2005 and continues to drop.
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5
Indo-Caribbean Political Leaders during 
the Twentieth Century

SAHADEO BASDEO AND BRINSLEY SAMAROO

INTRODUCTION

During the period of Indian indentureship to the British, French and 
Dutch Caribbean (1838–1920) approximately 500,000 girmityas 

(agreement signers) made the long journey of just over 10,000 miles ac-
ross the kala pani. Most of the labourers remained in the region after 
the end of their bondage. About 25 per cent returned to India after ful-
fi lling their fi ve or 10-year contracts. Today, the descendants of the 
indentured workers are spread over the whole Caribbean space, form-
ing a majority in Guyana and substantial minorities in Trinidad and 
Tobago as well as Suriname. In the other smaller Caribbean states, East 
Indians form groups in populations which are predominantly Afro-
Caribbean. Table 5.1 gives a breakdown of spatial distribution, com-
piled from statistical information in West Indian census reports during 
the last 50 years.

The question of numbers in the Caribbean scenario is important 
in that the larger the numbers of East Indians, the greater has been 
the tendency to maintain an Indian identity. In places such as Guyana, 
Trinidad and Tobago and Suriname, the presence of substantial num-
bers has made cultural cohesion possible. This in turn has contributed 
to the creation of what Archbishop Desmond Tutu has described as 
‘a rain-bow culture’ which brings together the majority of the world’s 
ethnicities, each adding its own uniqueness towards the creation of a 
greater Caribbean civilisation.
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In areas of smaller East Indian settlement, the presence of South 
Asians is less noticeable. Indian names are more the exception than the 
rule; Rasulan has become Rosalind, Kismet is now Kenneth and Amar is 
Andy. Devali and Phagwa celebrations or the observance of Mohurram 
is a rarity. Some of the Indians have migrated over the last century to 
the larger settlements in Trinidad and Guyana, and then, to North 
America where substantial pockets of Indo-Caribbean people exist in 
New York, Toronto and Miami. In these latest areas of settlement they 
have recreated an attenuated Indo-Caribbean culture complete with 
temples, satsangs, yagnas, mauloods and Koran khwani.

This chapter focuses on the political careers of four major Indo-
Caribbean leaders in Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago; both former 
British colonies which gained their independence in 1966 and 1962 
respectively. One of these leaders is Ranjit Kumar (1912–82) who 
was born in Punjab and educated in England. In 1935 he migrated to 
Trinidad where he spent the rest of his life. The other Indo-Caribbean 
leaders considered are Adrian Cola Rienzi (1905–72), Mitra Gokhale 
Sinanan (1910–83) and Cheddi Jagan (1918–97). Rienzi and Sinanan 
were born in Trinidad and like Kumar, were educated in England. 
Jagan, on the other hand, was born in British Guiana and unlike the 
others was educated in the United States of America (USA). All three 
spent their adult years in the politics of nation-building and the ‘Indian’ 
cause in the British Caribbean.

TABLE 5.1 East Indian Immigration to the Caribbean, 1838–1917

Colony Arrivals Current (percentage) Total Population

Guyana 238,909 51 940,000
Trinidad 143,939 40 1.2 million
Guadeloupe 42,326 16 660,000
Martinique 25,404
Jamaica 37,027 1.3 2.7 million
Suriname 34,404 35 450,000
French Guyana 8,500 4 191,309
Grenada 3,200 3.2 95,343
St. Vincent and The  
 Grenadines 2,472 6 117,793
St. Lucia 4,354 3 164,213
St. Kitts 337
St. Croix 300

Source: Compiled from the West Indian census reports.



98 Sahadeo Basdeo and Brinsley Samaroo

The Indian presence in the larger areas of their Caribbean settlements 
did much to create a plural society in the region, albeit one where each 
group holds on to its own culture, existing side by side with other groups, 
coming together when necessity arises, for example, in the workplace 
or the market, but not effectively eroding its boundaries. Thus Trinidad 
and Guyana Jamaican anthropologist M.G. Smith (1974: 14) points 
out, ‘the Indian segment is clearly differentiated from the remain-
ing population with the divisions that are deeper than those among 
the white, black and coloured populations in the rest of the region’ 
(Smith 1974: 12–14).

At crucial points in these plural societies, political leaders of the 
two major races (African and Indian) tried to forge joint action and 
sought to unite around common, shared problems. Rienzi, Jagan and 
Sinanan, for example, used class solidarity as their rallying point, but 
in most cases the colonising powers (Britain and the USA) intervened 
to block attempts at unifi cation. The fear of a united protest movement 
galvanised the colonisers into repressive action. Second, we have to 
understand the manner in which the Westminster system of govern-
ment created in the United Kingdom (UK) and imposed on the colo-
nies, underwent considerable subversion, becoming instead an agency 
for perpetrating divisions among colonised peoples. Characterised as 
it is by the encouragement of political parties and the formation of 
government and opposition along party lines, the Westminster model 
lent itself to the formation of parties and factions based on ethnic, com-
munal and cultural differences. In Cyprus, it encouraged separation 
along Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot loyalties, in Nigeria, among 
Yorubas and Ibos, and in the Caribbean, between African and East 
Indian and between black and white.

Similarly, the politics of Trinidad and Guyana are premised on 
African/Indian differences and ideology has played a minimal role in 
the contest for power. As the prospect of independence increasingly 
appeared a reality from the fi fties of the last century, the groups that 
formed around racilised differences sought to position themselves 
as the inheritor of the colonial mantle, to the exclusion of the other. 
This consideration dominates the politics of these now independent 
nations up to this time. A fi nal general consideration has been the 
wariness with which élite Caribbeans (black and white) have viewed 
Indians. Even white Europeans who had served in the colonies shared 
a similar suspicion of Indians. In the colony of British Guiana, both the 
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British police commissioner and the American consul supported the 
exclusion of Indians from the police force on the basis of their physical 
and educational inferiority (Rabe 2005: 127).1 And in neighbouring 
Trinidad, a British–appointed commission set up to arbitrate among 
West Indian territories, each wanting to be capital of the proposed West 
Indian federation, had this to say as the commission rejected the claims 
of Trinidad and Tobago:

A disturbing element in the political life of Trinidad, to which importance 
is attached in the other islands, is the presence of a large East Indian popu-
lation. Thirty fi ve per cent of the population is of East Indian descent. East 
Indians it is alleged have ideas and loyalties differing from those to be found 
elsewhere in the Federation and they exercise a disruptive infl uence on 
the social and political life in Trinidad which would vitiate the social and 
political life of the capital if it were placed on that island. (Federal Capital 
Commission Report, Trinidad, 1956: 20)

The rulers even viewed the activities of the Indian high commission-
ers to the Caribbean with deep suspicion. In the post–1947 period, the 
recent bitterness of the Indian independence struggle could not be 
forgotten. In 1954, Trinidad’s Colonial Secretary Maurice Dorman, on 
a visit to the Colonial offi ce in London expressed his anger at the way 
in which Shri Nanda, the Indian high commissioner to Trinidad was 
‘having a unifying infl uence on the Indian political leaders’. He was ac-
cused of encouraging the East Indian community in opposing the 
proposed federation and he demanded with Colonial Offi ce support, 
Nanda’s recall from Trinidad.2 Nanda did, in fact, leave quietly after 
this Colonial Offi ce discussion. As events turned out, the East Indians 
of Trinidad did not oppose federation. What they demanded were guar-
antees of their freedom and security. Having been promised these 
requests, their political leader, Bhadase Sagan Maraj (1920–71) accom-
panied the chief minister, Dr Eric Williams, to the meetings which 
chose the federal capital site. Trinidad and Tobago won the contest and 
a grateful chief minister publicly thanked Maraj for this crucial role 
in these federal negotiations.

RANJIT KUMAR (1912–82)

It is against the background of pitfalls and challenges that we will now 
consider the particular activities of Caribbean East Indian leaders. 
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Ranjit Kumar was a most unusual Indo-Caribbean political leader. 
Born in Rohtak in Punjab, Kumar lost his father, Shadi Ram, when 
he was only 10-months old. From that time, the young Ranjit started 
a wandering life which fi nally brought him to Trinidad in 1935. First, 
he was taken to his maternal grandparents in Lahore from whence he 
was taken to London in 1919, supported by an uncle. In 1930, at the 
tender age of 18, the young student obtained his B.Sc (Engineering) 
from Imperial College, London University. After writing the Indian 
Civil Service examinations, he was posted as an offi cer cadet in the 
Punjab Police Training School at Phillaut near Ludhiana. He remained 
as an assistant police superintendent in Punjab until 1933 when he 
grew bored of the work at Attock and began to look for other employ-
ment. It was during this period that he met a Muslim from Trinidad 
who had gone to India in search of an Islamic leader for Caribbean 
Muslims. In 1934, Kumar left India for London en route to Trinidad 
where he arrived in 1935. Not only did Kumar fi nd such a leader, but 
he realised that Indian fi lms were not being shown in the Caribbean. 
Here was an entrepreneurial opportunity that could not be missed!

In the Caribbean Kumar lived many lives, all at the same time. As 
a promoter of Indian fi lms he introduced early Bombay movies to 
packed houses in Trinidad and Tobago as well as British Guiana: Bala 
Joban, Afzal, Jungal Ka Chavan, Cyclewali, Midnight Mail and many 
others.3 Whilst engaged in promoting these fi lms, Kumar obtained 
employment as an engineer in the oil industry and later with the Gov-
ernment of Trinidad and Tobago. In these situations he was a pioneer 
in the establishment of the oil industry as well as in the development 
of Trinidad’s capital city of Port of Spain. At yet another level, Kumar 
became a leading force in directing Indian cultural revival during a 
period of re-construction after the de-construction which had taken 
place during the trauma of indentureship in the century up to the 1940s. 
He founded the Trinidad Maha Sabha which he allied to the All India 
Hindu Maha Sabha and in 1938 he invited Dr Parashuram Sharma, a 
leader of the India-based body, to the Caribbean. Here Dr Sharma spent 
nine months travelling extensively and expounding on the principles 
of Sanatan Dharma. Together, they founded the monthly Hindu Maha 
Sabha Bulletin in March 1940, which became the major agency for the 
promotion of religious and secular information about developments in 
India and in the Indian diaspora. As Kumar plunged into journalism, 
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he wrote also for the general public of the islands. The purpose of his 
journalism, as he puts it, was to educate the ‘bare-footed man’ and his 
style, he claimed, was based on that of the nineteenth-century essayist/
administrator in India, Thomas Macaulay whose ‘writing was crystal 
clear, precise, using the simplest words, leaving no room for ambigu-
ity’ (Kumar 1981: 101). His many articles appeared in the Caribbean 
Herald, The Challenge as well as the Trinidad Guardian, which remains 
currently a major Caribbean daily.

Kumar also emerged as one of the island’s leading politicians. What 
is special about his career was the fact that unlike most contemporary 
East Indian politicians, his political activism was not confi ned to the 
East Indian sector of the population. He was able to bridge the divide 
between the two major races in the colony. Kumar’s initial foray into 
politics was in the capital city of Port of Spain which was predomin-
antly black. The Port of Spain municipality, created in 1845, had never 
had an East Indian councillor until 1943 when Kumar won an elec-
tion; here he remained for two years before entering national politics, 
winning a seat in the legislative council in 1946. Whilst a member of the 
legislature, he returned to municipal politics, winning a seat in Port of 
Spain in 1947. After the completion of this second term in the Port 
of Spain City Council, he returned for a third time as alderman from 
1950 to 1956. From 1946 to 1956 he remained in the national legislature, 
winning two elections (1946 and 1950) in two different constituencies 
in south Trinidad. Today, the people of Kumar Village in the county of 
Victoria fondly remember the engineer-politician who marked out 
their settlement from the sugar cane fi elds and provided the necessary 
infrastructure for the establishment of a vibrant rural community. 
Today too the Hindu and Muslim communities remember him for his 
tireless advocacy of causes which were dear to them as they sought to 
rise above the drudgery of plantation life:

The battle to win State recognition for Hindu and Muslim Schools, the rec-
ognition of Hindu and Muslim marriages and the legal right to cremate 
their dead on open pyres. All of these battles were won during his lifetime. 
(Kumar 1981: 223)

What then were the particular qualities which made Kumar such 
a popular leader among the East Indians as well as in the wider na-
tional community? For one thing, he saw himself as a member of the 
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globalised British Empire which allowed easy movement between 
India and England and to the Caribbean as one large British space. The 
fact that he had studied in the seat of the British Empire enhanced 
his professional mobility, and his mastery of three languages (English, 
Hindi and Urdu) gave him wide access to many audiences and sources 
of information. His military training in India allowed him to attain 
‘qualities’ that were necessary for upward mobility in a racist colo-
nial environment. His broad knowledge of relevant technical issues 
(fl ooding, electricity supply, construction of roads and buildings) en-
sured that there was a wider non-Indian audience which looked to 
him for leadership. Additionally, his close following of world affairs, 
which was refl ected in his frequent articles, gave him a wide audience 
which transcended ethnic or religious boundaries. He wrote with equal 
passion about the problems of Afghanistan or about the sugar industry 
or what should be the role of the Church in the education of youths. For 
these reasons he was a leader in the Port of Spain City Council whilst to 
the East Indians he was dubbed the ‘Lion of the Punjab’. His memory 
remains as an indissoluble link between India and the Caribbean.

INDO-CARIBBEAN LEADERS

Adrian Cola Rienzi (1905–72), a contemporary of Ranjit Kumar, was 
another Indo-Caribbean leader who, whilst retaining his Indian iden-
tity, was also able to claim his space as a Caribbean person during the 
crucial period of transition between India and the New World habitat 
(see Plate 5.1). He was born in the southern sugar belt area of Trinidad 
as Krishna Deonarine. His grandfather, Chaithnath Tiwari, had fl ed 
from Bihar in order to escape British vengeance for his participation in 
the 1857 Revolt. In Trinidad, Tiwari had married Lakshmin, the grand-
daughter of an Indian general who had fought in the army of Babu 
Kuarsingh, one of the leaders of the Revolt. In Trinidad, Deonarine’s par-
ents became petty shopkeepers servicing many Indians who were still 
under indentureship. After his secondary education, Krishna Deonarine 
became a law clerk in Trinidad’s second major city, San Fernando. At 
this stage in his life, Deonarine decided upon law as a career which meant 
that he had to go to England to study. Being aware of the diffi culty which 
he might encounter abroad with a very Indian name, he changed his 
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name in 1927 to Adrian Cola Rienzi. He took the name Adrian because 
of his admiration for an English magistrate, Adrian Clarke, who was his 
exemplar in Trinidad. Cola Rienzi was adopted because of Deonarine’s 
great admiration for Cola di Rienzo (1313–54), the Roman activist who 
had successfully led a revolution in Rome in 1347. This revolution had 
severely curtailed the power of the nobility and had restored power to 
the peoples’ representatives.

During his years abroad (1930–34), Rienzi continued his political 
activism which had started in Trinidad. Whilst a student at Trinity 
College in Dublin, he was an active member of the Irish branch of the 
League Against Imperialism (LAI) and spoke at many of their meet-
ings.4 His major theme was the Indian struggle for independence and in 
this campaign he was joined by many Irish and Indian freedom fi ght-
ers. Soon he decided to go to India in order to involve himself more 
directly in the struggle but he was denied a visa to travel there. In the cir-
cumstances, Rienzi moved to London where he entered the Middle 
Temple in 1931 and was called to the Bar in 1934. In London, Rienzi 

PLATE 5.1 Adrian Cola Rienzi

Source: Available at http://sta.uwi.edu/uwitoday/2005/april/rienzi.asp
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plunged into political activity. Here he came under the infl uence of 
Shapurji Saklatvala (1874–1936), an ardent Indian socialist, who had 
settled in England. ‘Saks’ as he was popularly known, had abandoned 
the luxury of his family’s (the Tatas) comforts in India to embark on a 
career in British trade unionism and left-wing politics. His greatest 
wish was to spread socialism universally. Saks won seats to the British 
Parliament in 1922 and 1924 and was one of the major organisers of 
the general strike in Britain in 1926. Rienzi remained in constant con-
tact with Saks and together they worked in the Indian Freedom League 
and the Indian Independence League.

These two groups maintained close contacts with the Irish Repub-
lican Congress and with Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement 
Association in the United States (US) whose struggles were common 
anti-imperialist causes. All of these activities were closely monitored 
by Scotland Yard and were reported to the Colonial Offi ce and to the 
Trinidad colonial administration. This information was used to make 
Rienzi’s Trinidad years, after 1934, as diffi cult as the British could 
make it.

Adrian Cola Rienzi returned to Trinidad in June 1934 and imme-
diately applied to be admitted to the Bar. The local administration, how-
ever, refused to admit him. He was considered ‘a communist agitator’ 
who challenged the foreign dominance of the local oil and sugar in-
dustries. Consequently, Rienzi had to appeal to the English lawyer/
Parliamentarian, Sir Stafford Cripps, upon whose intervention the 
restriction was lifted and Rienzi was fi nally admitted to the Bar. Rienzi’s 
major contributions to Caribbean development lay in three areas: 
he helped to establish the Caribbean trade union movement; as mayor 
of the city of San Fernando and as a member of the colony’s legis-
lative and executive councils he demonstrated the capability of the 
Caribbean-born people to manage their own governance; and his 
strong advocacy of the problems faced by the recently emancipated 
(1920) East Indian population, improved the living conditions of 
many thousands of people.

The Caribbean trade union movement, before the entry of Rienzi, 
was a movement in name only. Under pressure from vested interests, 
the colonial administration was most reluctant to allow for the free 
growth of trade unionism. Such legislation as they allowed was cal-
culated to render unionism toothless. A 1932 ordinance, for example, 
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which allowed for the formation of trade unions, denied the right to 
picket or protection against actions in tort. Using the grounds well 
created by the West Indian–wide disturbances of the 1930s, Rienzi 
successfully pressed for the liberalisation of trade union regulations 
after which he organised and registered the Oilfi eld Workers Trade 
Union in 1937 and the All Trinidad Sugar Estates and Factory Workers’ 
Trade Union also in 1937. Today these two unions remain the major 
representatives for both the oil and sugar industries. Rienzi followed 
this early success by advising and organising other unions. From a total 
of fi ve ‘unions’ in 1936, there were 20 by 1940. In 1938, the Trinidad 
and Tobago Trade Union Council was formed and Rienzi remained 
its president until 1944. During this period too, Rienzi was one of the 
founders of the West Indian Labour Conference of which he was the 
fi rst secretary.

Trade union activity led naturally to political involvement. Rienzi’s 
fi rst foray into politics was in the San Fernando Borough Council 
where he was elected for three consecutive terms (1939–42) as coun-
cillor and mayor. From the municipal level he moved upwards to 
that of the legislative council where he represented an ethnically 
mixed constituency from 1938 to 1944. It was during this period that 
he founded the Caribbean’s fi rst socialist party in 1941, namely, the 
Trinidad and Tobago Socialist Party. By 1944, Rienzi had proven to 
be an effective trade union leader and an able advocate of the work-
ing class and so was invited to sit on the Governor’s Executive Council 
in 1944. It has been argued that the state used this device as a means 
of getting rid of a political opponent whom they preferred to have on 
the government side (Singh 1994: 147). In the event, Rienzi’s accept-
ance of the high offi ce effectively removed him from active politics 
and labour agitation. After his stint in the Executive Council he joined 
the civil service as a Crown Counsel and he served on a number of state 
commissions and boards.

Despite this total commitment to national and West Indian causes, 
Rienzi, throughout his career, found time to encourage Caribbean East 
Indians to work out their relationship with India and with their new 
janam bhoomi in the western world. Whilst Rienzi believed that Indians 
of the diaspora should adhere to the cultural values of their ancient 
civilisation, he advised against developing a blind loyalty to India. They 
should be patriotic to their new places of settlement. His admonition 
to East Indian youths in 1928 is instructive:
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In conclusion I want to close my appeal to the Indian youths of Trinidad 
by paraphrasing the eloquent and inspiring words of Subhas Chandra 
Bose, a noble Indian patriot, in asking them to take up the torch and set 
ablaze the whole Colony with the sacred fi re of nationalism and patriot-
ism. No power on earth would be able to quench that sacred fl ame. (The 
East Indian Weekly, Trinidad, 28 July 1928)

From the 1930s, Rienzi moved actively to give a sense of pride to 
people who were generally referred to as ‘coolies’ and often treated as 
such. In 1936, he advised the colonial government to set up an advis-
ory board on East Indian matters. In 1937, such a board was appointed. 
Rienzi formed the India Club and became its fi rst president. He took 
offi ce in the East Indian National Association and this body became 
the major advocate for state recognition of Hindu and Muslim mar-
riages, for the privilege of cremation, for the recognition of Hindu and 
Muslim schools and for the extension of the franchise to include East 
Indians. He was a close ally of Ranjit Kumar in these struggles and 
both of them lived to see the successful fi nalisation of their struggle. 
In fact, as Rienzi became older he became increasingly concerned with 
the problems of the East Indian segment of the population. In 1947, the 
year of Indian independence, Rienzi changed his name once again to 
Desh Bandhu (patriot). It was during this last phase of his life that he 
founded the Indian Cultural Association which had grown steadily 
since that time; today it is the National Council of Indian Culture, the 
fl agship organisation for the promotion of concerns which are im-
portant to the Indo-Trinidadian community. In similar fashion, the 
headquarters of the sugar union (which Rienzi founded) has been ap-
propriately named ‘The Adrian Cola Rienzi Complex’.

WESTERN INFLUENCES

Yet another Indo-Trinidadian leader who, like Rienzi, worked to es-
tablish a place for the East Indian community as a part of Caribbean 
society was Mitra Gokhale Sinanan. Born in Vistabella, San Fernando 
in southern Trinidad, Mitra Gokhale Sinanan (1910–1983) was a third-
generation descendant of an indentured Brahmin family who had 
served on the Pempallet Estate in south-central Trinidad. After his 
grandparents completed their indenture, they moved to Vistabella 
where his father, Ramhit Sinanan, went into business in San Fernando. 



Indo-Caribbean Political Leaders 107

Here Ramhit Sinanan became a successful businessman as well as a 
prominent political fi gure in the municipal politics of San Fernando 
where he served for 30 years as member of the borough council.

Mitra Sinanan therefore grew up in a political environment and 
from an early age was exposed to political activity. He also came into 
contact with many of his father’s friends, more particularly, people 
like F.E.M. Hosein and Captain Cipriani, both of whom were regular 
visitors to the family home and considerably infl uenced the later life 
of Mitra Sinanan. Hosein (1880–1936), a graduate of Oxford and of 
Lincoln’s Inn (London) was a barrister who became a political activ-
ist. He was elected mayor of the town of Arima (1929–31) and member 
of the legislature (1928–31). Captain A.A. Cipriani (1875–1945) was a 
merchant who fought in the First World War after which he entered 
politics. He was elected to the city council of Port of Spain (1921–41) 
and to the legislature (1925–45).

The home of the Sinanan family was also a rendezvous for promi-
nent visitors to San Fernando in the 1920s and 1930s. Because of the 
family’s love and admiration for India, visitors from the subcontinent 
were always welcomed to their home. In 1929, for instance, Revd C.F. 
Andrews was the house guest of the Sinanan family and made ‘Baroda 
House’ as the family home had been dubbed, his base during his visits 
to Indian communities in south Trinidad. It was in such an open home 
environment that Mitra Sinanan received his early political educa-
tion as he came into contact with people from all walks of life. Revd C.F. 
Andrews (1871–1940) was an Anglican pastor who came to India as a lec-
turer in Delhi University in 1904. In India, he became closely identifi ed 
with the freedom struggle and with the anti-indentureship campaign. In 
1929, he visited British Guiana and Trinidad as the Mahatma’s emissary 
to the Caribbean. He reported back to Gandhi about the conditions of 
the Indo-Caribbean immigrants.

Mitra Sinanan, however, received his formal education at the 
Vistabella Canadian Mission (CM) School, Naparima College, Queen’s 
Royal College in Trinidad, Middle Temple and the London School 
of Economics in England. For a few months he also studied Latin in 
Ireland5 where he met with his countryman and later colleague, the 
Marxist-oriented Rienzi, who at that time was also pursuing studies 
in jurisprudence at Trinity College in Dublin. Here they both struck 
a close relationship and associated themselves with the activities of 
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the Sinn Feinn Movement. Not surprisingly, the activities of both young 
colonials were henceforth closely monitored by British Intelligence, 
and from 1930 when both men established base in London as students 
at Middle Temple, they were placed under close surveillance (Calder-
Marshall 1939: 230).

It was in London that Mitra Sinanan began his formal political 
career. Like many young colonials studying in London in the 1930s he 
came into the mainstream of anti-colonial thought, was heavily infl u-
enced by Harold Laski at the London School of Economics and had 
considerable admiration and regard for people like Sir Stafford Cripps, 
Arthur Creech-Jones and other British Labour Party politicians. It is 
not surprising that in a period of intellectual ferment, international 
economic crisis created by the impact of the Great Depression and 
the upsurge of the national liberation movement in India that Mitra 
Sinanan found himself in the same camp as those who identifi ed with 
the anti-colonial movement in London.

At the age of 21, Sinanan joined the anti-colonial struggle in London 
by becoming a member of the League of Coloured Peoples in 1931. 
Under the chairmanship of the distinguished Jamaican, Dr Harold 
Moody, the Trinidadian served as secretary of the League and actively 
mobilised support for the organisation. The League represented pro-
gressive and enlightened public opinion among coloured peoples in 
London and supported the demands of Africans, Asians and other colo-
nial peoples for democratic rights, civil liberties and self-determination. 
It was as a member of the League of Coloured Peoples that Sinanan 
familiarised himself with the problems of non-West Indian peoples, 
associated himself with their struggle and established friendship 
with some of Africa’s early politicians, more importantly, Kenya’s Jomo 
Kenyatta. In fact, Sinanan and Kenyatta represented the League at a 
conference in Geneva in 1932 where they presented a position paper 
on the African child.

It was during Sinanan’s association with the League that it grew as 
an infl uential organisation in London setting the pace for colonial 
protest in the early 1930s. A few years later, other Trinidadians were 
to join the League and when Mussolini invaded Ethiopia in 1935, the 
League of Coloured Peoples joined forces with the International African 
Friends of Ethiopia, an organisation formed in the UK, to protest 
against Mussolini’s fascist policies. There were such prominent black 
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West Indians like C.L.R. James and Sam Manning from Trinidad, T.A. 
Marryshow from Grenada and Peter Maillard from British Guiana, 
who were in the forefront of such agitation. They were also some of the 
key fi gures who were later to feature in the work of George Padmore’s 
International African Service Bureau formed in 1937 to seek political 
redress for colonial peoples (Padmore 1956: 144–47). It was in this 
mould of the early anti-colonial tradition that Mitra Sinanan was 
associated while in London in the 1930s working with West Indian 
and Africans alike seeking democratic rights for colonial peoples in 
Africa and elsewhere.

While Sinanan associated himself with the broader anti-colonial 
struggle, he had a particular interest in the nationalist movement in 
India where Mahatma Gandhi was waging a campaign against British 
rule in the subcontinent. Sinanan’s familiarity with the nature of the 
struggle while in Trinidad,6 the fact that it was a major subject of dis-
cussion in close family circles and the reverence and admiration which 
Sinanan’s father had for the early nationalist leaders—all generated in 
the young Sinanan a keen interest in the politics of decolonisation 
in the subcontinent. In fact, the name Gokhale was given to Sinanan by 
his father in admiration for the Indian nationalist leader, Gopal Krishna 
Gokhale, one of the early stalwarts of the Indian National Congress.

THE INDIAN CONNECTION

Like many Indians of his generation in Trinidad he saw India’s struggle 
as his own. India’s ethnic and cultural affi nity with Trinidad and the 
role India was playing as the pacesetter in anti-colonial thought and 
struggle, generated pride among Indians in Trinidad as well as those 
domiciled elsewhere in the empire. A victory for the nationalist strug-
gle therefore was perceived as a victory for Indians in Trinidad. It is in 
this context that Sinanan closely associated himself with Indian activ-
ists and the Indian students’ movement in London, so much so that in 
1932, he was elected vice-president of the Indian Students’ Association 
after defeating none other than V.K. Krishna Menon who was later to 
become a major political player in the Nehru administration. He was a 
full participant in the activities of the Association and framed a number 
of resolutions for the Association’s meetings denouncing the British 
Raj and supporting the ‘Quit India movement’ (Malik 1971: 86).
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While in London, he kept in close touch with developments in 
Trinidad where Cipriani and the Trinidad Labour Party were still in 
the forefront of political agitation in the colony advocating labour, so-
cial and political reforms. Sinanan was an ardent supporter of Cipriani 
and maintained an interest in domestic affairs by seeking informa-
tion from time to time directly from the Colonial Offi ce about occur-
rences in the colony. In 1934, he was disturbed by the outbreak of the 
East Indian Disturbances on the major sugar estates in Trinidad and 
vigorously denounced the composition of the commission appointed 
to investigate the riots and protested against ‘the evidence given in 
camera’ during its hearings (C.O. 295/585, Minute by S.M. Campbell, 
National Archives, Public Records Offi ce, London, 12 December 1934). 
He took his protest to the Colonial Offi ce where he planned to speak 
directly with the Permanent Under-Secretary of State on the matter. 
His insistence on seeing senior offi cials paid off, for as the following 
minute by S.M. Campbell of the West India Department reveals, he 
also spoke to a number of other offi cials in the Colonial Offi ce.

A young Trinidad East Indian, Mr M.G. Sinanan … Barrister at Law 
Middle Temple called yesterday at the library and asked to seek Council 
Paper 109 in (T) and was given facilities: he later asked … to see all sorts 
of people including Sir John Maffey with whom he seemed to claim some 
acquaintance or ‘had met’. He saw Mr J.B. Williams, Mr Rootham and 
later myself as he had seemed dissatisfi ed on the evidence point… I gather 
that Mr Sinanan, who is very frank about being anti-Trinidad Government 
and a great democrat, was very cross over persons purporting to represent 
labour being parties to the fi ndings of the Commission and he seemed 
to think that East Indians in particular were very badly served in the 
Commission’s fi ndings… He also complained of inadequate representa-
tion of Indian (working class) interests in Trinidad and hinted that the 
Indian represented in the Legislative Council were not representatives 
at all. (C.O. 295/585, Minute by S.M. Campbell, National Archives, Public 
Records Offi ce, London, 12 December 1934)

Sinanan, as the minute reveals, also had strong working class sym-
pathies for he denounced the choice of Seereram Maharaj and Sarran 
Teelucksingh as representatives of Indian interests on the Commission. 
His argument was that both men were wealthy Indians who represented 
the interest of the middle class. In much the same way he protested 
against Indian representation as existed in the legislative council stating 
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that Teelucksingh, a wealthy cinema owner and Timothy Roodal, an 
oil magnate were representatives of their own vested interest rather 
than representatives of the Indian working class (C.O. 295/585, Minute 
by S.M. Campbell, National Archives, Public Records Offi ce, London, 
12 December 1934).

By 1935, when Sinanan returned to Trinidad as a barrister-at-law,7 
it was clear that he had developed a view of society and the world to 
which very few in the establishment would subscribe. He was a strong 
democrat with a sense of justice and concern for the welfare of the op-
pressed. He also had strong labour leanings and was convinced that 
political and constitutional reforms were issues which had to be placed 
in earnest on the anti-colonial agenda. More importantly, he returned 
home at a time when the society was looking for young, erudite and com-
mitted people to help in the anti-colonial movement which was rapidly 
picking up momentum. The East Indian population particularly was 
looking for political leadership during this crucial period of polit-
ical transition. As Yogendra Malik has written, upon Sinanan’s return 
from the UK, ‘many East Indians looked to him for leadership with 
the hope that he might form a political party based upon secular prin-
ciples’ (Malik 1971: 86).

For the fi rst few years after his return, however, Sinanan chose to 
establish and build his legal profession and served as a junior in the 
chambers of Gaston Johnston QC, one of the most outstanding lawyers 
in Trinidad at that time. While serving in Port of Spain under Gaston 
Johnston, he worked in an advisory capacity to Rienzi who had returned 
to Trinidad in 1934 and had become quite active in local politics. In fact, 
between 1935–37, Rienzi consulted extensively with Sinanan on a host 
of issues including the former’s break with Cipriani and the role which 
East Indians ought to play in the politics of Trinidad.

Yet Sinanan was not altogether politically inactive at this time, for 
during the second half of the 1930s, he used his professional services to 
help the cause of labour. On numerous occasions he gratuitously did 
a number of quasi-political cases for workers who had been arrested 
for staging hunger marches and labour demonstrations during the 
critical years prior to the outbreak of the June 1937 riots in Trinidad. 
It was the June riots of 1937, however, which catapulted Sinanan to a 
position of colonial prominence in Trinidad and the Caribbean and 
marked the beginning of an active political life for the young East 
Indian lawyer.
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The riots of 1937 were signifi cant in many respects. It struck a seri-
ous blow against British colonialism (Basdeo 1983: 173), represented 
an advance in the level of political and labour consciousness of the 
working class and refl ected a degree of Afro-Indian solidarity hitherto 
unforeseen in Trinidad and Tobago.8 In this sense the riots symbolised 
the fulfi lment of everything for which Sinanan had been working 
during his days in London.

When T.U.B. Butler, the black leader of the island-wide strike move-
ment came out of hiding following the June unrest, he was arrested and 
incarcerated and found it diffi cult to attract legal counsel. His repu-
tation as a social political anarchist, his anti-colonial posturings and 
most importantly his avowed anti-establishment position meant that 
legal counsellors were unwilling to defend him. When no one else came 
to his rescue, it was Mitra Sinanan who volunteered his legal services to 
Butler and set about defending him at the Assizes in Port of Spain. 
This gesture of courage, bravery and goodwill characterised the young 
Indian lawyer of the 1930s. But it was more than just that. Instinctively, 
Sinanan saw it as his duty to defend the hero of the working class who 
had courageously stood up for the workers, openly challenging the 
colonial status quo. In much the same way as Rienzi picked up the 
struggle where Butler had left off, Mitra Sinanan complemented 
the struggle by defending the idol of the workers. Indeed it was Rienzi 
and Sinanan—both young Indian lawyers—who stood up to defend and 
assist Butler and the working class when everyone else refused.

Sinanan encountered considerable problems in attempting to de-
fend Butler. On more than one occasion he was abused and harassed by 
prison offi cials while attempting to interview his client and in one in-
stance was asked to leave the prison compounds because he had taken 
newspapers with him to the goal (Sinanan 1937). Sinanan from the very 
outset was apprehensive about the dispensing of justice and wrote a 
letter to the governor and colonial secretary in which he made his case 
that ‘the charges against my client are extremely serious and unless 
every possible assistance and facility are given to his Counsel in the 
preparation of the defence of the accused then the ends of justice are 
bound to be defeated’ (Sinanan 1937). There is no doubt that the auth-
orities were prepared to place whatever obstacles possible to frustrate 
and discourage Sinanan’s efforts at defending Butler.
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When Butler lost his case against charges of sedition in the Supreme 
Court of Trinidad and Tobago in December 1937 and was sentenced to 
two years imprisonment, Sinanan immediately fi led an application 
for leave to appeal against the conviction. He contacted Sir Stafford 
Cripps in London and sought his services to defend Butler before the 
Judicial Committee of the Privy Council in the UK (Sinanan 1938).

Sinanan’s choice of Sir Stafford Cripps was personal and delib-
erate. He had come to know Sir Stafford in London quite well and was 
aware of his legal ability as well as his political sympathies. In fact, Sir 
Stafford was held in high esteem by West Indians and colonial peoples 
in London for his humanitarian understanding and anti-colonial 
persuasion and came to infl uence many young colonials studying in 
London in the 1930s. As a member of the opposition Labour Party 
in Britain, he had taken a strong position against the British govern-
ment regarding the West Indian disturbances of the late 1930s and in 
1937 wrote that the British had been ‘far too complacent about the suf-
ferings of colonial peoples and have not had the vision to realize that 
the very pressing dangers which we are facing are due even more to 
British imperialism than our own domestic capitalism’ (see Cripps 
1977: xi). Sir Stafford had also served on many of the Labour Party com-
mittees appointed to study West Indian problems and it was his know-
ledge of Caribbean questions as well as his labour leanings which 
persuaded Norman Manley to invite him in September 1938 to launch 
the Peoples National Party in Jamaica (Basdeo 1983: 185–86).

These were the considerations which infl uenced Sinanan to seek 
the services of Sir Stafford in Butler’s appeal. There were also consid-
erations which infl uenced him to seek the services of H.L.S. Polak 
& Co., solicitors and Privy Council agents, as solicitors in the case 
(Cripps 1938). Polak was not only a solicitor but like Cripps a member 
of the British Labour Party who served on a number of Labour Party 
committees appointed to study colonial problems. In addition he was 
appointed a member of the Colonial Advisory Committee of the British 
Trades Union Congress in late 1937 to investigate labour conditions 
in the colonies.9 Both Cripps and Polak were therefore ideal choices for 
the case. In fact, Polak was excited about the case and wrote to Sinanan 
congratulating him on being ‘able to be of service to … Uriah Butler, 
whose case has caused a sensation in legal circles here’ (Polak 1938a). 
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Moreover, he assured Sinanan that while ‘Sir Stafford himself is willing 
to appear without charging a fee’, his fi rm of solicitors would charge 
minimal fees to cover ‘the cost incurred in paper work’ (Polak 1938a).

From the Trinidad end Sinanan not only conscientiously handled 
the legal matters but himself charged no fees and stood his own ex-
penses to go to London (Polak 1938b). While in the UK he worked 
closely with Sir Stafford on the case and agreed with English counsel 
that the case should be fought on the grounds that the Court of Crim-
inal Appeal was not duly constituted according to the provisions of 
the Criminal Appeal Ordinance of 1931. The Privy Council upheld the 
appeal and Butler’s indictment for sedition was squashed on 12 May 
1939 (Polak 1938c).

Butler’s freedom was seen as a victory for Mitra Sinanan whose 
prominence in the legal circles suddenly rose. His name like that of 
Adrian Cola Rienzi, also a lawyer, became a household word in Trinidad. 
Both men were seen as representing the new generation of Indo-
Trinidadians who had not only excelled in their particular profes-
sions but had come to associate themselves with the progressive forces 
in Trinidad and the Caribbean and/as champions of the underdog. 
Sinanan’s prominence subsequently took him to the legislative coun-
cil of Trinidad and Tobago in the 1950s where he served as a member 
of the Butler Party.

FROM TRINIDAD TO GUYANA

So far we have looked at a number of Indo-Trinidadian leaders, seeking 
to understand how they sought to devise ways for the re-construction 
of the Indian self after its de-construction during and immediately 
after indentureship. We shall now briefl y examine the career of the fi rst 
Indo-Caribbean person to become prime minister of a Caribbean state 
which, upon independence in 1966, changed its name from ‘British 
Guiana’ to ‘Guyana’.

British Guiana was the only British possession and English–speaking 
colony in continental South America, having been fi nally conquered 
from the Dutch during the Napoleonic Wars which followed the French 
Revolution. In 1803, at the Peace of Amiens, it was formally confi rmed 
as a British possession. Upon Emancipation in 1838, the former slaves 



Indo-Caribbean Political Leaders 115

abandoned the plantations in large numbers, many of them moving 
into the vast South American jungles setting up their own villages or 
joining the Amerindians in the search for precious metals. As in the 
rest of the Caribbean, attempts were made to replace this lost labour 
through the importation of Portuguese, Chinese and free Africans 
from the other West Indian colonies. Since these sources proved to be 
insuffi cient, recourse was made to South Asia from whence the maj-
ority of labourers were imported into British Guiana (see Table 5.1). 
Because of the heavy importation of Indians into this colony, they be-
came the largest ethnic group whose presence was the cause of con-
siderable confl ict between themselves and the substantial African 
minority. Black and coloured leaders pointed to the fact that the Indians 
constituted scab labour in that they worked for ‘slave’ wages which 
they had refused upon Emancipation. Additionally, they correctly ar-
gued that they were indirectly paying for their own displacement since 
one-third of Indian immigration costs were being drawn from public 
revenues. A third, very Guyanese argument was that there was fi erce 
competition for the marginal lands on the narrow coastal strip whereon 
90 per cent of the Guyanese population resided. The other 10 per cent 
lived on the 90 per cent forests and savannahs of the interiors. Indians 
and Africans have always had to fi ght for the cultivable pieces on the 
swampy coastland which itself is subject to frequent fl ooding when-
ever the large rivers from the interior are in spate. In Trinidad, the 
tension has been less because of the greater availability of cultivable 
areas for both ethnic groups.

It was into such a situation that Cheddi Jagan (1918–97) was born 
(see Plate 5.2). The grandson of indentured Bihari labourers, Cheddi’s 
early years were spent on the plantations of Port Mourant on Guyana’s 
west coast swamplands. His parents, like many others of that gener-
ation, saw education as the major lever to upward mobility; they there-
fore, at great personal sacrifi ce, sent him to the capital Georgetown for 
his secondary education.10 In 1936, Jagan left for the USA where he 
studied fi rst at Howard University and then at North Western in 
Chicago where he qualifi ed as a dentist. In the USA he met and married 
Janet Rosenberg a qualifi ed nurse who came to Guyana in 1943, the 
year of her husband’s return to his native land. Jagan like so many con-
temporary, young qualifi ed returnees to the Caribbean, took to political 
agitation soon after his return. His early pronouncements and his 
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programme for reform was the cause of considerable alarm at home 
and abroad, particularly in the USA and the UK. Referring to the mono-
poly exercised by one sugar company—Bookers Sugar Company—
Jagan outlined his intention in 1953:

Booker is the symbol of British Imperialism in B.G… It is represented in 
all phases of the economic life, so much that B.G. is sometimes colloquially 
referred to as Bookers Guiana… The workers are sweated and millions 
of dollars produced by them fi nd their way into the pockets of sugar 
‘gods’ in England… As a socialist party [Jagan’s PPP] rationalization of 
the sugar industry, and indeed all major industries is our objective. (cited 
in Seecharan 2005: 61)

This declaration of nationalisation and socialism raised alarm bells 
in the UK and its close ally the US. The Cold War era had just started 
and the Cuban Revolution of 1959 made matters much worse for Jagan 
and his left-wing programme. A visit to Cuba in 1960 by Cheddi and 
Janet Jagan added salt to the wound and put the Jagans on a collision 
path against the US that did not end until 1992 when he won the fi rst 

PLATE 5.2 Cheddi Jagan

Source: Available online at http://www.guyana.org/GuyNews/president_death.htm
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democratically conducted election since 1961. We shall now briefl y 
trace Jagan’s career from his fi rst electoral victory in 1953 to his last 
in 1992.

Despite the prior history of ethnic antagonism, Cheddi Jagan was 
able to combine forces with his fellow-Guyanese of African descent, 
Forbes Burnham, to form the socialist-oriented Peoples Progressive 
Party (PPP) which handsomely won the fi rst election which it con-
tested in April 1953. The PPP won 18 out of the 24 available seats. To 
Winston Churchill, the British prime minister, and Dwight Eisenhower, 
the American president, this ‘communist’ takeover of the colony’s gov-
ernment could not be tolerated. In October 1953, Churchill suspended 
the constitution and instructed his governor in the colony to assume 
full control. When Cheddi Jagan and his wife defi ed the regulations 
prohibiting political meetings, they were both jailed in 1954. As the im-
perialists prepared the colony for another election, scheduled for 1957, 
Britain and the US sought to keep Jagan out by actively fomenting 
ethnic discord among the major races. Jagan’s erstwhile ally, Burnham, 
was actively encouraged to break with Jagan. This he did for the 1957 
elections in which there were now two rival PPP slates. The result of that 
election indicated that Jagan’s PPP had won nine out of the 14 avail-
able seats and Burnham’s PPP had won only three.

How did the colony’s government perform under the premiership of 
Jagan after 1957? An American scholar who has extensively researched 
the subject had this to say:

Over the next three years, the Macmillan government found Cheddi Jagan’s 
leadership satisfactory. PPP ministers focused on improving the living 
and working conditions of the population. They sponsored drainage and 
irrigation schemes, built houses for sugar workers, extended workmen’s 
compensation laws and mandated paid annual vacations for workers. 
(Rabe 2005: 61)

But the die had been cast against Jagan. Under active US support, 
Burnham was encouraged to form his own party. In 1958, he created the 
Peoples National Congress (PNC) which prepared itself for the next elec-
tion, due in 1961. Despite massive American aid for Burnham, Jagan’s 
PPP won 20 out of the 35 seats available in 1961 whilst Burnhams’s PNC 
won 11. It was during Jagan’s second term as premier that the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency took the decision to eject him from political 
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leadership by ‘hook or crook’ (Rabe 2005: 131). Arthur Schlesinger who 
was one of Kennedy’s principal advisors recalled, in his memoirs, the 
deliberate decision of the US government to unseat Jagan. Although 
the British government showed a marked preference to Jagan over 
Burnham, Kennedy insisted that Cold War considerations must take 
precedence and worked actively to devise a system which would take 
out Jagan. This system was successfully effected in 1964 (Schlesinger 
1965: 775–79). In that year, the Jagan government was forced out by 
US-sponsored strikes, arson and mayhem in the colony forcing Jagan’s 
government to resign. A system of proportional representation was in-
stituted for the 1964 Elections and through this system Burnham was 
able to maintain dominance in elections and referenda in 1973, 1978, 
1980 and 1985. What was the legacy of Burnham’s long tenure? Again, 
Professor Rabe’s analysis is instructive:

Forbes Burnham and his Peoples National Congress practiced the politics 
of squalor in Guyana… Burnham and his followers perpetrated despicable 
crimes against the Guyanese. They rigged elections, murdered political 
opponents, persecuted Indians, stole money, ruined the economy and im-
poverished the nation. (Rabe 2005: 162)

By the 1990s, the Cold War had abated considerably. Jagan and his 
leftist views were not considered harmful anymore, and ex-president 
Jimmy Carter was able to persuade Burnham’s successor, Desmond 
Hoyte, to hold free and fair elections in 1992. Carter’s actual presence 
in Guyana for those elections was crucial. Jagan’s PPP easily won those 
elections and has continued to win subsequent elections in the nation. 
Jagan himself died in March of 1997.

CONCLUSION

What did India mean to these Indo-Caribbean political leaders? For 
Ranjit Kumar, India was close at hand; he was born there and had ex-
perienced work in rural areas of the north. This authenticity gave him 
special authority among Caribbean Indians who saw him as a symbol 
of the best that the motherland could produce. His aggressiveness in 
whatever he did was also an example to a people who had been cowed 
down in India and in the Caribbean. Kumar pointed an acceptable way 
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ahead; both ‘Ranjit’ and ‘Kumar’ became popular names among Indo-
Caribbean youths. Adrian Cola Rienzi had visited India and his study, 
as the authors have seen, was fi lled with pictures of India, his library 
had a number of books with Indian themes and his correspondence 
was fi lled with letters of many individuals and organisations in India. 
His Indian identity did not preclude him from claiming his Caribbean 
space. He was thus an East Indian West Indian. Sinanan was no dif-
ferent. Like Rienzi he was not parochial. He had a larger view of society 
and the world; he was imbued with a sense of justice and worked for 
equality and freedom for all Trinidadians. Sinanan belonged to that gen-
eration of East Indians who remained undaunted in the quest to build
bridges between East Indians and Africans in Trinidad and Tobago and
by extension demonstrated a keen sense of commitment in the build-
ing of a new social and political order in the Caribbean. Cheddi Jagan 
was similar. On the one hand, he was intensely proud of his Indian 
heritage. His grandparents, he proudly claimed, were from ‘Basti 
in Uttar Pradesh, and about sixty miles from Allahabad, Jawaharlal 
Nehru’s birth place’ (Jagan 1966: 11). At Howard University he spe-
cialised in the exact natural sciences. ‘Outside of these subjects, all that 
interested me were the writings of Mahatma Gandhi on the Indian 
question; at that time India was in the forefront of the struggle for 
independence’ (Jagan 1966: 45).

The position of the Indian National Congress infl uenced his attitude 
to the Second World War and he saw ‘Hitler and fascism through the 
eyes of the Indian National Congress and … identifi ed the struggle for 
freedom in India as part and parcel of the struggle for freedom at home’ 
(Jagan 1966: 55). As the US and Britain pressed him to abandon his 
ties with Moscow (and Cuba) and place himself fi rmly on this side 
of the Iron Curtain, he argued that he was following India’s path of 
neutrality and could, like India, deal with both sides. What he failed to 
understand was that India was not in the American sphere of infl uence 
and therefore did not pose a security threat to America. Second, he 
failed to consider India’s vast physical and population size or her in-
creasing military strength. Guyana was a small fl y which could be easily 
swatted! Jagan appears to have realised this fact late in life, at which 
point, the Americans were prepared to install him into offi ce once 
again. He died as executive president in 1997.

These four Indo-Caribbean leaders have etched themselves in the 
history of the Caribbean. Three of them (Rienzi, Sinanan and Jagan) 
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were among the fi rst descendants of girmityas who were able to obtain 
primary and secondary education in the colonies after which they went 
abroad for further studies. They were exemplars who constituted the 
fi rst generation of educated Indo-Caribbean people. The attainment of 
this education in the western mode would have been at considerable 
cost. Yet, when they returned from study they did not take the trad-
itional path of rapid recouping of their investment. In fact, they all spent 
a considerable part of their energies in seeking to improve the cond-
ition of the working class, both African and Indian. At the same time, 
as professionals who had emerged from the Indian sector of the lab-
ouring population, they were able to focus on problems which were of 
special importance to this group: the recognition of Hindu and Muslim 
marriages, the privilege of cremating their dead, literacy in English 
and participation in the independence movement. Ranjit Kumar, the 
fourth leader, was born in India, but he adopted Trinidad as his home-
land and joined with the other leaders in seeking to improve the lot of 
the ordinary person. At the same time, he used his Indian background 
to inform the local Indo-Trinidadian population of events in the India 
of their imagination. We can say, then, that these four leaders tested the 
waters initially, demonstrating that people of Indian ancestry possessed 
the ability to participate in the politics of a multi-racial society. Regard-
ing themselves as members of a global British empire, they saw no con-
tradiction in proclaiming cultural loyalty to the ancestral imaginary 
(India) whilst having their feet fi rmly planted in the American world 
and its different ways of interpreting society. Like other immigrant 
peoples, they clung to the familiar, inherited tradition whilst seeking to 
negotiate their emergence in a space which had already been claimed 
by those who had previously arrived. Had these pioneers not succeeded 
in negotiating that transition from the Old World to the New, the sub-
sequent shape of Caribbean society would have been different. As it 
happened, they provided some clear directions regarding the path to 
be taken by Indo-Caribbean peoples.

NOTES

1. In a population where Indians were in a clear majority there were 1,320 blacks and 
164 Indians in the police force in 1964.

2. National Archives. London. CO1031/1972. See Draft Note of discussion held on 
21 December 1954.
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 3. The authors were able to obtain access to Kumar’s private papers from whence 
much of this material was gathered.

 4. For an account of Rienzi’s early life, see Calder-Marshall (1939).
 5. The authors extend thanks to the late Senator Ashford Sastri Sinanan for this in-

formation as well as his help in other areas of this chapter. He died in 1990. He was 
the younger brother of Mitra and was himself a prominent lawyer and political 
fi gure in Trinidad and the Caribbean. He served as leader of the Opposition in the 
West Indian Federal Parliament (1958–62); served as Speaker of the Legislative 
Council of Trinidad; Member of Parliament and Senator and as Trinidad’s high 
commissioner to India.

 6. See Brinsley Samaroo (1977: 7–9) where he points out that considerable press 
coverage was given to the Indian nationalist struggle in Trinidad newspapers, 
especially The East Weekly.

 7. Mitra Sinanan had returned to Trinidad for a brief period in 1933 at the time of 
his father’s death. He left for British Guiana in 1933 to work with J.A. Luckoo and 
G.J. Gajraj, but spent only six months before returning to London in 1934. He 
then left London for Trinidad in early 1935.

 8. See Port of Spain Gazette, 22 June 1937; also The People, 24 June 1939.
 9.  Colonial Advisory Committee of the Trades Union Congress 1/1. Private and 

Confi dential. Memorandum for Inaugural Meeting, 22 December 1937.
10. For more on Jagan’s early life see Jagan (1966: chapters 1 and 2).
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Introduction

DAVE SANGHA

This section focuses on the ‘new Indian diaspora’, which includes 
the so-called ‘developed’ countries of the United States of America 

(USA), Canada, Australia, New Zealand, the United Kingdom (UK) and 
other parts of Europe. This new Indian diaspora can be distinguished 
from the ‘old indentured diaspora’ referred to in the previous section 
by Indian migrants’ more recent arrival in these destinations. In most 
part, this is a story of postcolonial migration from an independent 
India. The fl avour of the country that these migrants leave behind 
and the social and economic contexts that they enter are decidedly in-
fl uenced by the rhetoric of modernity and of progress. In India, social 
stratifi cation, as always seemed to affect who could migrate. As in the 
colonial era, education seemed to be a route to internationalism, but 
this time international education was deployed not so much towards 
a renewed nationalist project by those who return home, but to project 
individual trajectories, professional careers and to build new Indian 
diasporas in these territories. Immigration regulations increasingly 
fi ltered out those without ‘skills’. A waning of the direct infl uence of 
colonialism alongside the increasingly magnetic pull of the United 
States (US) changed the contours of emigration. Or rather, colonial ties 
now shaped emigration to the old Commonwealth rather than to the 
racially marked countries that were increasingly to be recognised as 
new Commonwealth. Indian diasporics had to face up to ‘whiteness’ 
on new terrains and on new terms.

It is in this context that the chapters in this section discuss diasporic 
belonging. The new diaspora did indeed offer new ways of construct-
ing the relationship between these communities, their adopted homes 
and their relationship to India. Certainly, the affl uence of many of these 
new Indian diasporics was greatly enhanced because of the professional 
qualifi cations of immigrants admitted to these countries. Women too 
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increasingly joined the ranks of those who could migrate as class at 
least partially allowed them to overcome gender biases in migration. 
These communities also provided larger remittances to the home-
land than those in the ‘old diaspora’ did, so that the newly coined term 
non-resident Indian (NRI), which captured these Indians, came to have 
a very defi nite economic leaning.

New diasporics were right from the start, offered the opportunity 
to live their lives much more transnationally. Unlike, for instance, 
indentured workers, many of these Indians in the new diaspora had 
the fi nancial and technological resources to maintain close networks 
with relatives and friends in the homeland as well as other parts of the 
Indian diaspora, even shortly after migration. Improvements in com-
munication (phones, emails) and transportation (regular air service), 
have allowed individuals living in the diaspora to communicate and 
move easily between their country of origin, their adopted country 
and other parts of the Indian diaspora. Moreover, unlike in the case of 
the old diaspora, the Indian government has opened up a number 
of institutional channels with which to maintain this connectedness 
(Adeney and Lall 2005). Indians in the new diaspora have also come 
face to face with diasporics from the old diaspora. For instance, there 
has been large-scale emigration from East Africa and a signifi cant num-
ber of Indians have also left South Africa and Fiji in the 1990s. These 
migrants have moved to the same sites as the new diasporics—New 
Zealand, the UK, Canada, the US and Australia. Boundaries, it appears, 
are truly being criss-crossed, including the artifi cial demarcation be-
tween old and new diaspora.

Yet, very often we may at best consider this as incidences of bound-
ary interference, rather than boundary decimation. Racism has con-
tinued to mar the experiences of Indians abroad. In the post 9/11 world, 
being Asian is not easy, being a Muslim Asian even harder (Maira, 
Chapter 6, this volume). Religious differences are hardening both 
in India and abroad. Class differences between different waves of mi-
grants are sometimes eroding as Indians use education to fuel class mo-
bility, but at other times these differences are being reinforced through 
selective immigration policies that privilege those with access to skills 
(Raghuram, Chapter 8, this volume).

Indians in the new diasporas have attempted to reproduce social 
and cultural milieus and social practices that they took from India, 
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thus creating globally marketable cultural emblems, buildings and 
cuisine (see Barn on language, Chapter 9, this volume). This was never 
any simple process of reproduction. Certain practices became hegem-
onic, memories valorised, traditions selected, and these processes 
were infl uenced both by what was going on in India and in countries 
of settlement.

Some chapters in this section (Maira, Chapter 6, and Gottschlich, 
Chapter 7) focus on the politics of Indian diaspora in an increasingly 
transnational world. Other chapters (Friesen and Kearns, Chapter 10) 
consider the socio-economic/cultural aspects of transnationalism and 
(Raghuram, Chapter 8, and Barn, Chapter 9) immigration and iden-
tity issues of the Indian diaspora in a transnational world. Together 
they map some of the ‘boundary’ criss-crossings which are [re]defi ning 
nation states.

Sunaina Maira’s chapter focuses on the impacts of the fallout 
from the events of 11 September 2001 upon South Asian and Muslim 
immigrant youth living in the US. Maira suggests that the racial pro-
fi ling and the questioning of their ‘Americanness’ has fundamentally 
altered the relationship of these youth to their adopted nation state. 
Many of the youth she interviewed had tended to see themselves as in 
possession of a type of ‘fl exible citizenship’, which allowed them to 
develop functional and personally advantageous ties to both their 
adopted home (the US) and their homeland (South Asia). In response 
to the racial, ethnic and religious discrimination that they have faced 
in the post 9/11 era, many of these same youth have now acquired a 
type of ‘dissenting citizenship’. While these youth disparage the acts 
of terrorists, they have begun to publicly express their opposition to 
US foreign policy and to the discrimination they face. Maira suggests 
that the story of these youth illustrates the underlying tension of the 
relationship between immigrants, transnational identities and the 
host nation. While immigrants are often valued as important economic 
‘assets’ in a globalised economy in host nations, they are at the same 
time often targeted and scapegoated in nationalist discourses.

Pierre Gottschlich’s chapter illustrates the growing political infl u-
ence of the Indian diasporic community in the US. Gottschlich points 
to several factors which help explain the success of their political ef-
forts. First, the Indian diasporic community has been very success-
ful in mobilising its limited voting power and in infl uencing public 
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opinion through issue campaigns and public education. Second, the 
community has concentrated its efforts in educating politicians and 
decision-makers through mechanisms such as the Congressional 
Caucus on India and Indian Americans and US Senate’s Caucus Friends 
of India, as well as through consultations, testimonies and internship. 
Third, Gottschlich suggests that the community has become success-
ful in using their ‘cheque writing’ capabilities to acquire political in-
fl uence. This growing political infl uence has resulted in at least two 
specifi c outcomes. First, support from the Indian community has al-
ready resulted in the successful election of a member of the Indian 
diaspora to the Congress and two members of state legislatures, with 
undoubtedly more to follow. Second, lobbying by the Indian American 
community has resulted in the US government taking positions 
favourable to the Indian government on a range of issues at the inter-
national level. However, it is important to ensure that this political 
activity does not slip into claims by a righteous ‘model minority’, but 
becomes the foundation for building inclusive, expansive political 
identities (Biswas 2005).

Parvati Raghuram focuses on the issue of how changing immigra-
tion regulations and citizenship requirements in the UK have shaped 
and reshaped Indian diasporic communities and ultimately the na-
ture of the relationship of diasporics with their former home country. 
As in the case of other Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) countries, the UK has begun to refocus its im-
migration regulations towards attracting skilled labour as part of its 
effort to reposition itself in the global marketplace. Workers with cer-
tain skills are therefore provided with greater rights than others, result-
ing in greater social stratifi cation within the diasporic community. 
At the same time, the UK has, in the post 9/11 era, begun to require mi-
grants seeking British citizenship to undertake formal processes such 
as a swearing-in ceremony, as well as undertake a language and a ‘Life 
in the UK’ test. This formalisation of the citizenship process signals a 
desire on the part of the state for new citizens to swear an exclusive al-
legiance to their new home. Raghuram’s chapter therefore suggests that 
the economic rationality that demands skilled work for a globalising 
economy is enacted on a different terrain than the securitisation debates 
that surround the migration of the lesser skilled. She argues that these 
contradictions pose serious challenges to diasporics everywhere.
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Ravinder Barn’s chapter describes the challenges facing second-
generation parents of the Indian diaspora in the UK in attempting to 
teach their heritage languages to their children. Barn makes clear that 
these parents value the transmission of their mother tongue to their 
children as a means to maintain cultural, religious and family ties to 
others in their community. Nonetheless, Barn suggests that heritage 
languages are in decline in the UK due to several factors, including 
the lack of fl uency among second-generation parents, a parental belief 
that an exclusive emphasis on English is needed to ensure academic 
success and a limited heritage language teaching infrastructure. Barn 
also focuses on the impacts of broader discourses current in British so-
ciety, which equate monolingualism with social inclusion and citizen-
ship in contrast to bilingualism, which is viewed as problematic.

Wardlow Friesen and Robin Kearns consider the characteristics 
of the Indian diaspora of New Zealand, using Vertovec’s six concep-
tual premises of transnationalism. They fi nd strong evidence of New 
Zealand as a site of social morphology, in that all of the Indian migrants 
studied maintain regular contact with relatives and friends at least once 
a month. A ‘diaspora consciousness’ is evident in the proliferation of 
ethnic associations designed to promote regional Indian identities as 
well as others promoting a pan-Indian identity and political stance. 
Focusing on the Auckland suburb of Sandringham, Friesen and Kearns 
note the changes to the ‘sociosphere’ of community life (that is, the resi-
dential, shopping and religious spaces) which have marked the change 
of this area from a typical ‘kiwi’ suburb to one refl ective of the increas-
ing Indian diasporic presence. They argue that the growing Indian 
presence and the efforts of the local government to support cultural 
diversity is changing the fundamental character of the city’s calendar 
and cultural landscape.

The chapters in this section offer diverse insights into the fate of 
new diasporics. Signifi cantly, there are signifi cant links between older 
and newer migrants and in the age of transnationalism. They are also 
redefi ning India as their infl uence on the homeland increases both be-
cause of their economic strength and political powers. Together these 
different places are also crafting new spaces for enacting narratives of 
belonging, identifi catory practices and diasporic imaginaries, themes 
to which we turn in the next section.
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6
Citizenship and Dissent in Diaspora: 
Indian Immigrant Youth in the United 
States After 9/11

SUNAINA MAIRA

This chapter focuses on the ways in which communities in the Indian 
diaspora confront issues of nationalism, citizenship and war, and 

sheds light on some of the most pressing political questions of our con-
temporary moment, namely, that of imperial power. In particular, the 
research on which this chapter is based examines the experiences of 
Indian Muslim youth living in the United States (US) after the attacks 
of 11 September 2001 and the impact of those events on their feel-
ings of national belonging in relation to the US as well as India. The 
racial, religious, and ethnic discrimination faced by South Asian, Arab 
and Muslim Americans—and those misrecognised as ‘Muslim’—shows 
the ways in which diasporic communities are caught in the web of 
the global ‘war on terrorism’ and sometimes fi nd themselves caught 
between home and empire.

Looking at young Indian immigrants that were targeted with suspi-
cion after 9/11 and that continue to experience racial profi ling allows us 
to understand some of the paradoxes of national belonging, exclusion 
and alienation in the diaspora. Ironically, as I will demonstrate in this 
chapter, diasporic connections have sometimes worked against im-
migrant communities who are now viewed with suspicion for having 
transnational ties that cast them as potentially disloyal subjects of their 
host nation. Indian and South Asian Muslim youth, in particular, are 
coming of age in US society at a moment when their religious and na-
tional affi liations are politically charged issues. This study addresses 
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the question: where do you feel you belong when you know you are, 
at a particular moment, the state’s ‘enemy’ population?

This chapter focuses on the question of belonging and citizenship in 
the Indian diaspora, particularly as understood by young immigrants. 
Citizenship has become an increasingly prominent lens through which 
to discuss questions of globalisation, immigration, social movements, 
cultural pluralism, democracy and the shifting nature of the state. These 
questions are especially pertinent to the youth, who are seen as the 
next generation of ‘citizens’. Youth are the targets of nationalising dis-
course by states and civil society institutions, for example, in high 
schools where ideas of national identity and history are inculcated 
for the purposes of producing ‘good citizens’. Citizenship is an import-
ant question for immigrant youth in the US for they are often perceived 
as not American enough, or desiring to ‘become American’, but being 
‘caught between two worlds’ and thus being culturally suspect. If youth 
is seen as a liminal stage in the development of political and national 
identity, then immigrant youth are perceived as doubly liminal, be-
cause of their age and also their national status.

For Muslim and South Asian immigrant youth in the US, the ques-
tioning of their national belonging is even more acute, especially after 
9/11. They are constructed in mainstream discourse as culturally or 
religiously alien and also as potential threats to the nation. Much of 
the discussion of Muslim American youth after 9/11 is tinged with 
these deeper social and national anxieties in the US about how Muslim, 
South Asian, and Arab Americans will position themselves in relation 
to the nation state and what kinds of citizens they will become. Images 
of Muslim South Asian and Arab American youth in the mainstream 
US media are often linked to religious fundamentalist movements or 
anti-American ideologies, or at best, they are seen as having divided 
loyalties at a time when national unity is seen as critical (for example, 
Breslin 2002). Some of the most extreme examples are media stories 
about South Asian Muslim youth linked to allegations of terrorism, 
for example, the case of a Bangladeshi teenager who was arrested in 
New York because of an essay she wrote about suicide bombing and 
Islam (Bernstein 2005) and the conviction of a young Pakistani American 
man in Lodi, California, for presumably attending a terrorist train-
ing camp, with no proven evidence (Giese 2005; Schmitt 2006). These 
representations reinforce suspicions of Muslim youth more generally 
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as being ‘anti-American’, which sometimes provokes the response of 
hyper-patriotism among targeted communities who wish to prove 
their national allegiance and avoid harassment (Hegranes 2005). One of 
the aims of this chapter is to show the range of ways that young Indian 
Muslim immigrants engaged with questions of national belonging 
by focusing on narratives of their own experiences.

In this chapter, I alternate between using the term ‘diaspora’ and 
‘transnationalism’ for these concepts have different meanings and in-
tellectual genealogies. Diaspora has been used to acknowledge the ex-
perience of displacement and the ideological force of ‘homeland’ for 
immigrant communities, but over the years it has become a somewhat 
diffuse formulation that is used to simply describe any immigrant 
community. Transnationalism, a notion developed initially by social 
scientists, is based on the concrete, strategic ways in which immigrant 
communities ‘forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that 
link together their societies of origin and settlement’ through eco-
nomic, political and cultural ties (Basch et al. 1994: 7). These social and 
material relationships are created in the context of global fl ows of 
capital, labour, media and ideologies (Appadurai 1996). Transnational 
‘social fi elds’ are still strongly shaped by nation states and still deeply 
concerned with ‘place’ and ‘local’ community. Both terms are useful, for 
they capture the ideological as well as material implications of crossing 
national borders. James Clifford suggests that ‘the term diaspora is a 
signifi er, not simply of transnationality and movement, but of polit-
ical struggles to defi ne the local, as distinctive community, in historical 
contexts of displacement’ (1997: 287). This chapter shows how Indian 
Muslim immigrant youth in the diaspora struggle with defi ning their 
feelings about nation and state and engage with local and national 
politics, informally in their everyday life, challenging their perception as 
‘enemy threats’ or ‘indifferent outsiders’. They express an ethics of be-
longing that addresses some of the key questions of our times—about 
war, human rights and justice.

THE WAR ON TERRORISM

After the attacks in 2001 on the Twin Towers in New York, the Bush ad-
ministration waged a global war that was meant to root out terrorism, 
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attacking Afghanistan and later Iraq, and also subjecting thousands of 
South Asians and Arabs in the US to surveillance, detention and deport-
ation. The ‘war on terrorism’ was waged primarily against immigrants, 
heightening the distinction between citizens and non-citizens and 
making citizenship a crucible for the post 9/11 crackdown. However, 
many of those targeted have been US citizens and the overwhelm-
ing majority have no links to terrorism, let alone any connection 
with the events of 9/11. The state-sponsored ‘war on terror’ after 9/11 
was aided by the USA Patriot Act, which gave the Bush administra-
tion sweeping new powers of investigation and surveillance. After 9/11, 
many Americans willingly sacrifi ced their civil liberties—particularly 
the civil rights of other communities rather than their own—and ac-
cepted the surveillance state as being necessary for ‘national security’. 
The Patriot Act, took away due process rights from non-citizens who 
could now be placed in mandatory, indefi nite and secret detention and 
deported because of participation in broadly defi ned ‘terrorist activity’, 
often for minor immigration violations and in secret (Chang 2002: 
43–44; Cole and Dempsey 2002: 151–153). The important feature 
of the Patriot Act was that its provisions principally targeted foreign 
nationals, especially from Arab and predominantly Muslim nations 
linked by the Bush administration to Al Qaeda, but not those from 
Spain, Germany, France or Britain, all countries where alleged Al Qaeda 
suspects had lived (Cainkar 2004).

The Bush government’s rhetorical insistence that the ‘war on ter-
rorism’ is not against members of the Muslim diaspora is contradicted 
by the focus of state policies that offi cially target Arab and South Asian 
immigrants of Muslim background. For example, in June 2002, the 
National Security Entry–Exit Registration System (NSEERS) was 
established requiring all male nationals over 16 years of age from 
24 Muslim-majority countries—including Pakistan and Bangladesh—
as well as North Korea, to submit to photographing and fi ngerprint-
ing at federal immigration facilities.1 Over 80,000 men complied with 
the ‘special registration’ programme and went to register. Many of 
these men, however, never came back; 2,870 were detained and 13,799 
were put in deportation proceedings (Nguyen 2005: xviii). Muslim and 
Arab American men also began getting calls or surprise visits by the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) for so-called ‘voluntary inter-
views’ (Cainkar 2004: 246).
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The civil rights crisis experienced by South Asian Americans after 
9/11 is the most virulent example of large-scale scapegoating of South 
Asians in the US since the anti-Indian riots on the west coast in the 
early twentieth century (Jensen 1988). As part of the domestic ‘war on 
terror’, over 1,200 Muslim immigrant men were rounded up and de-
tained in the aftermath of 9/11, without any criminal charges, some in 
high security prisons. Nearly 40 per cent of the detainees are thought 
to be Pakistani, though virtually none of the detainees has been iden-
tifi ed publicly and the locations where they have been held remained 
secret (Schulhofer 2002: 11). After 9/11, Muslim families began experi-
encing the ‘disappearances’ of their husbands, brothers and sons, and 
many families ended up leaving the country after indefi nite separations 
and loss of the means of family support. There was a violent public 
backlash against Muslims, or those thought to be Muslim, with 700 hate 
crimes against South Asian Americans, Arab Americans and Muslim 
Americans, including four homicides (two involving South Asian 
American victims), reported in the three weeks following 11 September 
2001 (Coen 2001). According to the Council on American–Islamic 
Relations (CAIR), reported hate crimes against those believed to be 
Muslim in 2001 increased by 1,600 per cent from the previous year, 
in the FBI’s own estimate (Nguyen 2005: 6); over time, hate crimes 
declined and incidents of airport profi ling and workplace discrim-
ination increased (Associated Press 2001; Boston Globe 2002: A11). 
Indians and South Asians of all religious backgrounds, including 
many turbaned Sikh men, have been profi led after 9/11 for supposedly 
‘looking’ like a ‘terrorist’.

The earlier fear of detentions and deportations in the aftermath of 
9/11 seems to have largely diminished within South Asian American 
communities at large, but it seems to be borne ever more by Muslim and 
Sikh Americans to the exclusion of those who feel they are not ‘targets’ 
of the war on terror. While some Indian Americans have spoken out 
against racism and Islamophobia in the US as being a problem for all, 
regardless of religion or nationality, others have responded by dis-
tancing themselves from Muslims and Arabs rather than extending sup-
port. Communal, national and class cleavages have become sharpened 
after 9/11 in some cases, exacerbating older divisions, but there have also 
been a few instances of unity among different religious and diasporic 
communities. There has been a growing movement of Americans, 
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constituted of individuals of various racial and class backgrounds 
and an array of political groups, expressing varying forms of dissent 
against the domestic and global war on terror, most strongly against 
the crackdown on civil liberties that has affected US citizens.

One of the questions my research addresses is what it means to be a 
young member of the targeted communities in such a political climate 
and how immigrants who are seen as outside of ‘American’ national 
culture or citizenship wrestle with the question of national belonging 
in the diaspora. The contradictory relationships between citizenship 
and nationalism, on the one hand, and the imperial state, on the other, 
is addressed in this chapter through a discussion of the nuanced re-
sponses that immigrant youth expressed to the events of 9/11 and the 
US wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

DIASPORA IN EMPIRE

After the fall of the Berlin Wall and the breakup of the Soviet Union, 
the US found itself the lone superpower and began consolidating its 
plans for global military, economic and political dominance, but it 
was not until after 9/11 that the idea of American empire has come out of 
the closet in public discourse. Unlike earlier European empires, the 
US has tried to distance itself from direct colonisation and to hide its 
interventions in other sovereign nation states behind covert operations 
and proxy wars. US imperial power also cloaks itself in the discourse of 
human rights, so ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’ becomes, paradoxically, the 
justifi cation for dominance and neo-colonial occupation.

Since 9/11, there has been a profusion of approaches to thinking and 
re-thinking empire and imperialism and a new book with the word em-
pire in the title seems to appear in American bookstores with increas-
ing regularity. The word ‘empire’ has been re-attached to the US with a 
profusion of articles in the American mass media discussing not just 
whether the US is an empire, but what form of empire it should, and 
could, take. For example, Michael Ignatieff (2003), in a cover story 
for The New York Times Magazine, argued that although President 
Bush proclaimed in June 2003 that ‘America has no empire to extend 
or utopia to establish’, it was necessary for the US to fi nd, even if 
reluctantly, the will to sustain empire as the ‘last hope for democracy 
and stability’, particularly in the Middle East.
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Clearly, the US, unlike earlier empires, does not always exercise dir-
ect governance of other nation states and its global power is based on a 
mix of ‘informal’ and ‘formal’ empire, including client states (Mamdani 
2004). Clearly, there are different strategies of dominance used by US 
imperial power: ‘control over international bodies (the United Nations, 
World Bank, International Monetary Fund, World Trade Organiza-
tion), covert actions, global surveillance methods, direct military inter-
ventions, political machinations, and deadly economic sanctions of 
the sort used against Iraq’ (Boggs 2003: 6).2 The pre-emptive strike 
doctrine that Bush has used since 9/11 has been based on a messianic 
imperialism, a discourse of ‘good’ versus ‘evil’ that obscures the eco-
nomic and political interests behind the US war on terror (AbuKhalil 
2002; Lincoln 2003; Silberstein 2002). Immigrants from India, Pakistan 
and Bangladesh come from a region that is already infl uenced by US 
foreign policy interests in extending the ‘war on terror’ and building 
strategic alliances in the region and that has been penetrated by US 
culture in various forms. Their entry to the US is shaped by these 
global forces and also by US immigration policies and the domestic 
profi ling of South Asian, Muslim and Arab Americans after 9/11.

The research here is an attempt to provide a more grounded an-
alysis of diaspora in relation to empire today. Situating the experiences 
of South Asians in the US after 9/11 within the framework of empire 
helps to illuminate their relationship to the state and to understand 
the role of various South Asian diasporic communities in the global 
world order as shaped by US policies today. The study situates the ex-
periences of these youth within the political context of the aftermath 
of 9/11, but also within the broader cultures of US imperialism, in 
which empire is constructed through cultural representations, pub-
lic discourses, state institutions, and social relations that shape iden-
tifi cation with, support for, or dissent from imperial policies.

A key insight to understanding the connections between global 
imperial power and the experience of diasporic communities in the 
US is that empire has two faces: the domestic and the foreign. The 
global ‘war on terrorism’ waged by the Bush administration after 9/11 
and the war on terror ‘at home’ are actually part of the same project 
of imperial control. It is this link that underlies the contradictions of 
citizenship, in its legal as well as cultural senses, for diasporic subjects 
grappling with their positioning within US society while simultaneously 
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making sense of the role of the US on the world stage and in their home 
countries. The deportations and detentions set in motion by the ‘war on 
terror’ had national as well as global impact, for they triggered a fl ow 
of Arab, Muslim and South Asian immigrants returning to their home 
communities or to other places. As news of the domestic crackdown 
spread quickly in South Asia and the Arab world, there was increased 
anxiety about migrating to the US in this political climate. So imperial 
policy has rippled through local and global realms, altering migra-
tion patterns, family networks and economic futures for South Asian 
diasporas.

THE STUDY

This chapter is based on an ethnographic study of South Asian immi-
grant students in a public high school in a town in Massachusetts that 
I call Wellford, in the year following the events of 11 September 2001.3 
My research involved interviews and participant-observation and 
focused on the everyday experiences of these youth over a period of 
one year both in and outside the school. While conducting research 
in the school, I was also working as a volunteer with the South Asian 
Mentoring and Tutoring Association (SAMTA), a support programme 
for South Asian immigrant students that offered workshops on so-
cial, cultural and academic issues. Wellford is an interesting site for 
this research, for while media attention and community discussions of 
racial profi ling after 9/11 were primarily focused on South Asians in the 
New York/New Jersey area, there were hundreds of incidents around 
the country in places such as Wellford, where South Asians have not 
been as visible in the public sphere or as organised, as in Massachusetts 
or New England.

The South Asian immigrant youth I focused on in this research are 
predominantly working to lower-middle class, recently arrived and 
with minimal to moderate fl uency in English. Refl ecting national im-
migration trends for South Asians, the largest group of South Asian 
immigrant students in the high school was from India, followed by 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Tibet and Afghanistan. The majority 
of the Indian immigrant youth are from Muslim families, most from 
small towns or villages in Gujarat, and most migrated within the last 
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fi ve–seven years.4 Several of the South Asian students are actually 
related to one another as their families have sponsored relatives as part 
of an ongoing chain migration. Whole families have migrated from 
the same village in Gujarat recreating their extended family networks 
in the same apartment building in Wellford.

This group of youth represents the most recent wave of immigra-
tion from South Asia to the US. The fi rst major wave of South Asian 
immigrants came after 1965 when US law revised the half-century-old 
policy of restrictions on Asian immigration and the number of new 
immigrants from India and Pakistan increased dramatically.5 It is 
important to note that the changes in immigration law were in large 
part due to the politics of the Cold War, where the US found it could no 
longer practice racially-biased immigration policies while champion-
ing itself as the defender of the ‘free world’, and also needed to import 
skilled scientifi c and technical labour to compete with the Soviet Union 
in the arms and technology race (Chan 1991). Diasporic fl ows have 
thus been shaped by US foreign policy and global interests since their 
inception. The new immigration laws gave preferential treatment to 
professionals, hence the early wave of post-1965 South Asian immi-
grants consisted of highly educated professionals, most of whom, in 
a relatively short time, acquired middle- to upper-middle-class status 
(Agarwal 1991; Helweg and Helweg 1990). However, the image of 
Indian Americans—and Asian Americans more generally—as a ‘model 
minority’ is based on the class status and educational achievements of 
a privileged segment of the immigrant group.

Since the 1980s, there has been a second wave of South Asian immi-
grants in the US that includes a substantial working- and lower-middle-
class population, as well as relatives of earlier immigrants who enter 
with family reunifi cation visas, changing the presumed ‘model minor-
ity’ image of the South Asian American community.6 Chain migration, 
or sponsorship for immigration visas for family members who then 
sponsor other relatives, has helped create growing urban enclaves of 
Indian immigrants from particular regions or even provinces and 
towns in India; for example, immigrants from Anand and Valsar in 
Gujarat (who are Hindu, Jain, as well as Muslim) have clustered in par-
ticular towns in Massachusetts, as I found in an earlier study (Maira 
and Levitt 1997).
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The parents of the South Asian immigrant youth in Wellford gen-
erally work in low-income jobs in the service sector, and they them-
selves work after school, up to 30 hours a week, in fast food restaurants, 
gas stations, retail stores and as security guards. The families of these 
Muslim (Sunni) youth are not very involved in local Muslim organ-
isations or mosques that draw a diverse Arab, North African, Asian 
and African American population. They tend to socialise mainly with 
people from their own ethnic community; but they do not seem to 
affi liate with the Indian American or Pakistani American community 
organisations in the area as these tend to involve mainly middle- to 
upper-middle class, suburban families. The experiences of these urban, 
working-class immigrant youth are often completely unknown to their 
more privileged South Asian American counterparts in the area.

CULTURAL CITIZENSHIP

I found that in nearly all my conversations with Indian immigrant 
youth, as well as their parents, the discussion would inevitably turn 
to questions of citizenship for this was an issue that had profoundly 
shaped their lives and driven their experiences of migration. Most of 
these young immigrants desired and had applied for formal US citi-
zenship, since they came to the US sponsored by relatives who are per-
manent residents or citizens. About half of these immigrant youth 
had green cards already; the remaining were a mix of citizens and un-
documented immigrants. Nearly all of them desired a US passport 
because of what they perceived as its civic and economic benefi ts. 
After 9/11, of course, citizenship seemed to become less a matter of 
choice for immigrants—particularly Muslims and South Asian/Arab 
Americans—than a hoped-for shield against the abuses of civil rights.

Citizenship has traditionally been thought of in political, economic 
and civic terms (Marshall 1950), but analyses increasingly focus on the 
notion of cultural citizenship, or cultural belonging in the nation. As 
multi-ethnic societies are forced to confront questions of difference 
that undergird social inequity, it has become increasingly clear that 
the rights and obligations of civic citizenship are mediated by race, 
ethnicity, gender and sexuality, as well as religion (Berlant 1997; 
Miller 1993; Rosaldo 1997: 27–38). Cultural citizenship, according to 
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Lok Siu, is the ‘behaviors, discourses, and practices that give meaning 
to citizenship as lived experience’ in the context of ‘an uneven and 
complex fi eld of structural inequalities’, the ‘quotidian practices of in-
clusion and exclusion’ (2001: 9). It is a useful framework for studying 
diasporic communities for it sheds light on the cultural dimensions of 
national belonging that shape the lives of immigrants, in addition to 
legal and economic citizenship. Cultural citizenship is an important 
notion for South Asian Americans because legal citizenship is clearly 
no longer enough to guarantee protection under the law, as is clear 
from the profi ling, surveillance and detention of Muslim Americans 
who are US citizens.

My research looks at the ways in which young Indian immigrants 
fashion their own ideas of national belonging and citizen rights in 
response to their political environment. It uses an ethnographic ap-
proach to analyse citizenship in the everyday social contexts that youth 
inhabit, such as school, work, home, community events and popular 
culture. The larger study explores the ideas and practices of citizen-
ship for immigrant youth after 9/11, connected to issues such as class 
mobility, multiculturalism, religious and inter-racial affi liation, urban 
and subcultural identifi cations, dissent and complicity. In this chapter, 
I draw on excerpts from the research and focus on two cultural ideo-
logies that these immigrant students associated with citizenship in 
the diaspora: fi rst, fl exibility and mobility, and second, dissent and 
human rights.

Flexible Citizenship

‘Flexible citizenship’ was the form of cultural citizenship most clearly 
evident in nearly all these young people’s stories about their experi-
ences of migration and citizenship. As a concept, it is used to describe 
the emergence of new uses of citizenship by migrants in response 
to the conditions of transnationalism, specifi cally, the use of trans-
national links to provide political or material resources not available 
within a single nation state, as has been demonstrated for affl uent 
Chinese migrants by Aihwa Ong (1999). Saskia Sassen (2004: 190–91) 
points out that practices of citizenship are no longer based in the 
arena of the nation state alone, as the national state has been trans-
formed, but extend to ‘international arenas’.
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South Asian immigrant youth understand formal citizenship, as 
well as cultural belonging, in relation to the US as well as nations in 
South Asia. For them, national affi liations as well as linguistic-regional 
identities (such as ‘Gujarati’ or ‘Punjabi’) were very important, and they 
viewed all these identifi cations as compatible with US citizenship. 
Flexible citizenship for these youth is part of a carefully planned, long-
term, family-based strategy of migration in response to economic 
pressures on those living in, or at the edge of, the middle class in South 
Asia. Legal citizenship and immigration documents were understood 
by these youth as artifacts created by the state that they needed in order 
to move across national borders and to be reunited with their families, 
but they were also the source of disruption of family ties and cleavages 
of emotional bonds. In some cases, these immigrant youth had fathers 
who had migrated alone to the US many years earlier while waiting to 
sponsor their families. Some of the youth in Wellford imagine their 
lives spanning national borders and speak of returning to South Asia 
in the future, at least temporarily, once they have become US citizens 
and perhaps when their parents have retired there. Ismail, a Gujarati 
immigrant boy from Valsar, said of his future plans:

Actually, the thing is I’d like to stay here but this place doesn’t need me 
more than my country, because in India there’s a lot of poor people who 
need our help and our education. If we study here, then we’ll go back to
our country… If I at least learn some computer stuff and my brother 
and me open up a company there, and one here, that’ll be a great thing 
because people can work and they can come here, they can support their 
whole family.

Flexible citizenship is a strategy driven by family relationships, which 
are used to sponsor relatives for permanent residency and then citi-
zenship, but it is also a strategy that divides and disperses families and 
radically alters the meaning of family ties. It is ironic that South Asian 
and Asian immigrants more generally are held up in the US as ‘model 
minority’ citizens who embody exemplary ‘family values’, presumably 
emphasising stable family units with two parents. Yet, one could also 
view these immigrants as the model citizens of global capitalism who are 
willing to scatter family members across the globe and separate parents 
from their children in order to have a ‘better life’. These are probably 
the ‘family values’ that the globalised free market and state immigrant 
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policies engender, for immigrants rely on family ties for citizenship 
and on recreating extended families through chain migration.

There is a strategic dimension to fl exible citizenship embedded 
in these histories of migration and dispersal, but there is also an emo-
tional dimension rooted in a geography of loss and memory, and in 
feelings of loss or alienation. Riyaz, a Gujarati boy who had just come 
to the US when I met him in fall, 2002, spoke with anguish and almost 
disbelief at his uprooting from his village, his companions, his daily 
life. He did not speak much English when he fi rst came and did not 
engage much in discussions at SAMTA workshops, but when we asked 
students to share an image they associated with the places they had left 
behind, he simply drew a broken heart on a sheet of paper. A Pakistani 
friend of his scribbled ‘India’ and ‘America’ next to each of the jagged 
halves of Riyaz’s heart. Riyaz’s uncle in Gujarat was an agent who helped 
people migrate to the Persian Gulf states from their hometown of 
Valsar, underscoring that the US is just one node for labour migrants 
in the vast Gujarati diaspora (see Ho 2004).

Some of the immigrant youth I spoke to clearly articulated their 
vision of using fl exible citizenship as an economic practice in their fu-
ture lives, such as Ismail who wanted to set up a transnational hi-tech 
business as a development strategy for diasporic Indians to fulfi ll 
their obligations to the home nation state, using the benefi ts of US 
citizenship. Offi cial practices of fl exible citizenship for the benefi t of 
home nations has been encouraged by the Indian government, which 
developed policies to encourage Indian citizens living overseas, or 
non-resident Indians (NRIs), to invest in the Indian economy. Both 
India’s overseas Indian citizenship and the interim category—person 
of Indian origin (PIO)—created by the Indian government in 1999 
for foreign citizens of Indian origin wanting easier travel to India 
and limited economic rights, and willing to purchase a PIO card (for 
US$ 150 and up), offer one route into such a fl exible citizenship. While 
on the one hand, the Indian government was issuing PIO cards to 
wealthy diasporic Indians, on the other hand, news media reported a 
plan to develop identity cards to identify and deport ‘illegal settlers’ 
from Pakistan and Bangladesh to combat ‘terror threats’ to the nation, 
using language remarkably similar to that of the US government after 
9/11 (Times of India 2003c: 1).
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In winter 2003, while I was visiting New Delhi, the Indian govern-
ment hosted the fi rst Pravasi Bharatiya Divas, a festival to celebrate 
diasporic Indians from Fiji to South Africa. While the event was an 
effort to link the ‘Indian diaspora’ to the nation, I was struck by the fact 
that this celebration of the successes of Indian diasporic élites seemed 
to have little room for the experiences of not-so-successful members 
of the diaspora. The event was a homeland effort to bolster a particular 
version of fl exible citizenship, feting the most successful ‘model mi-
nority’ NRIs and courting economic support for India’s role in the 
global economy. Then Prime Minister Atal Vajpayee ‘also cautioned 
against divided loyalties’, advising diasporic Indians to be ‘loyal to their 
country of adoption’ (Times of India 2003d: 12). This was of course, in 
the post 9/11 context of the global war on terrorism, when the Indian 
government was well aware that Indian nationals in the US were being 
targeted because of an assumption that their national loyalties were 
in question, but still wanted them to translate their loyalty to India 
into economic investments. One reason for the lack of attention to the 
struggles of Indian Muslims abroad during the festival was probably 
because the then ruling Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
government was using the Bush administration’s campaign against 
‘Islamic terrorism’ to bolster its own campaign of targeting Muslim 
minorities and questioning their claims to belonging in India. An 
Indian critic pointed out that ‘the irony of Mr Vajpayee’s advice … is 
that it comes from the head of a political parivar [referring to the 
Sangh Parivar, or network of Hindu right-wing organisations of which 
the BJP is a member] which has long questioned the right of religious 
minorities to their own unique culture in this country’ (Times of India 
2003a: 1; 2003b: 1).

Indian Muslim youth in the US have to confront the failures of 
both home and host states to guarantee protection and equal rights to 
Muslim subjects (Glick Schiller and Fouron 2001: 3). With the anti-
Muslim massacres in Gujarat in spring 2002, following on the heels 
of the post 9/11 backlash against Muslims in the US, the challenges to 
national belonging for Indian Muslims need to be considered on both 
sides of the transnational terrain in which citizenship is claimed and 
contested, in the US and also in India. Despite the tragedy in Gujarat, 
Ismail and other Gujarati Muslim youth I spoke to insisted on their 
belief in the ideal of pluralism and secularism that they associated 
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with India. Perhaps this assertion was an attempt to ward off further 
suspicion of being disloyal citizens, but the historical context in which 
these youth and their families migrated from India needs to be con-
sidered when thinking about their experiences in the US after 9/11.

After 9/11, fl exible citizenship can be a tenuous or even potentially 
dangerous strategy for these South Asian Muslim youth, for transna-
tional ties and shifting national allegiances are precisely what have 
come under scrutiny for Muslim Americans in the era of the Patriot Act 
(Howell and Shryock 2003: 455). Travel across national borders; money 
transfers, including donations to Islamic charities; and transnational 
businesses and organisations have all been suspect with the state’s 
broadened defi nitions of involvement with ‘terrorism’. Local businesses 
owned by South Asian and Arab immigrants were investigated on the 
suspicion that these small businesses were somehow funding ‘mili-
tant’ groups, leading to sweeps of Indian-owned convenience stores in 
California in 2002, although none of these were found to be channeling 
‘terror funds’ (Mintz and Farah 2002: A8). There is greater fear among 
Muslim and Arab immigrants about sending money to support fam-
ily members in their home countries, particularly through money-
transfer agencies run by Muslim Americans.7 It is not just immigrant 
families in the US who have been affected by the war on terror, but 
also homeland economies and families overseas who depended on 
economic remittances from relatives working in the US.

The family ties, immigration networks, fi nancial connections and 
political links that constitute Muslim, South Asian and Arab diasporas 
have been constrained by monitoring and repression after 2001. Dias-
pora has become a zone of increased state suspicion and cultural 
anxiety. According to Enseng Ho (2004), one way to describe the pol-
itics of the ‘war on terror’ is in terms of a confl ict between diaspora and 
empire, between transnational movements and connections and im-
perial state power, for both have a global reach, but often different inter-
ests. Diaspora evokes an ambivalent response for the imperial state. 
On the one hand, the Bush administration views fl exible citizenship as 
an economic necessity in a global economy; on the other hand, it is a 
political threat to their designs to establish a ‘new American century’. 
The notion of fl exible citizenship is, and always has been, politicised and 
has often had disastrous consequences for diasporic communities in a 
time of national crisis. The idea of fl exible national loyalties has been 
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highlighted in fanning xenophobic hysteria and targeting particular 
groups as scapegoats, as in the internment of Japanese Americans 
during the Second World War.

The paradox of fl exible citizenship in the current moment is that 
it is considered desirable for some and dangerous for others. Trans-
national ties have been encouraged, and produced, by global capital-
ism and global media and viewed as positive, even glamorous. But this 
movement and crossing of national spaces is also powerfully controlled 
for those who are circumscribed by immigration laws, state documents 
and racialised perceptions of belonging. Flexible citizenship is layered 
with this tension between fl exibility and immobility. Even if these 
youth are not engaged in offi cial transnational practices involving 
businesses or organisations, they have all felt the power of the state to 
limit their mobility across national borders and to interrogate their 
national allegiances.

PRACTICES OF FLEXIBLE CITIZENSHIP

After spending some time with these young immigrants, I realised that 
that their practices of fl exible citizenship were based on at least two 
everyday processes in relation to the various nation states with which 
they affi liate: popular culture and work. While it is clear that trans-
national identifi cation is often based on Bollywood fi lms and music 
and Indian television serials, I will focus here on an issue that has not 
been explored as much in the research on Indian immigrant youth, 
that of labour.

These youth have come to the US with their families as migrant 
workers, in some sense, for they entered the labour market to support 
their families economically and saw education in the US as an avenue 
to a ‘better life’. They work in low-wage, part-time jobs, without bene-
fi ts, providing the fl exible labour that the globalised US economy 
relies on for maximum profi t. But these young workers fi nd that the 
immigration and citizenship policies discriminate between US and 
foreign-born workers. Some of these youth had ambitious goals, but 
these always co-existed with their daily struggles to try to keep up in 
school, improve their English, fi nd an entry-level service job, learn 
about the American college system and get fi nancial aid to go to college. 
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Soman, who worked in his family’s Bengali restaurant after school and 
who often waited on more affl uent South Asian immigrant students 
from local colleges said, ‘Here, you live in a golden cage, but it’s still a 
cage … my life is so limited. I go to school, come to work, study, go to 
sleep.’ These young immigrants and their families came to the US, in a 
sense, to consume the mythologised promise of the ‘American dream’, 
but it was often quickly shattered after their arrival.

Many of these youth had encountered America fi rst through Holly-
wood fi lms, and interestingly, like Shireen and Samira, a few specifi c-
ally remembered seeing The Titanic in their villages and towns in 
India before they embarked on their own journey to the US. This fi lm, 
imagining America as the destination of immigrants’ dreams and the 
desires of the young protagonists is an example of how the ideology 
of the ‘American dream’ is consumed transnationally by young people 
around the world. Inderpal Grewal observes that the notion of ‘free-
dom’, key to Bush’s global war on terror to defend the American ‘way 
of life’, is marketed through American popular culture that circulates 
globally, and that ‘“freedom” as a specifi c kind of “choice” was created as 
a symbol of [American] nationalism’ (2005: 206) through the spread of 
American consumer culture. The notion of ‘choosing’ freedom and 
democracy, presumably over other ways of life and in opposition to 
those who supposedly ‘hate’ America, is a central tenet of US imperial 
culture that these young South Asian immigrants began to view 
critically after 9/11.

DISSENTING CITIZENSHIP

The critique of the anti-Muslim backlash and US wars in the Middle 
East and South Asia was pervasive amongst the South Asian Muslim 
youth to whom I spoke, for they had been forced to deal with the impact 
of state and civil society discrimination targeting their communities 
soon after arriving in the US and were from a part of the world that 
was now experiencing a US military invasion. Leti Volpp (2002: 1584) 
argues that the post 9/11 moment ‘facilitated the consolidation of a new 
identity category’ that has confl ated ‘Arab/Muslim/Middle Eastern’ 
with ‘terrorist’ and ‘non-citizen’. This identity category is not new 
in the US, where Muslims and Arabs have long been associated with 
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terrorism and monitored for their support of Palestine, considered a 
problem since the US government provides military, economic and pol-
itical support for the Israeli occupation. The Orientalist perception of 
Muslims and Arabs as ‘violent’ and ‘devious’ outsiders to western cul-
ture, is rooted in a form of political racism that intensifi ed after 9/11.

The shared experiences of racial profi ling of South Asian, Arab and 
Muslim Americans have forced these diasporic communities to con-
sider the common ways in which they are perceived in the US, especially 
as US policy continues to shape affairs in both South Asia and the Mid-
dle East. Some South Asian Muslims in Wellford were quick to point 
out the outpouring of support offered by neighbours and friends after 
9/11. It is true that individual acts of solidarity coexisted with acts of dis-
crimination, private and state-sponsored, on a mass scale (Hing 2002). 
The two processes often work together in racial profi ling, which works 
on multiple levels and through contradictions between offi cial rhet-
oric, public policy and individual actions (Robin 2003).

While these Indian immigrant youth were concerned about the 
monitoring of Muslim Americans and often hesitant to express pol-
itical views publicly, they still voiced a critical view of the ‘war on terror’ 
and bombing of Afghanistan while simultaneously noting their shock, 
horror and sadness at the attacks on the Twin Towers. After an anti-
Muslim incident in the high school in fall 2001 involving two South 
Asian students, Amir and Walid, the International Student Centre or-
ganised a student assembly on the war on terrorism and civil liberties. 
Amir, Walid and Shireen delivered eloquent speeches condemning 
racial profi ling to an auditorium fi lled with their peers. Amir said that 
when he was threatened by some young men in the city, ‘I could have 
done the same thing, but I don’t think it’s the right thing to do’. Amir 
is a muscular young man and his call for non-violent response was a 
powerful one at that assembly, at a moment when the US was bombing 
Afghanistan in retribution for the attacks of 9/11. Shireen stood up in 
her salwar kameez and said, ‘We have to respect each other if we want 
to change society. You have to stand up for your rights’. Other students 
who did not speak as publicly about their views expressed their dis-
sent in private discussion. For example, Zeenat thought that the war 
in Afghanistan in response to the attacks of 9/11 was ‘wrong’ because 
the US was attacking people who were not involved in the terrorist 
attacks. Issues of innocence, culpability, justice and punishment were 
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uppermost in the minds of the Indian and South Asian students when 
discussing this topic, even for new immigrants who were not involved 
in traditional forms of ‘political activism’.

Muslim immigrant youth in the high school were being visibly drawn 
into race politics and civil rights debates in the local community, al-
though it is not clear what the impact of this politicisation will be over 
time. But a year later on the anniversary of 9/11, when the International 
Student Centre organised another student assembly, two Indian 
girls, Samira (Shireen’s sister) and Mumtaz, voluntarily made similar 
speeches. Mumtaz spoke of her sadness at the events of 9/11 and also 
stated ‘that it’s not right to go after Pakistan and Afghanistan and all 
Muslims who had nothing to do with it’. The speeches made by the im-
migrant girls were reported in the local paper. Even though these 
working-class immigrant youth did not have the support of, or time 
to participate in, community or political organisations, they seemed to 
have become spokespersons in the public sphere willing to voice a dis-
senting view. Other Muslim American youth have also been forced to 
play the role of educators for the American public, giving speeches at 
their schools and in community forums about Islam.

After September 2001, South Asian Muslims across the US were 
increasingly hesitant to speak publicly about political issues, given 
that even legal citizens were worried about expressing political critique 
or dissent as the state acquired sweeping powers of surveillance with 
the Patriot Act. In the face of such repression, I found some South Asian 
Muslim immigrant youth to be engaged in a practice of dissenting citi-
zenship: an engagement with the nation state that is based on a critique 
of its politics, and not automatically or always in compliance with state 
policies. Ismail said:

I’ve talked to some friends of mine about the war, and they said this is 
all wrong, the American government is just causing more violence and 
we don’t want this war, we should solve the problem peacefully… Why 
are they bombing people and blaming all these other countries? See if 
bin Laden has killed them, just get bin Laden. Why are they bombing 
Afghanistan and killing innocent people? They are starving there, they’re 
dying anyway, and they are killing them. My black, white, Spanish friends, 
they all agree with that.

Some of these immigrant youth were concerned about how the 
image of oppressed Muslim women in the American media was used 
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as a pretext for going to war, for Samira thought that ‘they always 
show women don’t have rights in Afghanistan’. Shireen recalled First 
Lady Laura Bush’s visit to Afghanistan after the US invasion to make 
a statement about the ‘liberation’ of Afghan women from the Taliban; 
she added succinctly, ‘Everybody believes that America is a country 
where people have rights, and freedom’. While the Taliban were cer-
tainly a repressive regime, it is the larger Orientalist discourse about the 
inherently backward ‘Muslim world’ that is used to uphold imperial 
power and justify US intervention and occupation, as in Afghanistan 
and now Iraq. These immigrant youth emphasised the importance of 
international human rights, denouncing both the terrorist attacks 
of 2001 and militarised state aggression as a means of retribution and 
criticise the US role as global policeman above international law.

The notion of dissenting citizenship that I propose is not meant to 
suggest that dissent by South Asian Muslim immigrant youth, or South 
Asian or Muslim Americans more generally, was overt, consistent, or 
public, let alone that it is inherently guaranteed. At this moment of 
US empire, dissent is diffi cult to express given the intensifying climate 
of repression and monitoring of political speech, and the target-
ing of South Asian, Arab, and Muslim Americans and critics of the gov-
ernment’s policies as potential ‘traitors’ to the nation state. It does, 
however, highlight the different modes of engaging with politics and 
belonging in the nation for immigrants during a time of war or national 
crisis, and especially for young people from diasporic communities.

Dissenting citizenship captures some of the ambivalence toward the 
US that these youth experience, for America is simultaneously a place 
invested with their parents’ desire for economic advancement and 
their own hopes to belong in a new home, and also the site of alien-
ation, discrimination and anxiety about belonging. A few, such as 
Shireen and Samira, had expectations that the US would live up to its 
ideals of freedom and equal rights, but most seemed to emphasise that 
US actions should be held to an international standard of justice that 
should apply to all nation states, including India and Pakistan. These 
young immigrants did not come to the US with histories of political 
involvement in their home countries, but were forced, due to the events 
of 9/11 and the subsequent wars in South Asia and the Middle East, to 
confront the discrepancy between public rhetoric, state policies and 
everyday experiences of equality and justice.
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I argue that the political responses of these South Asian immigrant 
youth are a response not just to globalisation but to the imperial feeling 
in the US: a potent feeling, because it is not named as such, of being 
at the centre of empire. The notion of an ‘imperial feeling’ unifi es the 
emotional and structural dimensions of citizenship, the public and 
private domains of politics, for it acknowledges that, like national-
ism, political identifi cation is based on subjective feelings as well as 
‘rational’ discourse.

CONCLUSION

Diaspora is viewed with mixed feelings by many, for those in the home 
nation often question the cultural authenticity of overseas nationals 
(see Maira 2002); at the same time, the national loyalties of diasporic 
subjects are questioned in the host nation, as was evident for Indians 
and South Asians in the US after 9/11. The exclusion or marginalisa-
tion of diasporic communities that are targeted or scapegoated in na-
tionalist discourse sheds light on the ways that diaspora is both desired 
and feared in an era of globalisation. For the Indian Muslim youth in 
my study, the problem that loomed largest was not cultural confl ict, but 
the fear of profi ling, detention and deportation, and their struggles to 
fi nd work and get an education. New kinds of affi liations are forged in 
diasporic communities, for these Indian and South Asian youth found 
themselves becoming closer to other immigrant and minority youth 
after 9/11 and realised that they shared experiences of marginalisa-
tion and exclusion in the US with African American and Latino youth. 
At the same time, Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Nepali, Tibetan and 
Afghan students also became part of a pan-South Asian community 
and made friendships that crossed national and religious borders. 
These issues are important to consider for those interested in study-
ing diasporas, for they highlight the ways in which diasporic commu-
nities offer new ways for thinking about ‘home’ and ‘nation’, though 
not in any idealised way. The engagement of these youth with issues 
of national and international human rights also shows the potential 
for diaspora to be a site where struggles for justice and equality can 
cross national borders.
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NOTES

1. The re-registration component of the programme was offi cially ended by the 
Department of Homeland Security in December 2003, after protests by immigrant/
civil rights and grass-roots community organisations, while other aspects of the 
programme remained in place, and the detentions and deportations put in place 
by the programme continue (see Cainkar 2004).

2. The Bush regime brought to the fore a group of neo-conservatives, including Dick 
Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, Paul Wolfowitz, Douglas Feith, Elliott Abrams and 
Richard Perle, who had long been waiting to promote a policy of global military 
dominance and unilateralist foreign policy. That imperialist vision is enshrined in 
the Project for the New American Century (PNAC) (Burbach and Tarbell 2004: 86). 
PNAC issued a report in September 2000, ‘Rebuilding America’s Defenses: Strategy, 
Forces and Resources for a New Century’, that proclaimed that America’s ‘grand 
strategy’ for global preeminence should rest on increased military spending, a 
stronger military presence in East Asia, a network of military deployment bases, 
global missile defenses and space control technology.

3. I conducted a total of 67 interviews for this study as well as participant-observation 
in a range of sites in Wellford in 2002–03. I interviewed 38 high school students, 
of whom 25 were South Asian Muslim immigrant youth (12 were Indian, eight 
Pakistani and fi ve Bangladeshi, roughly in proportion to their representation in 
the high school). I also interviewed seven ‘second-generation’ South Asian Muslim 
youth, who were either born in the US or came here before the age of 7 or 8, and 
six non-Muslim South Asian or non-South Asian Muslim immigrant students 
(including Nepali, Tibetan and African youth). Of the total group of high school 
youth, I ended up speaking to 25 students who were female and 13 who were male. 
In order to protect the identity of these young immigrants as much as possible, 
I have changed the name of the town where I did the research while still trying to 
provide a description of the local context, and I have used pseudonyms for all the 
students I interviewed.

4. The 2000 Census reported 2,720 Indian immigrants (2.7 per cent of the population) 
in Wellford, a city that is 68.1 per cent white American, 11.9 per cent African 
American, 11.9 per cent Asian American, and 7.4 per cent Latino (US Census Bureau 
(2000); www.census.gov). The census estimate does not include undocumented 
immigrants so the actual number of Indian immigrants is bound to be higher.
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5. For example, the national population of Indian Americans was 1,678,765 in 2000, 
according to the US Census (US Census Bureau (2000); www.census.gov).

6. The economic struggles of these, often invisible, Indian Americans challenge the 
model minority stereotype: the 1990 US Census found that 7.4 per cent of Indian 
American families fall below the poverty line, slightly more than white American 
families (7 per cent) (Hing 1993).

7. In late 2001, US Customs launched ‘Operation Green Quest’ to seize currency and 
cashier’s checks being sent out of the country by Arabs and Muslims, supposedly 
to fund terrorist groups, including those that had never threatened the US.

REFERENCES

AbuKhalil, A. 2002. Bin Laden, Islam, and America’s New ‘War on Terrorism’. 
New York: Seven Stories Press.

Agarwal, P. 1991. Passage From India: Post-1965 Indian Immigrants and Their Children: 
Confl icts, Concerns, and Solutions. Palos Verdes: Yuvati.

Appadurai, A. 1996. Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Associated Press. 2001. ‘Hate Crime Reports Down, Civil Rights Complaints Up’, San 
Jose, CA, 25 October 25.

Basch, L., N. Glick Schiller and C. Szanton Blanc (eds). 1994. Nations Unbound: 
Transnational Projects, Postcolonial Predicaments, and Deterritorialized Nation-States. 
Amsterdam: Gordon and Breach.

Berlant, L. 1997. The Queen of America goes to Washington City: Essays on Sex and 
Citizenship. Durham: Duke University Press.

Bernstein, N. 2005. ‘Girl Called Would-Be Bomber Was Drawn to Islam’, New York 
Times, 8 April 2005.

Boggs, C. 2003. ‘Introduction: Empire and Globalization’, in C. Boggs (ed.), Masters of 
War: Militarism and Blowback in the Era of American Empire, pp. 1–16. New York 
and London: Routledge.

Boston Globe. 2002. ‘Hate Crimes on Muslims Show Rise’, 26 November 2002.
Breslin, M. 2002. ‘Teaching the Teacher’, New York Times Magazine, 25 August 

2002: 64.
Burbach, R. and J. Tarbell. 2004. Imperial Overstretch: George W. Bush and the Hubris 

of Empire. London and New York: Zed.
Cainkar, L. 2004. ‘Post 9/11 Domestic Policies Affecting U.S. Arabs and Muslims: 

A Brief Review’, Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, 
24(1): 245–48.

Chan, S. 1991. Asian Americans: An Interpretive History. New York: Twayne.
Chang, N. 2002. Silencing Political Dissent: How Post-September 11 Anti-Terrorism 

Measures Threaten Our Civil Liberties. New York: Seven Stories/Open Media.



154 Sunaina Maira

Clifford, J. 1997. ‘Diasporas’, in M. Guibernau and J. Rex (eds), The Ethnicity Reader: 
Nationalism, Multiculturalism, and Migration, pp. 283–90. Cambridge: Polity 
Press.

Coen, J. 2001. ‘Hate Crimes Reports Reach Record Level’, Chicago Tribune, 9 October 
2001.

Cole, D. and J. Dempsey.  2002. Terrorism and the Constitution: Sacrifi cing Civil Liberties 
in the Name of National Security. New York: The New Press.

Giese, J. 2005. ‘Lodi’s Young Pakistani Americans Find Themselves Caught Between 
Cultures’, Lodi News-Sentinel, http://www.lodinews.com. Accessed on 18 July 
2005.

Glick Schiller, N. and G. Fouron. 2001. Georges Woke Up Laughing: Long-Distance 
Nationalism and the Search for Home. Durham: Duke University Press.

Grewal, I. 2005. Transnational America: Feminisms, Diasporas, Neoliberalisms. Durham: 
Duke University Press.

Hegranes, C. 2005. ‘Suffer the Little Muslims’, San Francisco Weekly, 17 August 2005. 
Available online at http://www.sfweekly.com. Accessed on 11 September 2005.

Helweg, A. and U. Helweg. 1990. An Immigrant Success Story: East Indians in America. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Hing, B.O. 1993. Making and Remaking Asian America Through Immigration Policy, 
1850–1990. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

———. 2002. ‘Vigilante Racism: The De-Americanization of Immigrant America’, 
Michigan Journal of Race and Law, 7(2): 441–56.

Ho, E. 2004. ‘Empire through Diasporic Eyes: A View from the Other Boat’, Comparative 
Studies in Society and History, 46(2): 210–46.

Howell, S. and A. Shryock. 2003. ‘Cracking Down on Diaspora: Arab Detroit and 
America’s “War on Terror”’, Anthropological Quarterly, 76(3): 443–62.

Ignatieff, M. 2003. ‘The Burden’, The New York Times Magazine, 5 January 2003. 
Available online at http://www.nytimes.com/2003/01/05/magazine/05empire.html. 
Accessed on 3 August 2004.

Jensen, J. 1988. Passage from India: Asian Indian Immigrants in North America. New 
Haven: Yale University Press.

Lincoln, B. 2003. Holy Terrors: Thinking about Religion after September 11. Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press.

Maira, S. and P. Levitt. 1997. ‘Variations on Transnationalism: Preliminary Lessons 
from Gujarati Immigrant Experiences in Massachusetts’, paper presented at the 
symposium on ‘Globalization and South Asia’, 26th Annual Conference on South 
Asia, University of Wisconsin, Madison, November.

Maira, S. 2002. Desis in the House: Indian American Youth Culture in New York City. 
Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Mamdani, M. 2004. Good Muslim, Bad Muslim: America, the Cold War, and the Roots 
of Terror. New York: Pantheon.

Marshall, T.H. 1950. Citizenship and Social Class. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.



Citizenship and Dissent in Diaspora 155

Mintz, J. and D. Farah. 2002. ‘US Terror Probe Reportedly Targeting Muslim, Arab 
Stores’, Boston Globe, 12 August 2002, p. A8.

Miller, T. 1993. The Well-Tempered Subject: Citizenship, Culture, and the Postmodern 
Subject. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.

Nguyen, T.  2005. We Are All Suspects Now: Untold Stories from Immigrant Communities 
After 9/11. Boston: Beacon Press.

Ong, A. 1999. Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality. Durham: 
Duke University Press.

Robin, C. 2003. ‘Fear, American Style: Civil Liberty After 9/11’, in S. Aronowitz and 
H. Gautney (eds), Implicating Empire: Globalization and Resistance in the 21st Century 
World Order, pp. 47–64. New York: Basic Books.

Rosaldo, R. 1997. ‘Cultural Citizenship, Inequality, and Multiculturalism’, in W. F. 
Flores and R. Benmayo (eds), Latino Cultural Citizenship: Claiming Identity, Space, 
and Rights, pp. 27–38. Boston: Beacon Press.

Sassen, S. 2004. ‘The Repositioning of Citizenship: Emergent Subjects and Spaces for 
Politics’, in P. A. Passavant and J. Dean (eds), Empire’s New Clothes: Reading Hardt 
and Negri, pp. 175–98. New York and London: Routledge.

Schmitt, R. 2006. ‘For the Justice Department, a Welcome Conviction’, Los Angeles 
Times, 26 April 2006. Internet posting.

Schulhofer, S. 2002. The Enemy Within: Intelligence Gathering, Law Enforcement, and 
Civil Liberties in the Wake of September 11. New York: Century Foundation Press.

Silberstein, S. 2002. War of Words: Language, Politics, and 9/11. New York: Routledge.
Siu, L. 2001. ‘Diasporic Cultural Citizenship: Chineseness and Belonging in Central 

America and Panama’, Social Text, 19(4): 7–28.
Times of India. 2003a. ‘Advani Asks States to Deport Illegal Settlers’, Times of India, 

8 January.
———. 2003b. ‘Illegal Immigrants Cause Alarm in South Mumbai’, Times of India, 

Downtown Plus, 10 January.
———. 2003c. ‘PM Promises NRIs “Dual Citizenship”’, 10 January.
———. 2003d. ‘Dual Rhetoric’, Editorial, Times of India, 11 January.
Volpp, L. 2002. ‘The Citizen and the Terrorist’, UCLA Law Review, 49: 1575–1600.



7
The Indian Diaspora in the United States 
of America: An Emerging Political Force?

PIERRE GOTTSCHLICH

INTRODUCTION

The Indian diaspora in the United States of America (USA) is one 
of the most interesting ethnic groups in the country. Their rapid, 

almost unprecedented development from a rather small and apolit-
ical group of fi rst-generation immigrants in the 1960s and 1970s to an 
economically and socially well-established part of American society 
has drawn the attention of a range of scholars. The increasing visibil-
ity of Indian Americans in formal political processes is particularly 
interesting, as they have come to occupy the spaces of formal political 
power. The fi rst phase of Indian settlement in the United States (US) 
began in the nineteenth century, but as a result of tightened immigra-
tion legislation, displacements and voluntary return movements to 
India, the community almost ceased to exist after the Second World 
War. Only since the reformation of the immigration laws of the US in 
1965 have people from South Asia, in general, and India, in particular, 
come to the US in greater numbers. Therefore, the history of the cur-
rent Indian American population spans a mere 40 years. During that 
time, this group has experienced a breath-taking process of catching 
up with more established ethnic groups in the US such as the Chinese 
or Korean Americans, economically, socially and also politically.

This chapter deals with the political development of the Indian 
American community. It argues that Indian Americans are becoming an 
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important political force in the US through the incremental utilisation 
of four main resources: infl uence through voting power and public 
opinion, infl uence through information and institutions, infl uence 
through money and campaign fi nance and, fi nally, infl uence through 
Indian American candidates. In all four of these spheres of political 
power, the Indian diaspora in the US has made marked ‘progress’. This 
chapter traces the deployment of these four elements as part of the 
formal political participation of Indian Americans in American pol-
itics. The focus of this study is the realm of electoral politics and the 
role of Indian Americans in this form of political involvement.1

THE INDIAN AMERICAN ‘COMMUNITY’

For the purposes of this chapter, it is broadly possible to distinguish 
between ‘non-resident Indians’ (NRIs), who are Indian citizens living 
abroad, and ‘people of Indian origin’ (PIOs), people of Indian descent 
who may have another citizenship (Government of India 2001: viii). In 
the US, there is no widely accepted specifi c ethnic category or another 
typology agreed upon to actually distinguish Indian Americans from 
South Asian Americans. Since the US Census Bureau operates with the 
rather inclusive category ‘Asian Indians’, it is virtually impossible to 
distinguish from the mere data whether a person comes from India, 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Bhutan, Nepal, or even Pakistan. Still, most argu-
ments in this chapter refer explicitly to the Indian American commu-
nity as an ethnic group consisting of NRIs and PIOs as applied to India 
only. However, some of the statistical data may include the broader 
perspective of a South Asian American community.

In the 2000 Census, almost 1.7 million people in the US described 
themselves as ‘Asian Indian’, up from some 800,000 in 1990. By 2005, the 
Indian American population numbered an estimated 2 million. Two-
thirds of the community members are younger than 35 years (Dumm 
and Jain 2004: 4). Fifty-eight per cent of all Indian Americans 25 or 
older have earned a college or university degree (Gupta 2004: 3). The 
per capita annual income of Indian Americans is the highest among 
all ethnic groups in the US (Khagram et al. 2001: 272). At an estimated 
US$ 60,000–65,000, it is almost twice as high as the average annual 
income in the US (Nordlinger 2004). However, these headlines mute 
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the presence of large numbers of lesser skilled and lower paid Indians 
who too contribute to the American economy and society.

This heterogeneity of the Indian American population has meant 
that there is no single common political agenda around which they can 
or should unify. The splits that emerged in the Federation of Indian 
American Associations (FIA) in Los Angeles in 1997 comes to mind 
(Lal 1999: 44–45), and the emerging fault lines, especially along cat-
egories of class or gender suggest some axes of difference (Lessinger 
1995: 142–44). Differences in political affi liations, religion and language 
have, however, been partially overcome by a more and more pragmatic 
treatment of potentially controversial questions within the Indian 
American population paving the way for certain voices to emerge claim-
ing to be representative of the population and it is this group that I 
study here.

VOTING POWER AND PUBLIC OPINION

The most common and direct way of exercising political infl uence is 
through elections and votes. An active and well-informed electorate 
can represent a formidable source of political power. However, very few 
Indian Americans register to vote (Dumm and Jain 2004: 5), at least 
partially explained by their ineligibility. The recency of migration has 
meant that many still retain Indian citizenship so that only a relatively 
small percentage of Indian Americans are eligible to vote. Although 
this picture is altering, the Indian American population does not yet 
represent a very large voting block. Considering the fact that empir-
ical studies suggest that the almost unbelievable high percentage of up 
to 90 per cent of Indian Americans eligible and registered to vote do 
actually cast their votes on election day, there is a strong argument for 
the high potential this resource has for the political power of the com-
munity (Khagram et al. 2001: 276). Voter registration campaigns have 
attempted to increase the voter participation still further. One of the 
most successful campaigns was the ‘National Asian Pacifi c American 
Voter Registration Campaign’ of 1996 under the leadership of the Or-
ganisation of Chinese Americans (OCA), which brought together a 
coalition of 19 different Asian American interest groups. A similar pro-
ject was organised in 2000, this time headed by the Indian American 
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Centre for Political Awareness (IACPA), one of the most infl uential 
Indian American interest groups. The campaign ‘Youth Vote 2000’ tar-
geted primarily the age group of 18–30 years and has been a widely 
recognised success (Lien 2001: 73).

The formation of broad pan-Asian American coalitions in the fi eld of 
voter registration has proven to be a very effective instrument of com-
bining organisational and personal resources in order to pursue shared 
interests within the Asian American population. Hence, this strategy 
has been expanded to other sections of political work, namely, in the 
area of public opinion. Here, the focus lies on infl uencing the political 
awareness and, eventually, the possible votes of people other than the 
Indian American community itself. The most common fi eld of broad 
cooperation besides the immigration and naturalisation issues has 
been the topic of hate crimes and racist violence. No other problem has 
sparked greater solidarity among all ethnic minorities in the US. A 
case in point has been the unprecedented political cooperation fol-
lowing a hate crime that was committed in Pittsburgh in 2000. A Cauca-
sian man shot and killed fi ve people, including a Jewish woman, an 
African American, a Chinese American, a Vietnamese American and 
an Indian American. The uniqueness of this crime led to one of the 
broadest coalitions in the history of organised interest in the US: ‘Instead 
of Asians fi ghting hate crimes by themselves, these hate-motivated 
shooting rampages became galvanizing events that united Americans of 
all colours to demand legal and political changes to address related issues’ 
(Lien 2001: 66). In a similar dynamic, xenophobic crimes after the ter-
rorist attacks of 11 September 2001, brought together many Asian 
American interest groups under the leadership of the newly found 
Sikh Coalition in order to fi ght against racist violence in the ‘Hate 
Free Zone Campaign’ (The Sikh Coalition 2003: 8).

Apart from political issue campaigns, a large part of public opinion 
work is done in the fi eld of public education. Through special events 
and the integration of non-Indians into specifi c Indian feast day cele-
brations and festivals such as Diwali or the India Day Parade in New 
York City, Indians are being encouraged to educate the American pub-
lic. This is a process of small steps rather than giant leaps as refl ected in 
the recommendation given by the India America Forum for Political 
Education (IAFPE): ‘Work with local museums to organize India fes-
tivals, display Indian costumes and photographs, serve Indian food, 
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fi lms on India, Indian dances’ (Kanjilal 2002: 78). Furthermore, many 
publications of various Indian American groups, for instance, books 
and leafl ets called ‘Life in India’ or ‘What is Hinduism?’ are devoted 
solely to this issue. However, these attempts often abstract an ‘accept-
able’ version of India for presentation and are in danger of eliding reli-
gion, ethnicity and culture in complex and sometimes dangerous ways.

It is also noteworthy that there are numerous political initiatives 
among Indian Americans that do not focus on the electoral side of pol-
itics and that do not necessarily stem from traditional top–down forms 
of political involvement. Prominent examples are grass-roots organ-
isations in the fi eld of gender and feminism (Lessinger 1995: 148–52). 
Women’s groups like the Asian Indian Women in America (AIWA), 
Manavi and Sakhi have become important organisations within the 
Indian American population and address problems that oftentimes 
are neglected by other groups (Khandelwal 2002: 168–71). The Asian 
Women’s Self-Help Association (ASHA), for instance, concentrates 
on the pressing issue of domestic violence (Preisser 1999).

INFORMATION AND INSTITUTIONS

Political representation and lobbying of institutions, politicians and 
decision-makers is another potentially signifi cant form of political 
intervention. According to Congressman Gary L. Ackerman (Democrat, 
New York), until recently most of his colleagues in Congress thought 
that ‘IndiaPakistan’ was in fact just one single word (Hathaway 2002: 
386). The need for more education could not be more obvious.

The installment of the Congressional Caucus on India and Indian 
Americans after an initiative by the IAFPE in 1993 has provided one 
route to political representation. Initially modelled after the Black 
Caucus on African American Issues, the India Caucus soon became 
one of the most important links between some Indian Americans and 
Congress and serves as a forum to bring up issues and discuss polit-
ical options and solutions. Together with its growing importance, the 
India Caucus experienced a steady expansion (Lindsay 2002: 37–38). 
Today, it is the largest body of its kind in Congress, with almost 200 
members in the House of Representatives alone. This fact should not be 
underestimated, especially considering the rapidity of the development. 
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In an interview with the Indian American newspaper India Abroad, Con-
gressman Joe Wilson (Republican, South Carolina) declared: ‘It’s a 
great tribute to the Indian American community that the India Caucus 
is the largest caucus in the U.S. Congress’ (Haniffa 2005a). In 2004, a 
counterpart of the India Caucus was founded in the US Senate. The 
Caucus Friends of India has close to 40 members and is headed by 
Senator Hillary Clinton (Democrat, New York)—another sign for the 
growing political importance of the Indian American population.

The India Caucus has raised the visibility of the Indian American 
population and also served as a meeting point and a road of infl u-
ence for the political interests of some Indian Americans. Many eco-
nomic groups such as the Asian-American Hotel Owners Association 
(AAHOA), the Indus Entrepreneurs, or the American Association of 
Physicians of Indian Origin (AAPI) have utilised the Caucus as a discus-
sion forum that helps put problems and issues on the political agenda 
of Congress (Parekh 2000). As a contact place, the Caucus allows for 
direct approaches by members of the Indian American community in 
order to communicate questions and needs. To be sure, this is no one-
way street: While politicians become more accessible to the community, 
they also get the opportunity to point out their views at conferences 
organised by Indian Americans or to publish opinion pieces in one 
of the various Indian American newspapers or magazines such as 
India Abroad or News India-Times. Hence, the Caucus represents an 
institutionalised dialogue between the Indian American population 
and Congress. For example, the annual conferences organised by the 
AAHOA, the AAPI or the Indian American Friendship Council regu-
larly invite important members of Congress through the Caucus and 
offer both a platform for political talks and an opportunity for direct 
lobbying efforts (Hathaway 2001: 24).

Another form of institutional contact-making and network-building 
is the direct access to Congress via consultations, testimonies and in-
ternships. Many Indian American interest groups maintain some sort 
of representation in Washington, DC, in order to stay in regular contact 
with politicians and decision-makers and to contribute testimonies 
to Congressional hearings. An organisation that is especially active 
in this fi eld of lobbying is the IACPA. The IACPA also established 
a special internship programme for Indian American students, the 
‘Washington Leadership Programme’ (WLP) which has now been 
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running for more than 10 years. Since 1994, the WLP has managed to 
place 135 interns in the offi ces of such notable members of Congress 
as Senator Hillary Clinton and Senator Jack Reed (Democrat, Rhode 
Island) or Representative Gary Ackerman and Representative Marc 
Foley (Republican, Florida). Currently, the WLP offers up to 19 intern-
ships at Congressional offices a year (Dumm 2005). The Indian 
American community has benefi ted signifi cantly from this programme 
since many of the former interns have become leading fi gures in the 
politically active part of the Indian American population (Nurnberger 
2002). Activities such as the WLP, of course, also help to strengthen 
and deepen the relationship between the community and lawmakers 
in Congress.

MONEY AND CAMPAIGN FINANCE

A resource that has been utilised to a much greater extent by Indian 
Americans in recent years is money. The ‘cheque writing abilities’ of 
the highly affl uent Indian American population could be an import-
ant source of political infl uence (Chandran 2000). In the 2002–2004 
election cycle alone, the community donated US$ 16–18 million to elec-
tion campaigns (Sharma 2004: 9). ‘The community has, for some time, 
been seen as a cash cow willing to fork out donations to political cam-
paigns without asking for much in return’ (Kumar 2004). However, 
as Nurnberger has argued, ‘The amount of a political contribution is 
often less important than the manner in which it is given. Too often, 
Indian Americans give funds to a candidate and never ask for anything 
in return. Political contributions should be the start of a relationship 
with a political leader and not the end’ (Nurnberger 2000: 84).

This is, however, slowly changing. Institutions such as the US India 
Political Action Committee (USINPAC) are increasingly collecting 
fi nancial contributions from all over the country and concentrating 
the efforts on important election campaigns, that is, conduiting re-
sources for planned electoral gains. Not surprisingly, it is Indian 
American candidates who get the most support (Koons 2003). The larg-
est amounts of money have gone to the campaigns of Piyush ‘Bobby’ 
Jindal, a second-generation Indian American who had run for the 
governorship of Louisiana in 2003 (and narrowly lost) and was 
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eventually elected to Congress in 2004. The USINPAC has played a 
major role in both campaigns. In 2003, it co-initiated a broad coali-
tion of Indian American interest groups such as the Indian American 
Leadership Incubator (IALI) and the AAPI to gather support for Jindal 
(Gupta 2003). In his 2004 election campaign, Jindal was able to col-
lect more than US$ 2 million from members of the Indian American 
community (Sharma 2004: 9).

INDIAN AMERICAN CANDIDATES

No single event has marked the emergence of the Indian American 
community as a political actor more than Piyush ‘Bobby’ Jindal’s elec-
tion to Congress in 2004. One year earlier, Jindal’s gubernatorial race in 
Louisiana served as a wake-up call to the Indian American population. 
His 2003 campaign mobilised an unprecedented amount of fi nancial 
contributions as well as personal assistance and help among Indian 
Americans. This effort almost succeeded: Jindal, who was a frontrunner 
in many polls, only narrowly lost a run-off election to the candidate 
of the Democratic Party, Kathleen B. Blanco, who went on to become 
the fi rst female governor in the history of Louisiana. In 2004, Jindal 
was nominated to run on the Republican ticket for the vacant seat 
in the House of Representatives for the First District of Louisiana. Again, 
he managed to get the support of large parts of the Indian American 
population not only in his home state but throughout the US. On 
2 November 2004, Jindal won the seat, gaining more than 80 per cent 
of the votes.

Jindal is the fi rst Indian American to win an offi ce of national im-
portance since Dalip Singh Saund served as a Congressman in the 
1950s. The signifi cance of Jindal’s success cannot be overestimated. 
His election was celebrated widely, and even the former home of the 
Jindal family in Malerkotla, Punjab, sent congratulations to its ‘lost 
son’. In fact, Jindal captured many headlines and was on the front 
page of numerous newspapers in India although the simultaneous 
re-election of George W. Bush as president was of arguably higher 
importance. A Punjab legislator said what many people in India and 
many Indian Americans in the US probably thought: ‘It’s a proud 
moment for us. The Indian Diaspora in the United States has come 
of age to excel in politics’ (Nanda 2004).
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Jindal went on to become the fi rst Indian American representative 
in Congress in 50 years. Signifi cantly, Piyush ‘Bobby’ Jindal has run 
on the Republican ticket. Here, an interesting development seems to 
have taken place. Like many other immigrant groups, Indian Americans 
initially strongly leaned towards the Democratic Party. The main 
reasons for this early identifi cation with liberal politics have been 
the less strict immigration and naturalisation policies pursued by the 
Democrats in contrast to the Republican Party and the fact that in 
the fi rst years and decades most Indian Americans lived in traditional 
urban strongholds of the Democrats such as New York City, Chicago, 
or Detroit. The economic and social success of the community, how-
ever, seems to have led to more conservative political views. While there 
is no conclusive statistical evaluation of Indian American voting be-
haviour, several interviews and personal encounters do suggest a shift 
towards the Republican Party, especially within the well-established 
and highly affl uent segment of the middle and upper-class Indian 
American population. This trend can also be observed in the amount 
of campaign fi nance money given to both parties. While for a long time 
the Democrats had an advantage in this respect, fi nancial contribu-
tions have increasingly gone to the Republicans in recent years (Cho 
and Lad 2004). Tellingly, the Republican Party sought the support 
of the Indian American community in the 2004 presidential election 
campaign. President George W. Bush and other leading Republicans 
reached out to the community, talking to prominent representatives of 
the Indian American population, giving interviews to newspapers like 
India Abroad, and inviting members of the community to gala events 
and fundraising dinners. This strategy was quite successful and led 
to donations, fi nancial support and campaign assistance for the Re-
publican Party by Indian Americans which sparked some controversy 
within the Indian American population (Madhavapeddi 2004).

A closer look at Table 7.1 underscores the thesis of a possible realign-
ment of the Indian American community. At fi rst glance there seems 
to be parity between the two parties in the number of Indian American 
candidates running for politically important offi ces on state and na-
tional level (many more Indian Americans do actually run for offi ce in 
local and regional elections that bear less relevance to the broad national 
political landscape). But while there were two Republican candidates 
on a national level with Jindal capturing the seat, the Democrats had 
no Indian American running. Two out of the four Republican tickets 
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were successful while only Swati Dandekar in Iowa won her race for 
the Democrats. Hence, there seem to be more and more qualitative dif-
ferences between Republican and Democrat Indian American election 
campaigns even if the quantity remains stable.

In sum, the possible Indian American realignment could point to 
competing identities and interests within the community. As an eth-
nic minority (albeit a ‘model minority’ as often claimed especially in 
the 1980s and early 1990s) and according to their cultural position, the 
‘natural’ choice of the Indian Americans should be the Democratic 
Party. On the other hand, the economic status, the wealth and the high 
class hierarchy of a large portion of the Indian American population 
do ‘naturally’ point towards the Republicans. Obviously, the important 
question is whether the ethnic identity or the class status and the cor-
responding interests will determine the future party allegiance of the 
Indian American population. Given the increasing political activism 
among the community, this could be a key issue for further analysis.

IMPLICATIONS FOR INDIA

The emergence of the Indian diaspora in the US as an increasingly 
active and powerful political force has not gone unnoticed in India: 
‘For the fi rst time, India has a constituency in the US with real infl uence 
and status. The Indian community in the United States constitutes an 
invaluable asset in strengthening India’s relationship with the world’s 

TABLE 7.1 Indian American Election Candidates, 2 November 2004

Republican Democrat

National Bobby Jindal (Congress, 
Louisiana)—Won 
Sylvester Fernandez 
(Congress, New Jersey)—Lost

State Nikki Randhawa (House, 
South Carolina)—Won 
Jay Rao (Secretary of State, 
North Carolina)—Lost 

Swati Dandekar (House, Iowa)—
Won 
Brian Jayakumar (Senate, 
New York)—Lost 
Sid Das (House, New Hampshire)—
Lost 
Rano Singh (House, Arizona)—Lost 
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only superpower… They have effectively mobilized on issues rang-
ing from the nuclear tests in 1998 to Kargil, played a crucial role in 
generating a favourable climate of opinion in Congress and defeating 
anti-India legislation there, and lobbied effectively on other issues of 
concern to the Indian community’ (Government of India 2001: xx–xxi). 
This statement by the High Level Committee on the Indian Diaspora 
perfectly summarises the growing importance of the Indian American 
community to India. In fact, the fi rst political efforts of the Indian dias-
pora in the US to support India came as early as 1987 when the National 
Federation of Indian American Associations (NFIA) mobilised large 
parts of the community and managed to stop the sale of American 
Airborne Warning and Control System (AWACS) planes to Pakistan 
(Lal 1999: 42–48). During the Kargil crisis in 1999, the community 
‘fl ooded’ the offi ces of important members of Congress with count-
less e-mails. This ‘e-mail blitz’ was a major success in motivating Rep-
resentatives to urge President Bill Clinton to call for a withdrawal of 
Pakistani troops from the disputed territories—a classical example of an 
indirect lobbying effort (Choudhury 2002).

The formation of the Congressional Caucus on India and Indian 
Americans has been a milestone for the lobbying efforts of the Indian 
American community. It has also raised the responsiveness of Congress-
men to issues involving the relations to India. According to Robert 
Hathaway: ‘[The India Caucus] is to an important extent … respon-
sible for that sea-change … in the attitude of members of Congress 
about India and about the importance of the US-India relationship’ 
(Hannifa 2005b). This has been particularly valuable with regard 
to the economic sanctions imposed on India by the Glenn Amend-
ment following the 1998 nuclear tests. A coordinated effort by polit-
ical interest groups and economic Indian American organisations 
like the US–India Business Council or the India Interest Group led to 
a gradual sanction relief and, fi nally, to the renunciation of the Glenn 
Amendment by President George W. Bush (Hathaway 2002: 395). 
An important but often forgotten fi eld of bettered US–India cooper-
ation is the area of emergency help and disaster relief. In addition to 
the efforts by the Indian diaspora itself, Congress approved consider-
able fi nancial aid packages to India following the 2001 Gujarat earth-
quake, the 2004 tsunami disaster and, most recently, the earthquake 
catastrophe in the Kashmir region in October 2005. This is, at least 
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partly, the result of the sustained drive of the Indian American com-
munity to create a positive image of India among US politicians and, 
equally important, among the American people.

Considering the numerous benefi ts India received and continues to 
receive from the political efforts of Indians and Indian Americans in 
the US, it cannot be surprising that there have been many initiatives to 
further develop and strengthen the links between the diaspora and the 
former homeland. One remarkable step has been the establishment of 
a special ‘Non-Resident Indian Ambassador to the Indian American 
Community’ who works independently from the offi cial embassy of 
India (Kamdar 2004: 342). The granting of dual citizenship to certain 
PIOs in 2003 by the Indian government after years of bitter con-
troversies also goes well beyond symbolic actions and conferences 
(Gupta 2004: 1). The progress and the success of such measures might 
be critical to the relationship between India and the US in the future. 
At the very least, the Indian American population has to be considered 
as a major explaining factor for foreign policy decisions made by the 
US regarding India. Apart from this, there seems to be a high poten-
tial for the Indian diaspora in the US to become more directly involved 
into social, economic and political affairs in India. Remittances and 
direct investments already play a major role in the linkage between 
India and its overseas population. However, the fi nancial strength of 
large parts of the Indian American population could also be used more 
effi ciently in an attempt to fi ght poverty, to address socio-economic 
inequalities and to better the living conditions of large parts of the 
population in India. Here, the possible impact of the Indian diaspora 
might be even more important than in foreign policy relations.

CONCLUSION

The Indian diaspora in the US is an emerging political force. In fact, 
the development from an apolitical ethnic community into a well-
established political actor with real infl uence is well on its way. Indian 
Americans have successfully utilised four main resources critical to 
political power: (a) voting power and public opinion, (b) information 
and institutions, (c) money and campaign fi nance and (d) Indian 
American candidates. Indian Americans have worked hard to transform 
their economic and social power into political infl uence. The ambitious 
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project ‘10 in 10’ of the IALI is a good example for this determination. 
The goal of the IALI initiative is to have 10 representatives of Indian 
American descent in Congress by 2010 (Nordlinger 2004). With the 
election of Piyush ‘Bobby’ Jindal, the fi rst and initial step has been 
made—although it remains more than doubtful if the number pur-
sued can really be achieved. Despite this progress, questions may still 
be asked of the limits of a political representation that fails to take ac-
count of many working-class members of the diaspora. Nevertheless, 
the project suggests that Indian Americans are overtaking many other 
ethnic groups into a position at the threshold of real and sustained 
political power.

The implications of this development go well beyond domestic 
issues in the US. Indian Americans may well make sure that their voice 
will be heard when it comes to issues such as immigration and na-
turalisation, family unifi cation, discrimination, hate crimes and racist 
violence, education, health care, or business interests. The globally 
more important factor, however, will be the relationship between 
the US and India. Here, Indian Americans already are, in the words 
of former Indian minister for external affairs, Yashwant Sinha, ‘ex-
tremely important sources of support for the Indian Government in 
the execution of its policies through the infl uence and respect they 
command’ (Mohan 2003). The Indian diaspora in the US will prob-
ably become even more and not less infl uential in the future. Con-
sequently, the furtherance of Indo–US relations will to a large part 
depend on the role of the Indian American community and its ties to 
India. Furthermore, the direct infl uence of the diaspora on matters 
in India ranging from economic investments to social projects will 
likely be of greater importance in the years to come. The political in-
volvement of India’s overseas communities, in general, and the Indian 
American population, in particular, will therefore be of increasing 
interest to academic studies and scholarly research.

NOTE

1. It must be noted that this chapter concentrates largely on electoral politics in the 
US. Other forms of political involvement by Indian Americans, for instance, in 
grass-roots organisations in the fi eld of gender and feminism, are dealt with to a 
lesser degree, which, of course, does not deny the signifi cance and importance of 
such political activism.
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8
Immigration Dynamics in the Receiving 
State—Emerging Issues for the Indian 
Diaspora in the United Kingdom

PARVATI RAGHURAM

INTRODUCTION

To my mind, the most important aspect of re-connecting with the world 
is for us to reach out to People of Indian Origin. The NRIs and the PIOs 
are the most important elements of our globalisation. (Prime Minister’s 
Offi ce [PMO] 2006)

As states come to terms with and accommodate the implications 
of the hyper-mobility of goods, capital and people in the con-

temporary world, new forms of affi liation and connections are being 
sought and older forms revisited. This is particularly apparent in the 
ways in which the Indian state is reaffi rming its relationships with 
its diasporic populations, attempting to evoke a sense of belonging to 
‘mother India’ and to mobilise a sense that diasporic populations can 
be re-inserted into the Indian economy.

India’s large diasporic population (estimated at about 20 million) 
has been shaped by a long history of emigration—entrepreneurial, in-
dentured labour and postcolonial labour and family migration from 
the Indian subcontinent (Bhat et al. 2002; Jacobsen and Pratap Kumar 
2004; Watkins 2002). The travesties of history and geography have 
resulted in the formation of a complex diaspora that is increasingly 
coming to be seen as a resource for a globalising India.
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Yet, the shape of the diaspora is also as much a result of regulations 
and forms of incorporation of migrants in the receiving countries. As 
the countries that Indians migrate to also take on the rhetoric of glob-
alisation in complex and contradictory ways, the challenges facing the 
diaspora are continuously altering. Changes in immigration regula-
tions, in forms of inclusion and exclusion and in the changing notion 
of citizenship in receiving countries are infl uencing the shape of the 
diaspora, on who can become diasporic, on how they are received and 
the internal dynamics within the diasporic population. In this chapter, 
I aim to trace some of these issues as they arise within the context of 
one receiving nation—the United Kingdom (UK).

THE DIASPORA AND THE STATE

A number of sending states have realised the important contributions 
that migrants make to their nation state and have therefore sought to 
maintain and even strengthen their links with their diasporic popu-
lations (Smith 1999). They have altered their regulations to more effect-
ively incorporate their former residents into the nationalist, economic 
and political project by offering them dual citizenship, fi nancial in-
centives and political participation.

These moves to incorporate the diaspora are also mirrored in 
India and since 1991 the Indian government has increasingly wooed 
its diaspora. The prospects of contributions that extraterritorial popu-
lations can make to the nation has spurred the government to offer 
them a series of concessions—relaxation in rules on investment, on stay 
in India and, more recently, the offer of a limited version of citizenship 
rights, in the form of the overseas Indian citizenship. In recognising 
the potential importance of the fl ow of goods, money and knowledge 
in shaping India’s development, the government has also re-imagined 
its own boundaries.

In creating a new form of citizenship, the government has attempted 
to retain a form of exclusive citizenship for nationals who are resident 
in the country while offering a different, more limited set of rights to 
those whose interests may also be served by another state. The overseas 
Indian citizenship is also sensitive to the location of the citizen and the 
different modes of reception that its diasporic populations receive in 
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different receiving states in terms of the rights on offer. For instance, 
the rights of migrants to the Gulf states1 will be greater than those ac-
corded to migrants to other parts of the world as they will be given 
voting rights and thus have the right to participate in shaping Indian 
polity. Thus, the prime minister in his address to the Pravasi Bharatiya 
Divas Annual Conference (7 January 2006) acknowledged that the 
needs of overseas ‘Indians in the Gulf are unique. They are NRIs who 
will never become naturalized citizens of those countries. Most of 
them have immediate families back in India and have thus a vital stake 
in local governance, including the issue of who would represent them in 
the State Assembly or the National Parliament. Their demand seeking 
“voting rights” at home has, therefore, a convincing political basis’ 
(PMO 2006). The mode of identifi cation that is on offer to the Indian 
diaspora is not a common citizenship but an uncommon one, which 
differentiates between and within its diaspora.

It appears that the volume, signifi cance and particularities of emi-
gration from India to the Gulf continues to play an important role in 
India’s migratory imaginary, defi ning and shaping India’s emigration 
policy and policies towards the diaspora. The major growth in migra-
tion to the Gulf states that followed the oil price boom of 1973–74 and 
the subsequent economic growth in the region led to major changes 
in emigration policy: initially a suspension of the operative part of the 
Emigration Act (of 1922) in 1976 followed by the introduction of a new 
Act in 1983 (Nair 1993). Current concessions to Gulf migrants attempt to 
recognise that the approximately 3.6 million Indians working in the 
Persian Gulf countries have high stakes in maintaining stronger ties 
with India because of the limited opportunities for settlement in these 
countries. They are primarily sojourners. Moreover, the limits on family 
migration based on income means that many blue-collar workers who 
migrate to the Gulf countries have limited ability to bring their families 
with them. And fi nally, the attempt by many of these states to employ 
local populations and maintain ethnic balance and increasing scrutiny 
over visa applications makes the fate of such migration projects even 
more tenuous. In response, the political rights of Gulf non-resident 
Indians (NRIs) will be greater than those of other migrants.

It is clear then that these forms of overseas citizenship are altering the 
shape and content of Indian citizenship and leading to a multiplication 
of its meaning both within India and abroad.2 The offer of differential 
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rights to Gulf NRIs may be seen as a radical recognition of the differ-
ent forms and kinds of connections that a diasporic population may 
seek with their homeland. However, these issues of differential entry 
and reception are not confi ned to the Gulf states. All receiving states 
play an important part in making decisions about who is allowed to 
cross its boundaries and how migrants should be incorporated into 
their nation state. Contemporary migration policies in many coun-
tries increasingly talk the language of border controls and of the need 
for the ‘strengthening of borders’. Regulations on who can or cannot 
enter a state have become crucial in shaping migration as immigra-
tion issues occupy greater and greater prominence in local political 
agendas. Moreover, the issue of territorial identifi cation of migrants to 
the receiving countries has received a different urgency in the post 9/11 
scenario. For instance, in the United States (US), from 1 March 2003, 
the components of the US Immigration and Naturalisation Service 
(INS) were subsumed under the US Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS) as the notions of home, land and security came to be explicitly 
tied with immigration. As a very signifi cant destination for diasporic 
Indians, the signifi cance of this change is palpable through the process 
of migration and settlement, the forms of selection, nature of admission 
and types of surveillance that Indian diasporics can expect and, in fact, 
already have to handle.

This issue of how the structures within the receiving countries shape 
the diaspora and to what extent are the strategies of continuing affi li-
ation with a home territory fashioned by immigration regulations in the 
receiving country has thus become an increasingly pressing issue (for 
an interesting study in the US context see Monisha Das Gupta 1997). 
Immigration regulations change the socio-economic profi les of Indian 
migrants in the receiving countries so that any study of a diaspora must 
be sensitive to how the processes of selection that these regulations pro-
duce (alongside changes in the home countries) will mean that mem-
bers of the Indian diaspora who enter a country in different periods 
will be differently positioned even within the same receiving country. 
The nature and extent of identifi cation with the two referent states will 
be signifi cantly infl uenced by wider discourses and practices of selec-
tion within the process of migration that infl uence who can migrate 
and become diasporic and of how diasporic communities are there-
fore constantly being reconstituted. In the rest of the chapter, I want 
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to trace how forms of selectivity and a sense of belonging are being 
reconfi gured in the UK and suggest some issues this might pose for 
the Indian diaspora in the UK.

TERRITORIAL IDENTIFICATION—THE ROLE OF THE 
RECEIVING STATE

In the UK, the state determines the general conditions of entry, work 
and residence differentiating between migrant groups on a number of 
bases, including skills and country of origin.3 For people who have a na-
tionality of a country outside current European Union membership, 
that is, third country nationals, entry to the UK is particularly infl u-
enced by the application of these state regulations as they relate to both 
immigration and citizenship. It regulates entry but is also attempting to 
force a form of overt and often exclusionary forms of territorial iden-
tifi cation on its citizens. Hence, not only who can enter but how they 
identify is increasingly coming under the purview of the state.

Some of these processes were exemplifi ed in the raft of new immi-
gration regulations that have been introduced in the UK since the year 
2000. Barbara Roche’s (the UK Home Offi ce minister responsible for 
immigration) groundbreaking speech to the House of Commons on 
11 September 2000 marked a major shift in immigration policy in the 
UK (The Hansard 2000). Since then, there has been an increasing ten-
dency to select migrants who offer skills that are in shortage in the UK 
with a concomitant closing down of entry for those without market-
able skills. The UK, like many countries around the world, it appears, 
began to see access to skilled labour supply as an element of its com-
petitiveness in the global economy so that all the changes to immigra-
tion regulations since 2000 have centred round skill selectivity (DTI 
and the Home Offi ce 2002; Gott and Johnston 2002). Until then, the 
number of work permits issued (almost wholly given to skilled workers) 
had been gradually increasing, but there had been no radical break 
in the system. However, the period between 2000 and 2004 saw much 
sharper rises—the number of new work permits issued increased from 
80,000 to 111,837 and the number of extensions given from 22,000 to 
33,000 (Work Permits UK 2004).4

The changes, which began to be set in place following 11 September 
2000, suggested that the British state has taken the lead in repositioning 



176 Parvati Raghuram

itself in the labour markets of the global economy in direct competi-
tion with other settler or immigration states such as Australia, Canada 
and the US (Mclaughlan and Salt 2002). The white paper Secure 
Borders, Safe Haven5 (HMSO 2002), published in February 2002 and 
enacted in November 2002 as the Nationality, Immigration and Asylum 
Act, 2002, attempted to consolidate this position by recognising that 
global movement, mass communication and the changing interna-
tional situation has to inform our thinking (David Blunkett in his 
Introduction, The Hansard, 2002).6 Further changes to immigration were 
implemented in the Asylum and Immigration (Treatment of Claimants, 
etc.) Act in 2004 and this was swiftly followed by the white paper, Con-
trolling Our Borders: Making Migration Work for Britain, published 
in February 2005 (HMSO 2005). Together they have reshaped both 
migration fl ows as well as discourses around migration—entry, settle-
ment and rights.

New Regulations, Old Divisions

Although it is undoubtedly too simplistic to read the changes mooted 
in this raft of regulations as unidirectional, one can nevertheless pick up 
patterns of processes of selection of migrants, narratives of the nation 
and demands for an exclusive citizenship that are being mobilised. 
The titles of the two white papers are themselves revealing of the im-
portance of economic selection and the increasing emphasis on the 
language of securitisation in managing migration (see Flynn 2005; 
Lewis and Neal 2005; Walters 2004; Yuval-Davis et al. 2005 for exten-
sive critiques).

The fi rst move, the close linkage of economic prosperity with ‘good 
migrants’ is made clear in the Home Offi ce statement (along with the 
Confederation of British Industry [CBI] and the Trade Unions Congress 
[TUC]) that: ‘Now more than ever, we need the skills and enthusi-
asm of people from around the world who have chosen to make their 
homes here and to contribute to our economy and society. To help 
them to do that, the country needs to invest wisely in their potential 
within the context of a migration system that is managed in the na-
tional interest’ (Home Offi ce, CBI and TUC 2005). The statement then 
goes on to outline the need to facilitate migrants’ entry to meet skill 
shortages.
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The impetus for the opening up of skilled migration by the Organ-
isation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries, 
more generally, and by the UK, more particularly, has come from a num-
ber of sources. Some years ago, immigration was signalled as an answer 
to the demographic defi cit7 outlined in a UN report titled Replacement 
Migration: Is it a Solution to Declining and Ageing Populations? (UN 
2000) (see, for example, Ruddock 2000) fuelling competition between 
many of the OECD countries for skilled migrants—particularly in the 
technology sector, leading to the relaxation of immigration regula-
tions for those working in this sector (OECD 2002). In some countries, 
like the US, corporate pressure to allow skilled labour to enter became 
intensifi ed so that a number of countries have changed their regu-
lations to allow more skilled persons to enter (Rollason 2002). More 
recently, states have attempted to position themselves in the competing 
landscape of a knowledge economy encouraging them to further in-
grain the selectivity of skilled migrants into their migration regulations.

All this has led to a sharpening of the divide between those with and 
without marketable knowledge but has also led the government to 
selectively valorise certain skills over others.8 For instance, despite the 
contraction in the labour market in the technology sector, migrants 
working in the information technology (IT) sector benefi t from being 
in the top tier of the new schema for entry to the UK. The second tier 
(which requires applicants to have skills equivalent to NVQ39 and above), 
approximates the current work permit category and is envisaged to 
meet labour requirements at the less qualifi ed and lower-income end 
of skilled work. The division between the fi rst and second tier recog-
nises that not all skills are equally marketable. The government has 
also ascribed second tier status to those (particularly women) who are 
working in heavily state-regulated sectors such as nursing and teach-
ing. The boundary between the two tiers is marked by differential ac-
cess to a range of rights. For instance, unlike tier 1, tier 2 migrants will 
require a sponsor (employer, faith community or local authority) who 
will ensure they comply with the regulations of employment and resi-
dence. At the same time, the proposed plan aims to heavily restrict the 
migration of the lesser skilled (tier 3) on grounds that the demand 
for lesser skilled jobs will be largely met by migrants from the new 
European Union (EU) member countries. However, this does not take 
into account that over time EU migrants too may be unwilling to engage 
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in lesser-paid jobs. In particular, the regulations fail to recognise the 
signifi cance of continuing labour shortages in sectors such as care 
and domestic work that depend on migrant female labour (Kofman 
et al. 2005).

As we can therefore see, skills loom large in the principle of selectiv-
ity adopted by the state. However, the processes of selection have also 
been accompanied by an increasing adoption of forms of an exclusive 
citizenship. Since July 2004, those applying for naturalisation have been 
required to demonstrate knowledge of English and, on the advise of the 
newly established Advisory Board on Naturalisation and Integration, 
now also need to pass a ‘Life in the UK’ test (introduced on 1 November 
2005), which is designed to test applicants’ knowledge of history, cul-
ture and institutions within the UK. Those whose knowledge of 
English is below a required level will be required to take an English test 
as well as attend citizenship classes. Hence, the knowledge necessary to 
obtain citizenship in the British knowledge economy goes beyond 
the scope of marketable skills envisaged in the skills-based selection 
of migrants.

Since 2002, acquiring British citizenship has also involved a public 
oath of allegiance and a celebratory event with town halls around the 
country ringing out with the sounds and rituals of ‘citizenship cere-
monies’. In beginning to resemble other settler societies, the UK has 
sought to acquire the accoutrements of such states and in particular 
the ceremonies and symbolism of acquiring citizenship and its rights 
and obligations.10 This represents the fi nal step from an imperial mode 
of citizenship or rather subjecthood (Castles and Miller 1998) which 
embraced its subjects but with little ceremony. The ceremonies at-
tempt to square an out-dated oath of allegiance to the Queen as subject, 
with a modern notion embodied in the citizenship contract. The lat-
ter is based on democratic values and universal principles based on the 
Human Rights Act 1998 (only incorporated in October 2000) which 
is seen as being the ‘key source of values that British citizens should 
share’. The citizenship ceremonies may also be read as the govern-
ment’s attempt to make would-be citizens publicly profess territorial 
identifi cation with the British state. Moreover, the affective register 
too is to be targeted and the ideology of patriotism reclaimed from 
the Right and put to use to combat the sense of disaffection amongst 
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disenfranchised migrants, particularly Asian men11 (Gordon Brown, 
speech given at the ‘Future of Britishness Conference’ organised by the 
Fabian Society, 14 January 2006, London). The ‘age of transnationalism’ 
appears to be ‘a time of continuing and even heightened nation-state 
building processes’ (Glick Schiller et al. 1995: 59).

The language of cohesion, which came to be adopted after the riots 
in northern cities in 2001, acquired a new urgency at the realisation that 
those responsible for the suicide bombings in London on 7 July 2005 
were ‘home-grown’. The importance of ‘domopolitics’ (Walters 2004) 
in thinking the nation’s migration and citizenship regulations became 
highlighted in new ways. It also pushed citizenship policies further 
in into ‘an ideological terrain that promulgates hard boundaries be-
tween “West/East”, “good/evil”, “us/them”’ (Lewis and Neal 2005: 435).

These events have also led to proposals to alter the rights to citizen-
ship. Since 2002, the government has been able to withdraw British 
citizenship from those who hold dual citizenship and whose presence 
in the UK is seen as prejudicial to its vital interests, but in September 
2005, the government tried to introduce a clause that the threshold 
for exclusion would be lowered to include those whose exclusion is 
‘conducive to the public good’. Signifi cantly, the requirement that no 
person can be made stateless has meant that this can only be applied 
to those holding dual citizenship. The Joint Committee on Human 
Rights in its scrutiny of the Bill recognises that Indian citizens who 
are not eligible to dual citizenship will thus not be affected by this 
regulation (The Hansard 2005).

This threat of removal of rights has been accompanied by a raft of 
programmes that aim to improve ‘community cohesion’ (see, for in-
stance, the Home Offi ce 2005; Worley 2005, for a critique). All these 
changes have meant a signifi cant shift away from affi rmations of 
British multiculture towards a (re)embracing of older notions of assimi-
lationism within a newer, de-racialised, language of social cohesion 
(Lewis and Neal 2005: 437) alongside a demand that citizens profess a 
national affi liation to the receiving country. It appears that just as India 
recognises its diaspora through an expansion of citizenship to those 
of Indian origin living abroad, the terms of reception are becoming 
increasingly stratifi ed, exclusionary and detrimental to those who ac-
knowledge or take up dual nationality. These are some of the issues 
I take up in the next section.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR THE INDIAN DIASPORA: 
POSSIBILITIES AND PITFALLS

Indians have been amongst the main benefi ciaries of the expansion 
of intake of skilled migrants. For instance, India has since 2002 over-
taken other countries as the largest recipient of work permits. Skilled 
Indians have also entered through other routes. The permit-free train-
ing scheme for doctors in training alongside the imperial reach of some 
British qualifi cations has spurred the migration of large numbers of 
Indian doctors to the UK. This has been further facilitated by the fact 
that India is one of the primary sites for the UK’s international med-
ical recruitment efforts. The agreement between the Indian and UK 
governments that enables the National Health Service (NHS) to recruit 
nurses from India (apart from within the following states: Andhra 
Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa and West Bengal). And fi nally, Indians 
have also been signifi cant benefi ciaries of the Highly Skilled Mi-
grant Programme, the scheme introduced in 2002 whereby those with 
requisite points (obtained for possession of skills, income, particu-
lar occupations, etc.) can apply to enter the UK to seek jobs and to 
subsequently apply for citizenship. Additionally, a number of skilled 
migrants bring spouses with them, who are also skilled (Raghuram 
2004a), and given that those from the Indian subcontinent account 
for a signifi cant proportion of those seeking family reunifi cation to 
the UK, they form a very signifi cant part of overall migration to the 
UK and in particular to its skilled migrant streams.12 Because skills 
enable them to access a bundle of rights that are increasingly re-
served for the skilled (such as rights to extend stay and eventually to 
apply for citizenship), they will also form an increasingly large part 
of UK’s diasporic population. Students too form a growing part of 
the population and given the concessions to some students (such as 
those studying in Scotland) that they will be allowed to stay on and 
seek work in Scotland, they too may contribute to the Indian diaspora 
in the UK.

The most marked effect of these changes is undoubtedly the select-
ivity of migrants with skills. Unlike the earlier period of labour mi-
gration, particularly the 1960s (up to 1975), when most migrants came 
to take up lesser skilled work, these new migrants are being admitted 
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because of their skills. Although the earlier period of migration was 
also coterminous with the period of brain drain migration and of the 
movement of doctors and scientifi c personnel (Bhagwati 1976), their 
numbers were eclipsed by the larger numbers of lesser skilled workers. 
Moreover, the nature of racism during the period also meant that not 
all those who came to the UK to take up lesser skilled work were, in 
fact, less skilled; their skills merely went unrecognised (and unpaid).

Another major change in the new waves of labour migration has 
been the role of women migrants in these streams. Although they have 
always contributed to the economy as entrepreneurs, as home-workers 
and in factories, their participation in the more highly paid sectors 
too has increased. Many of the immigration categories remain male 
dominated, but the proportion of women is now steadily increasing. 
For instance, the proportion of work permits awarded to Indian women 
has expanded from 15 per cent of all Indian migrants in 1995 to almost 
30 per cent in 2004. Women also form increasingly large numbers 
among migrant doctors (Raghuram 2006; Raghuram and Montiel 
2003) both in the hospital sector and among general practitioners (par-
ticularly in the training grades). The large intake of migrants within 
female-dominated professions such as nursing has also led to a shift in 
gender balance among Indian migrants. Women are also taking part 
in patterns of transient mobility, because of their increasing participa-
tion in professions that were much more gender-exclusive, such as the 
IT sector (Raghuram 2004b). They are becoming a signifi cant part of 
brain circulation migration. At the same time, the demand for workers 
in the more poorly paid parts of the care sectors such as domestic work 
and as carers in care homes has also led to the deskilling of migrant 
Indian women (Raghuram 2005). All this has resulted in an expansion 
in the role that women are playing in migration, in the range of sec-
tors in which they are fi nding employment and challenging the ways 
in which Indian women are becoming part of the diaspora. Because of 
the sectors that some of them work in, such as nurses and doctors, they 
earn enough to be able to initiate family reunifi cation, so that women 
are becoming the lead migrants and men are being recast as family 
migrants. However, married women are also migrating on short-term 
assignments while other women are delaying marriage because of the 
diffi culty of family formation within the context of repeated patterns 
of mobility (Raghuram 2004b).
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Equipped with the human capital that has become valorised in the 
new landscape of skilled migration, Indian migrants have new pos-
itions/positionings open to them, which can at least partially challenge 
the old vectors of racism. These positions offer a range of possibilities 
for Indians in the UK but also some pitfalls.

Positions

What forms of belonging, of identifi cation, are being constructed with-
in this landscape? The positions that Indian diasporics are inserted into 
arise from a complex intersection of changing formations and regu-
lations in both the sending and the receiving country. In the UK, the 
new regulations limit many rights of lesser skilled workers: rights to 
entry, to bring in dependants, to stay on or to switch to other immigra-
tion categories and therefore eventually limit the right to citizenship 
while engaging in a rhetoric of endowing these rights on those with 
the right package of skills. Skilled migrants are being offered rights 
to stay and develop ‘permanent’ links with the receiving country and to 
obtain citizenship rights and duties. These links are, however, to be 
cemented by strong territorial identifi cation and a public allegiance 
to the receiving state, with citizenship ceremonies marking the rites 
of passage from one territorially-based national identity to another. 
Their model of incorporation involves exclusive identifi cation with 
the receiving state.

One of the results of these processes of selection is that a complex 
civic stratifi cation within the diaspora is likely to ensue (Morris 2002; 
see also Werbner 2004). Social differentiation is increasingly being 
reinforced by access to differential rights in a manner that is much 
more explicit than before. Moreover, skills often act as a short hand 
for access to education, based on one’s class position, which itself car-
ries a sedimented history of privilege (Kamat et al. 2004). Hence, skills 
selectivity is also a form of class selection and it is the middle and upper 
classes in the sending countries that are being selected as migrants so 
that the new landscape of migration is marked by a transnationalisa-
tion of these social classes (Weiss 2005).13 New vectors of inclusion 
and exclusion are being crafted through the neutral language of skills. 
Categories such as race are being increasingly inscribed with class dif-
ferences so that studying the fate of the Indian diasporic population 
will require increasing sensitivity to class.
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The language of racism is increasingly being re-deployed through 
the neutered language of community cohesion and in adopting the 
accoutrements of anti-racist policies. Such notions of social cohesion 
fail to take account of the complexities in diaspora formation outlined 
next, instead imagining migrant communities largely within the spaces 
of the old ethnic minority paradigm which often elide race with class, 
an elision that will become increasingly untenable in the context of mi-
grant selectivity.14 It leads to a misrecognition of the complexities of the 
us/them question and to a denial of differences and divisions within 
individual diasporic groups (McGhee 2003).

The adoption of the language of skills also provides a meritocratic 
gloss on immigration policy and seems to suggest that the coupling of 
race with immigration policy has been undone and has been replaced 
by a new relationship between ‘economics’ and migration. It also makes 
room for claims that the use of economic criteria as the basis for entry 
and settlement is a conscious move against racism obscuring the vec-
tors of inclusion and exclusion that skilled migrants too may face. 
This deracialised language tends to occlude the social and economic 
deprivation faced by the lesser skilled workers and communities of 
earlier migrants who do not have a history of privilege within the UK. 
It also fails to recognise the continuing signifi cance of racism in many 
skilled sectors. As Robinson and Carey (2000) point out in their study 
of Indian doctors, racism conditions the experiences of migrants in 
different parts of the class spectrum. The vectors and sites where racism 
need to be addressed will alter as institutional settings such as hospitals 
and businesses becoming increasingly signifi cant sites for addressing 
and negotiating racial difference in the workplace.

The adoption of the language of skills is also likely to infl uence the 
shape and prospects of anti-racist movements in the UK, and particu-
larly the involvement of the Indian diaspora in such movements. 
Although Indian migration to the UK has always been marked by 
class differences, some of these differences were also mitigated by the 
extant racism that faced them on their arrival in the UK. However, by 
deeming skilled migrants as good migrants, and by rewarding them 
with territorial settlement in the UK, these migrants are also in danger 
of revelling in narratives of success and of a premature political am-
nesia around the politics of race. The processes of migrant selectivity, 
alongside the marked educational and occupational success of longer 
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established migrants from India (Parekh Report 2000), has altered 
the skills base of the Indian diaspora in the UK. This also means that 
Indian migrants are seen as more successful than other migrants with 
whom they came together under the old umbrella of Asian, or indeed 
Black. Although the fate of earlier Indian migrants was not identical 
to that of Pakistani migrants who arrived around the same time, the 
similarity in terms of experience of racism provided an opportunity 
and an incentive for South Asian migrants to come together on an anti-
racist platform. But the differences in the form of incorporation and 
the trajectories of migrants along with the increasing salience of the 
religious penalty in this process, means that Hindu Indians may well 
be tempted to distinguish themselves from their ‘less successful’ com-
patriots from the subcontinent. These religious distinctions also re-
verberate with the increasing politicisation of religion in India but 
can bring particularly thorny issues for the Indian Muslim diasporic 
populations in the UK.

Authenticity questions and positioning oneself as a diasporic Indian 
are always also re-framed around the recency of migration, so that older 
migrants are viewed as ‘not quite Indian’ by newer migrants as they are 
seen as a representative of an older India and of a past they themselves 
have moved beyond. However, in the new climate where economic 
success is inscribed into these narratives of Indianness, skilled mi-
grants can now increasingly also cast themselves as ‘good’ (economic) 
migrants who play a full part in the global knowledge economy. Their 
identifi cation is with the new globalising India, just as the Indian gov-
ernment’s identifi cation too is primarily with these new successful 
economic migrants.15 This can also mean that positioning oneself as 
Indian is denied to older migrants (and the newer lesser skilled mi-
grants who may enter through family reunifi cation categories, for in-
stance) who are not seen to conform to the new models of successful 
Indian migrants.

And fi nally, it appears that just as India has opened up the possibility 
of professing a link with the homeland by taking up overseas Indian 
citizenship, the risks of taking it up become more pronounced. The 
accusation that the overseas Indian citizenship is an offering that is 
too little too late (Economic and Political Weekly editorial, 21 January 
2006), may become particularly pertinent in the context of the changing 
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scenario among receiving countries who are seeking more exclusionary 
forms of identifi cation amongst their migrants. Within this context, tak-
ing up the overseas Indian citizenship can indeed become a poisoned 
chalice.

CONCLUSION

The selectivity of migrants on the basis of skills will confi gure the future 
shape of the Indian diaspora as well as the nature of diasporic commu-
nities. So far, most research on the changing forms of selectivity and the 
importance of skilled migrants in the UK (as well as in other countries) 
has primarily concentrated on their productive role (Vertovec 2002). 
But how is the diaspora being reconfi gured in a skilled migratory 
regime? Moreover, in the UK, where post-war labour migration has 
for long fi lled the lesser skilled labour market sector, what will the 
new regime mean for internal relationships within diasporic commu-
nities? How will it reshape diaspora politics?

While the literature on transnationalism has highlighted the con-
tinuing relationship that individuals maintain with both the sending 
and receiving countries, migration regulations in the UK are increas-
ingly requiring their citizens to allege unilateral allegiance to the British 
state. What does this mean for a range of transnational strategies, such 
as the likelihood of taking up dual citizenship? How is the state limit-
ing diasporic practices, or at least monitoring them in the context of 
increasing public concerns over security and new landscapes of racism? 
These are questions that migration researchers will increasingly need 
to consider.

Moreover, while this chapter has focused on how some of these 
questions are posed in the UK, similar processes are underway in a num-
ber of other settler societies. For example, skills are becoming an in-
creasingly important vector for choosing migrants in Canada, Australia 
and New Zealand and in all these countries other modes of entry 
(including family migration) now form a smaller part of the overall 
migration stream. The reconfi guring of the Indian diaspora is therefore 
not simply a British issue, but one that invites research from other 
parts of the world.
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NOTES

1. In particular, the seven countries around the Persian Gulf (Oman, United Arab 
Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain and Yemen) have been the main 
recipients and so ‘Gulf’ has become part of the popular language around migration, 
especially, in high emigration states like Kerala.

2. Arguably this extension of citizenship is occurring at the same time that the meaning 
of national citizenship is itself eroding, giving way to new forms of corporate citizen-
ship as well as to global citizenship movements as, for example, in movements such 
as the World Social Forum (Brodie, 2004). However, as Aihwa Ong (1999) has argued, 
citizenship is emerging as a fl exible category in the context of these changes to pol-
itical participation globally.

3. This chapter suggests the importance of bringing together studies of immigra-
tion and emigration regulations. Although transnational approaches to migration 
have aimed to take account of migrant experiences across receiving and sending 
states, they have not interrogated the ways in which the state too is sensitive to and 
responds to changes in regulations in other states. This is evidenced in some par-
liamentary debates in the UK (The Hansard 2003) where it is recognised that UK 
citizenship regulations must respond to the changing citizenship regime in India. 
UK regulations too, it appears are territorially sensitive and are formed in cognisance 
of the structures of the sending state.

4. These work permit fi gures only account for about 35 per cent of all labour migrants 
to the UK. For instance, they do not include migrants from the EU who come pri-
marily for work, or family migrants who enter through other immigration categories 
but join the labour force (HMSO 2002).

5. The regulations regarding the admission and treatment of asylum-seekers also 
underwent critical changes but I am only focusing on those elements of the Act that 
relate to issues of labour migration. Moreover, the immigration regulation changes 
will primarily affect third-country nationals.

6. It is also important to note here the extent to which these shifts in immigration 
policy have received cross-party consensus. Both the other major political parties in 
the UK were in broad agreement with the changes to labour migration being sug-
gested in this white paper (The Hansard, February 2002). However, sharper divisions 
have emerged subsequently.

7. The other two were an extension of the age of retirement and an increase in the 
birth rate.

8. This divide is also echoed in the context of UK’s wider population with the 
new responsible, active citizen being mobilised by New Labour as the ideal citizen 
(Clarke 2005).

9. National Vocational Qualifi cations at level 3 (NVQ3) is defi ned as ‘Competence 
that involves the application of knowledge in a broad range of varied work activities 
performed in a wide variety of contexts, most of which are complex and non-routine. 
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 There is considerable responsibility and autonomy and control or guidance of 
others is often required’.

10. Although, arguably the obligations receive much more attention than the rights 
as the state says little about what it will do for these new citizens, except possibly 
allow them to settle in a democratic society.

11. Although how this is to be achieved is still not clear.
12. Indian subcontinent husbands accounted for 47 per cent of the total in 2004, and 

wives, 38 per cent (Home Offi ce 2005).
13. This will be further infl uenced by the ways in which access to education is itself 

broadening and reshaping in India.
14. Even existing critiques of social cohesion policies highlight gender divisions and 

point to divisions based on religion. The role of structures of migration and dif-
ferential selection of migrants, is never explored.

15. ‘Most measures, however, have been aimed more at the stereotypical successful 
overseas Indian, one based in the developed world, whether it is with regard to 
offering dual citizenship, easing investment opportunities or even commemorat-
ing their achievements’ (Economic and Political Weekly editorial, 21 January 2006: 
172–73).
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9
Indian Diaspora in the United Kingdom: 
Second-Generation Parents’ Views and 
Experiences on Heritage Language 
Transmission

RAVINDER BARN

INTRODUCTION

The nature and extent of heritage language1 use is an important 
concern for scholars of the Indian diaspora. This chapter examines 

the ways in which second-generation Indian parents in the United 
Kingdom (UK) are experiencing the transmission of heritage languages 
to their offspring. Based on empirical fi ndings, the chapter provides an 
authoritative account of the linguistic transmission experiences of 
Indian parents living in a land where they continue to be perceived and 
marginalised as the ‘other’. It is argued that although there is increasing 
research evidence into major strides being made by British Indians in a 
number of important arenas such as education, employment/business 
and public life; their experiences of parenting and family life have re-
ceived scant attention. This chapter makes an important contribution 
to address that gap by exploring the perceptions of ‘ordinary’ Indian 
parents about the crucial but challenging aspect of being a parent in a 
diasporic context. In particular, parental views and experiences about 
their children’s acquisition of heritage languages is explored against the 
backdrop of contextual factors such as the social and political discourse 
on race and ethnicity, and racial and ethnic identity.
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The chapter is divided into four sections. First, the background sec-
tion sets the scene by providing an account of heritage language use 
in the Indian diaspora in different parts of the world. A historical ap-
proach to consider the decline in heritage languages in the older dias-
pora is especially poignant here. Second, a brief description is given 
of the Indian diaspora in the UK together with an understanding of 
some research, albeit limited, into heritage languages. In the next 
section, the empirical study upon which this chapter is based is men-
tioned in some detail. The next section reports on the empirical fi nd-
ings of this study (both quantitative and qualitative) and moves on to 
consider the salient issues and concerns in the main discussion.

BACKGROUND

People from the Indian subcontinent have migrated for centuries, 
however their settlement as modern day communities in other parts 
of the world began, predominantly, in the nineteenth century. Today, 
people of Indian origin are settled in over 70 countries. Estimates of 
the total size of what has become known as the India diaspora range 
from 15–20 million (Government of India 2001: 680).

Some scholars such as Bhat (2000) make a distinction between 
the older diaspora who migrated primarily in the nineteenth century 
(for instance to Fiji, Trinidad and Tobago, Guyana and Mauritius) 
and the new diaspora who migrated primarily in the twentieth cen-
tury (for instance to UK, United States of America [USA] and Canada). 
In a study of heritage languages, ethnic group identity and family and 
kinship, such a distinction may help us to understand the processes 
at work.

Bhat (2000) suggests that overseas Indians often employ three 
modes of self-identifi cation, namely, caste, religion and language or 
region of origin. Parekh (1993) believes that caste has lost much of its 
traditional importance among the early indentured immigrants of 
the old diaspora. It is argued that the contexts of their immigration and 
absorption into the plantation barracks had weakened this sense of 
hierarchy. Similarly, it would appear that knowledge and use of herit-
age languages also declined. Thus, today it is a religious identity around 
which they are organised.
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In his paper on the inclusion of Indian immigrants in Mauritius, 
Mehta (1989) observes that the older generation still speak Bhojpuri, 
Telugu, Tamil or Marathi, and they understand Hindi or Urdu. He also 
reports that in the recent past, there have been concerted efforts to pro-
mote heritage languages. Similarly, Jayaram (2000) notes that language 
retention is an age-related phenomenon. In documenting the decline 
of heritage languages such as Bhojpuri, Hindi and Tamil in Trinidad 
and Tobago, he refl ects that Trinidad Bhojpuri monolinguals are gen-
erally over 75 years of age, and Trinidad Bhojpuri and Trinidad Creole 
English bilinguals are mostly in the age group of 55–75 years. He argues 
that the elders retained their fi rst language mainly because they did 
not know English. He notes that both Trinidad Bhojpuri and stand-
ard Hindi were predominantly a part of the oral culture and the script 
was basically confi ned to the religious literati—the pundits among 
the Hindus and the ministers among the Presbyterians. Jayaram (2000) 
believes that this accounts for both the general attrition of these two 
languages among the Indians and the survival and retention of some 
elements of their native languages.

Research into the Indian diaspora in other parts of the world docu-
ments some interesting trends. In a study of knowledge and use of 
language, Dewan (1989) found that by the third generation, Sindhis in 
Metro-Manila had generally displaced Sindhi with English even for 
use within the home setting. David (1999), in his study of Sindhis in 
Malaysia, documents that by the third generation, Sindhi had gener-
ally been replaced by English and Malay. Interestingly, Sindhi had 
evolved into a new dialect (usually mixed with English) and reduced to 
the role of a ‘private language’ used when there was a need to exclude 
an out-group member. In a study of Sindhis and Sikhs in Hong Kong, 
Detaramani and Lock (2003) report a marked reduction in multilingual-
ism among the Sindhi population compared to their Sikh compatriots.

There is some academic interest to learn about the process of con-
tinuity and change being experienced by the Indian diaspora around 
the globe. Although there are commentaries on the decline of heritage 
languages in the old diaspora, limited available literature exists on the 
process of linguistic heritage among the new diaspora. It is hoped that 
this chapter will make some contribution to understand the issues 
and concerns facing the new Indian diaspora with regard to linguistic 
heritage in the west.



194 Ravinder Barn

THE INDIAN COMMUNITY2 IN THE UK

Since the Second World War, Britain has become an increasingly het-
erogeneous society and home to 4.6 million people of minority ethnic 
origin, that is, of non-white background including predominantly 
South Asians, African Caribbean, African, Chinese and those of mixed 
parentage (National Statistics 2003). Over a million of this group are 
people of Indian origin (originating from the Indian subcontinent—
including those who have themselves or whose families have moved 
directly from India, East Africa or other parts of the world).

Over the last fi ve decades, Britain has experienced an unprecedented 
increase in immigration from its former colonies. The 2001 Census 
reveals that the Indian population is the largest single ethnic minor-
ity group in Britain, making up almost one-quarter of the total minority 
ethnic population. London has the largest concentration of Indians 
(437,000), followed by the West Midlands (179,000), the East Midlands 
(122,000), the South-East (89,000) and the North-West (72,000). There 
are over four times as many Indians as Pakistanis in the East Midlands 
(122,000 compared with 28,000). The English regions with the smallest 
Indian communities are the North-East (10,000) and the South-West 
(16,000). Under 3 per cent live outside England—less than 25,000 in 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland combined (see Figure 9.1).

In contemporary British society, the Indian community is perceived 
to be the ‘model minority’ in a similar way to the Chinese community 
in the USA (Lee 1994). Indians are seen as hard-working and success-
ful. Indeed, research evidence into the socio-economic circumstances 
of minority groups has consistently shown that in spite of racial dis-
crimination and disadvantage in British society, the Indian commu-
nity is progressively better off than other groups (Modood et al. 1997). 
In many of the key indicators related to economic success (including 
level of education and qualifi cations, employment, income and home 
ownership), the Indian community is described as a success story.

Children and young people of Indian origin are outstripping their 
minority ethnic and white peers in terms of educational achievement 
(Gillborn and Gipps 1996; Swann 1985). They are more likely to achieve 
good GCSE and A-level results (secondary school qualifi cations) and go 
on to university than their peers. Their chances of attaining a university 
degree are far greater than their contemporaries. The implications of 



Indian Diaspora in the United Kingdom 195

educational achievement for the phenomena of economic progress 
are therefore transparent.

In public life, the visibility of the Indian has grown hugely from 
the days when white English actors ‘browned-up’ their faces to take 
on Asian character roles in fi lms and television (TV) programmes 
such as Alec Guiness as Professor Godbole in ‘A Passage to India’, and 
Michael Bates as Rangi Ram in ‘It Ain’t Half Hot Mum’. Contemporary 
British society has seen the birth of British Asian fi lm directors such 
as Gurinder Chadha of the ‘Bend it like Beckham’ fame, and British 
Asian comedians such as Meera Syal and Sanjeev Bhaskar of the hit 
TV comedies—‘Goodness Gracious Me’, and ‘Kumars at Number 42’. 
British Asian music (including bhangra, hip hop, soul, rap and fu-
sions of these genres) and the Bollywood fi lm industry have also been 
making inroads into the mainstream (Sharma et al. 1996). And need-
less to say, Indian food has become part and parcel of British cuisine. 
Indeed, chicken tikka masala remains the nation’s favourite dish; and 
ingredients for Indian cookery and Indian ready-made meals can be 
found in almost all supermarkets.

FIGURE 9.1 Percentage Distribution of the British Indian Population in 
the UK
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Source: Offi ce for National Statistics (2001).



196 Ravinder Barn

A word of caution is necessary to prevent the reader from running 
away with the idea that the British Indian community is basking in 
affl uence and infl uence. It is important to recognise that the Indian com-
munity is not a homogenous grouping. Contextual variables such as 
social class, caste, gender and family form are likely to shape socio-
economic status. Consequently, disadvantage and deprivation are likely 
to be experienced by some sections of the community. It is possible that 
the comparative nature of available research into socio-economic status 
and ethnicity creates an erroneous picture which cloaks the hetero-
geneity of the British Indian experience.

Much of the research into the British Indian community has been 
largely in the areas of education, employment, housing and health 
(Berthoud 2000; Gillborn and Gipps 1996; Hopkins and Bahl 1993; 
Luthra 1997; Modood et al. 1997). It would be fair to say that by and 
large British researchers have demonstrated little interest in learn-
ing about the social and cultural adjustment of Indian communities in 
their adopted countries of settlement. In spite of this chronic paucity 
in the literature, there is some evidence of settlement, adjustment and 
parenting and family life within the South Asian community in the UK 
(Aurora 1965; Burghart 1987; Dosanjh 1976; Dosanjh and Ghuman 
1996; Tatla 1999). However, within the South Asian grouping, there is 
a general paucity of literature on language profi ciency and use amongst 
second and third-generation Indians.

In a study of identity construction amongst South Asian adolescents 
in the west, Ghuman (2003) found that many of them reported some 
verbal fl uency in their heritage language, but highlighted the confi ne-
ment of the language to the home setting only. Similarly, Shaw (2000) 
suggested that increasing numbers of second-generation Pakistanis 
were unable to read and write their heritage language and were also 
restricting the spoken language to home and family.

With the exception of a few localised studies, it is evident that there 
is a general paucity of research into language profi ciency and use 
amongst South Asian families. Such a dearth of empirical research 
literature into parenting and family life in the UK has resulted in a gap 
in our understanding about how parents attempt to ensure that their 
children learn their heritage language in a country in which the English 
language is the norm.

This chapter now reports on the key empirical fi ndings from a 
study carried out by the author to provide both statistical information 
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about the nature and extent of heritage language use, and the views 
and experiences of second-generation Indian parents of the process 
of transmission of a linguistic heritage (Barn 2006).

THE STUDY

The chapter stems from a broader study into parenting in different 
ethnic groups in British society (see Barn 2006). The original study 
comprised parents from a range of different ethnic groups including 
Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, African Caribbean, African and white 
(n = 385). Parents (both mothers and fathers) of 7–11 year old chil-
dren completed quantitative questionnaires, and a sub-sample also 
participated in semi-structured in-depth interviews (n = 61).

The extent to which minority ethnic groups adapt to social and cul-
tural change is an important debate in modern multi-racial societies 
(Sam and Berry 2006). In this study, we attempted to consider conti-
nuity and change for families in our sample. We were keen to identify 
the infl uence of time and location and the extent to which racial and 
cultural minorities retain and redefi ne cultural values and norms, main-
tain heritage languages and observes religious practices. The ways in 
which the majority ethnic group adapts and contributes to cultural 
diversity was also a component in our original study.

This chapter focuses upon Hindu (n = 32) and Sikh (n = 52) parents 
only. Questionnaires were completed by all of these parents, and a 
sub-sample (n = 16) took part in an interview.

The mean parental age was 39 years. The majority of the parents 
were either born in the UK or had spent most of their life in Britain 
(21 per cent and 47 per cent respectively). The vast majority of the sam-
ple resided in a two-parent family, and one in 10 were living in a lone 
parent household. Just over a third of the Hindu families and a quar-
ter of the Sikh families were living in extended households, that is, 
second-generation parents with their children and with the children’s 
grandparents. In the majority of the cases, the extended households in-
cluded paternal grandparents. The average number of children per fam-
ily amounted to two. In comparison to their South Asian counterparts, 
Indian parents had high levels of education and Indian mothers were 
also more likely to be in employment. Almost all of the Indian families 
were owner-occupiers of their homes.
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FINDINGS

Quantitative Questionnaire Findings

In our quantitative survey, we asked parents to tell us what language 
they generally spoke to their child. We also asked what language the child 
generally spoke to them. In-depth semi-structured interviews sought 
to explore the story behind these statistics to understand the dynamics 
of the transmission of heritage languages.

Our statistical fi ndings show that the majority of Sikh and Hindu par-
ents conversed with their children in ‘English and heritage languages’ 
(82 per cent and 78 per cent respectively). About a fi fth of the Hindu 
parents reported speaking to the child in English only, while one in 
10 of the Sikh parents reported the same. A very small proportion of 
both Hindu and Sikh parents reported speaking in their heritage lan-
guage only. There were no discernible differences between mothers and 
fathers. Thus, it would appear that the most common form of speech 
utilised by the parents included English and heritage languages.

Since women and mothers are often perceived as the vehicle for 
the transmission of heritage and culture, it is pertinent to note a few 
key aspects. Our study found that many of the Indian mothers were 
either born in Britain or had lived there most of their life. In addition, 
many of these women were in employment. Thus, they had a good 
fl uency in the English language and speaking English both inside 
and outside the home had become the norm for many of them (albeit 
in conjunction with the heritage language). The high rates of Indian 
female participation in the labour market coupled with length of resi-
dence in the UK indicate that social class is less signifi cant in under-
standing the impact on language transmission. In other words, whilst an 
English-speaking mother may have been a rarity in lower-class homes 
30 years ago, this is no longer the case. Thus, a dual-language house-
hold has become commonplace (see Table 9.1).

TABLE 9.1 Languages Spoken by Parents to their Children (in %) (n = 84)

Parental Group English Only
English and 

Heritage Languages
Heritage 

Languages Only Total

Sikh 10 82 8 100 (n = 52)
Hindu 19 78 3 100 (n = 32)
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An analysis of the languages spoken by children to their parents 
reveals an interesting picture. Here we can see that although parents 
report speaking to their children primarily in English and heritage 
languages, this is not reciprocated by the children. The majority of the 
Hindu children are reported to be speaking in English only (56 per 
cent). Similarly, a signifi cant proportion of the Sikh children (40 per 
cent) are described as speaking in English only. The differences be-
tween the Sikh and Hindu children were found to be not statistically 
signifi cant (see Table 9.2).

TABLE 9.2 Languages Spoken by Children to their Parents (in %) (n = 84)

Parental Group English Only
English and 

Heritage Languages
Heritage 

Languages Only Total

Sikh 40 60 0 100 (n = 52)
Hindu 56 44 0 100 (n = 32)

Our fi ndings show that the sole use of heritage languages is very 
minimal. Only 8 per cent of the Sikh parents and 3 per cent of the Hindu 
parents reported speaking exclusively in their heritage language. Not 
surprisingly, no child was reported to speak exclusively a heritage lan-
guage. We found that length of residence seemed to have an impact 
on languages spoken in Indian households. Families that had lived in 
Britain for less than fi ve years were more likely to speak heritage lan-
guages ‘only’ within the home setting. Parents who reported speaking 
exclusively in English were either British born, or had lived in Britain 
for a considerable length of time, generally over 20 years.

Although it is not within the remit of this chapter to make com-
parisons with other minority ethnic groups, it should be noted that our 
study found a quantitative difference between Indian and Pakistani/
Bangladeshi parents. The children of the latter were found to be less 
likely to speak exclusively in English within the home setting; and were 
more likely to demonstrate fl uency in heritage languages.

Interview Findings

Our interview fi ndings suggest the importance of heritage languages 
for many Indian parents. It is evident that whilst children in some 
Indian households may not be using a heritage language in everyday 
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conversations with their parents, the strong desire of their parents to at-
tempt to ensure that their children grow up to be bilingual is palpable.

Parents stressed the importance of heritage language skills in prac-
tical and relationship terms. A common reason given for inculcating 
bilingualism in the child was so that he/she could communicate with 
the grandparents (over a third of the Hindu and a quarter of the Sikh 
households included resident grandparents) and other relatives who 
did not speak English. However, the importance of learning one’s heri-
tage language was also seen to be important in cultural terms, in that it 
helped to foster ethnic group identities by facilitating knowledge and 
understanding of parental values and culture. Attempts to maintain 
and transmit heritage linguistic skills were found to be in evidence 
(Berry 1980, 2001; Ghuman 2003).

They speak English outside all day, and when they come home they forget 
and just carry on, so I do tell them to not forget their own language. I try 
to get them to speak Punjabi at home so that the grandparents won’t feel 
left out. They will speak Punjabi when we and the grandparents are sitting, 
but when they are all together with their own age, cousins and friends, they 
speak English (Indian mother).

Language was also important for maintaining cultural and relation-
ship links with family and relatives in countries of origin. For some Indian 
parents, language and culture were intertwined. They emphasised the 
importance of ensuring that their children learned their ethnic group 
language for reasons of ethnic identity and culture. Parents perceived 
that this sense of belonging could help children feel a connectivity with 
the community. Attempts to foster a positive ethnic identity and ethnic 
loyalty were rooted in parental concerns of dislocation and lack of ac-
ceptance by mainstream society. Parents were cognisant of the process 
of acculturation, but deemed it essential for their children’s well-being 
that they remained rooted in their cultural identity.

It is important. I think it is important that she realises, although she’s going 
to be more British than I am, and I’m more British than my parents, that 
our background is way over there in Punjab (Indian father).

Diffi culties Encountered in Minority Language Teaching

Whilst Hindu and Sikh parents made efforts to speak to their children 
in their heritage language, this skill and ability was not being readily 
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transferred to their children. Interviews with parents revealed the many 
and disparate reasons for this.

In some Indian homes, parents spoke languages other than English, 
but did not always make a conscious effort to teach the children those 
languages. This may explain why these children were less likely to speak 
these languages.

…I want them to understand their own language as well. They do 
understand it, but they can’t speak it … (Indian father).

Some parents expressed their own inadequacy in their heritage lan-
guage and felt that they would disadvantage the child in transferring 
poor standards. One East African Indian mother in a mixed-marriage 
stated that she had made a choice to speak to the children in English 
only because her language skills in Gujarati were minimal.

I speak Gujarati but I don’t read or write it, and on the basis of that, I feel 
I’m not in the place to speak it to my children. Some of the words I use 
are absolutely wrong, some of the language is actually Swahili, not even 
Gujarati, because of the melting pot of culture (Indian mother).

It seemed that the pressure to teach heritage languages to children 
often came from the grandparents. Some second-generation parents had 
a desire for their children to learn their language, but were not making 
any concerted efforts to make this a reality. This was often tied up with the 
fact that there was little external provision available for this to happen. 
An Indian Sikh mother who had taught her daughter at home to sit 
a formal examination in Punjabi explained that the push had come 
from the child’s grandmother.

Simran did her Punjabi and she got an A in her GCSE… I didn’t put that 
much effort … she was interested because as I said she was close to my 
mum and she really wanted to do it because my mum wanted her to do 
it. But she did it and she did really well. I only taught her at home (Indian 
mother).

The diffi culties of teaching a language when it is only to be spoken 
within the confi nes of your home, with little or no external assistance 
was voiced by many Indian parents. Parents had either taught their 
children at home, or  found some local weekly class at a place of worship 
or at a school in the area.
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They speak Punjabi at home, Punjabi and English. English is no problem 
to them—only Punjabi; once a week I take them to the temple, then I 
help them, help them on how to make a sentence, to pronounce this and 
whatever (Indian father).

A Gujarati mother expressed similar sentiments in that she too grew 
up speaking little of her heritage language, but now as an adult made 
every effort to speak to her parents in Gujarati. In contrast to other par-
ents who felt stressed about their children not speaking their heritage 
language, this mother was less concerned and felt that just as she had 
made the switch as an adult, her children would too.

I was like that when I was their age, everyone would speak to me in Gujarati, 
even my parents would speak to me, but I always used to reply in English. 
But as I got older … you know now when I speak to my mum I speak to 
her in Gujarati … for a long time, she goes ‘You never used to speak like 
this, how come you speak like this all of a sudden? (Indian mother).

The value placed on bilingualism seemed to be so strong within 
the Indian community that some parents felt that they had failed in 
their parenting if their children did not speak their heritage language. 
Given the central role of women as mothers in the construction and 
maintenance of cultural values and norms, linguistic and religious 
heritage, such a view was generally prevalent amongst Indian mothers 
(Rayaprol 1997).

Overall, it would seem that the second-generation Indian parents 
place a great deal of emphasis upon the transmission of their heritage 
languages to their children. However, the nature and extent of this is vari-
able. The availability of appropriate heritage language teaching infra-
structures coupled with family structures (extended households with 
resident grandparents), visits to India, parental language of choice 
seemed to be key determinants of bilingualism. Given that bilingual-
ism is associated with more desirable results in terms of family rela-
tions and psycho-social adjustment, it would seem that parents need 
to be supported in the transfer of heritage language skills (Portes and 
Hao 2002). There is evidence that the teaching of heritage languages 
in mainstream schools helps validate these languages in the eyes of 
children and may help with bilingualism and ethnic socialisation 
(Ghuman 2003).
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DISCUSSION

Language is generally perceived to be inextricably intertwined with 
ethnicity and culture. It is generally perceived as a central vehicle for 
accessing a culture, constructing shared identities and defi ning out-
groups. Its dynamic and evolving nature is also recognised.

The teaching of heritage language is considered to be an important 
aspect or challenge of the experience of being a parent in a diasporic 
context. The importance of language and culture for minority families 
is at the centre of key debates about assimilation, integration, cohesion, 
citizenship, multiculturalism, and racial and ethnic identity.

Generally speaking, British society can be described as possessing a 
pecking order or a hierarchy with regards to heritage languages. This 
can be said to be reinforced and supported by the prevailing social and 
political order. People make a positive or negative evaluation about the 
heritage languages that others may use. There is a temptation to dis-
parage others’ language forms as defi cient, or see them as less valuable. 
This is usually the case when that language happens to be a non-
European language. Thus whilst European languages such as French, 
German and Spanish are routinely taught in most secondary schools, 
this is not the case for minority languages such as Punjabi, Hindi, or 
Gujarati. Moreover, there appears to be a hierarchy among minority 
languages too. Statistical information from the National Centre for Lan-
guages reveals that of the heritage languages which are taught in some 
secondary schools (where there is a signifi cant number of minorities 
from the relevant backgrounds) and the estimated 2,200 supplementary 
and mother tongue schools, the most widely taught community lan-
guages include Arabic, Bengali, Chinese, Turkish and Urdu (CILT 2005). 
Indeed, Indian languages such as Punjabi and Gujarati have witnessed 
a decline over the last few years. The reasons for this are unclear and 
may include lack of demand.

The distribution of power in British society and the social and pol-
itical discourse on race and ethnicity is useful in understanding the views 
and experiences of Indian family life. In 2001, in the aftermath of the 
riots in the northern cities with signifi cant Asian populations, the then 
home secretary, David Blunkett, stated that one of the problems with 
the Asian community was their inability to speak the English language. 
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His comments were framed within the notion of what constitutes 
‘Britishness’. Interestingly, the home secretary received much support 
for his statements relating to learning English for participating in civic 
life, including from some key fi gures such as Nick Griffi n, leader of 
the far-right British National Party, and Norman Tebbit (former Con-
servative minister infamous for his cricket test speech questioning 
the loyalty of minority groups to Britain). A British Broadcasting Cor-
poration (BBC) poll also found widespread approval for Blunkett’s 
proposal.

In a subsequent paper, David Blunkett was at pains to argue that he 
was not proposing assimilation to a prevailing monoculture and that 
diversity was endorsed as a source of pride in British society. He also 
stressed that he had in no way implied that the riots, in which many 
Asian young people were involved, were as a result of language prob-
lems. He went on to say that:

…speaking English enables parents to converse with their children in 
English, as well as in their historic mother tongue, at home and to partici-
pate in wider modern culture. It helps overcome the schizophrenia which 
bedevils generational relationships. In as many as 30% of Asian British 
households, according to the recent citizenship survey, English is not 
spoken at home. (Blunkett 2002)

This statement was again criticised by some in the Asian commu-
nity. Ghuman (2003) notes that Blunkett’s argument that nearly a 
third of the South Asian families in Britain speak only their native lan-
guage at home suggests that this is a major cause of maladaptation of 
the younger generation.

In their study Child-rearing in Ethnic Minorities, Dosanjh and Ghuman 
(1996) concluded that the fi rst generation of the 1960s and 1970s had 
to struggle hard to reproduce its institutions of religion and family life 
and its community networks. They believed that the second generation 
was in an advantageous position to transmit its cultural heritage due to 
the establishment of the necessary social structures. Our study shows 
that whilst the transmission of a cultural heritage is a key goal of Indian 
parents, it is by no means an easy task. The diffi culties and struggles 
in raising bilingual children were evident. Moreover, parents revealed 
a plurality of experience infl uenced by societal views about race, ethni-
city and ethnic group languages, educational support structures, wider 
family and kinship network and the acculturation process.
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In their accounts of parenting practices, concerns and anxieties, it 
became evident that many Indian parents shared a relatively common 
view on ethnic and racial socialisation of their children. The emphasis 
placed on language transmission, and the location of this within a family 
and cultural context was a key component of this framework.

The majority of Indian parents reported many struggles in the trans-
mission of ethnic group language. In the absence of key educational 
support structures, parents argued that they were fi nding it extremely 
diffi cult to be able to raise bilingual children. Although the educational 
and social benefi ts of bilingualism are beginning to be recognised 
(Alladina 1995; Baker 1995), the majority of parents signifi ed the im-
portance of learning ethnic group languages in family and cultural 
terms only. For a few parents, the mother tongue was of little import-
ance. This was because they themselves had a poor command of the 
heritage language; or because they believed that fl uency in the domin-
ant language was the only way forward for their child to succeed in 
education and the world of work.

The low status bestowed upon minority ethnic languages has been 
reported to be largely responsible for a lack of adequate nursery and 
school structures, and for the suppression of these languages (Alladina 
1995). The teaching of heritage languages remains peripheral and 
confi ned to classes being held in gurdwaras and temples, or in some 
secondary schools with signifi cant South Asian populations. Other than 
this, there are no concerted efforts or policies in place at the local or cen-
tral governmental level to teach minority ethnic heritage languages to 
promote bilingualism.

In the absence of appropriate school systems, the teaching of minor-
ity ethnic group languages falls on the shoulders of individual parents. 
In the context of low language status, internalised racism and parental 
belief that children will need to be fl uent in English only to be success-
ful, it is not surprising that many minority ethnic parents report diffi -
culties in raising bilingual children. Moreover, a defi cit model which 
devalues non-European languages can negatively infl uence the per-
ceptions and attitudes of minority ethnic young people.

Our study shows that the transmission of a linguistic heritage is a 
key concern for Indian families since it connects generations and coun-
tries and plays a crucial role in sustaining community and religious ties 
(Modood et al. 1994; Portes and Hao 2002). It is important to under-
stand the complexity of issues involved to counter arguments which 
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serve to equate monolingualism with social inclusion, citizenship 
and adherence to British values, and bilingualism as problematic (see 
Blunkett 2002; Portes and Hao 2002).

A number of key reasons can be put forward to understand the de-
cline of heritage languages in the old diaspora, and now in the new dias-
pora. These include amongst others the non-functionality of heritage 
languages, the desire to be fl uent and monolingual in English to suc-
ceed in education and at work, the fl uency in the English language of 
second-generation Indian parents and consequently reduced parent-
child interaction to foster linguistic heritage, the nuclear family struc-
ture and the absence of grandparents, the inferior status accorded to 
heritage languages in the host community, the non-availability of 
Indian languages as core subjects within the school curriculum on a 
routine basis, increasing globalisation and the dominance of English 
as a language.

As in the case of Mauritius and Trinidad and Tobago, where it is 
argued that the revival of heritage languages is unlikely to result in a 
distinctive speech community; it could be argued that in the UK we 
are unlikely to witness the growth of a heritage language literati. Given 
the particular set of circumstances, unless concerted efforts are made 
to counter the prevailing obstacles, it is possible that over time, we are 
likely to experience further decline in the knowledge and use of heri-
tage languages in the UK and other western countries.

The extent to which an ethnic identity can exist without the linguistic 
glue remains to be seen. At present, the British Indian diaspora on the 
whole continues to look to India as the mother country. The numerous 
Hindi and Punjabi TV satellite channels and Bollywood fi lms remain 
an important leisure pursuit for many Indians of all age groups. Whilst 
Bollywood fi lms and TV dramas can be enjoyed with English sub-
titles, Hindu and Sikh religious services do not as yet routinely cater 
in the same way (although there are early signs that some gurdwaras in 
London have begun to use overhead projectors to provide English sub-
titles of the religious service underway). With the decline in heritage 
languages, it will be important to study the development of any new 
dialect and the nature and extent of formal religious activity.

The current phenomena of transnationalism is also worth a mention 
as it provides a number of supports for heritage language acquisition. 
Films, TV programmes and Internet content in heritage language 
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formats are now readily accessible. Telephone service to relatives in 
India is much more accessible and affordable than the past; and fast, 
accessible international travel is now much more available. The rapid 
growth of the Indian economy may also signal a shift leading to the 
possible popularity of heritage languages. It is feasible that trans-
nationalism could herald a new dawn for the Indian diaspora and its 
linguistic heritage.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, it would seem that second-generation Indian parents 
place a great deal of emphasis upon the transmission of their heritage 
languages to their children.

However, our study fi ndings show that the nature and extent of lan-
guage transference is variable among the Indian grouping. It is evident 
that second-generation parents aim to transmit heritage languages 
to their offspring in the hope that this will provide them with a secure 
foundation of their ethnicity. The ways in which this is being done 
emphasises the negotiation of internal and external factors, the im-
portance of a bilingual and bicultural identity and character forma-
tion. The task of language transference is a challenging but important 
one for Indian parents and children. The efforts of Indian parents to 
create an environment which is positive, nurturing and supportive 
need to be recognised. The failure of the British education system to 
accord ‘core’ language status to Indian languages on a routine basis, 
combined with the politics of race, ethnicity and belonging make it 
especially diffi cult for second-generation Indian parents to raise bi-
lingual children. Whether the advent of transnationalism and the 
economic and political muscle of the rapidly growing Indian economy 
will alter the heritage linguistic domain of the Indian diaspora remains 
to be seen.

NOTES

1. The term heritage language is employed throughout this chapter. The reader 
should be aware that other key terms such as ‘mother tongue’, ‘community language’, 
‘minority language’ are also in existence in the wider literature on this topic.
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2. The author acknowledges the contested nature of the term community. It is used 
here for the sake of convenience and not to imply the existence of a uniform and 
recognised Indian community in the UK. Differences in social class, education, 
rural/urban background, caste, religion and family form are all important attributes 
to take into consideration.
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10
Indian Diaspora in New Zealand: 
History, Identity and Cultural Landscapes

WARDLOW FRIESEN AND ROBIN A. KEARNS

INTRODUCTION

In 2002, the fi rst Diwali festival was staged in Auckland at the 
Mahatma Gandhi Centre, a venue comprising a Hindu temple and 

meeting halls. By 2003, the festival had attracted a crowd of more than 
40,000 people (Gregory 2004). In 2004, a 14-member bhangra group 
(drummers) of the Rangla Punjab Cultural Youth Club had fl own from 
India especially for the celebrations (Kiong 2004). In 2005, under pres-
sure of numbers, the fourth public Diwali was moved from the ‘Indian-
owned’ site of the Mahatma Gandhi Centre to Aotea Square, Auckland’s 
civic centre, and took place over an 11-hour period (New Zealand Herald 
2005b). This event gained prestige with high-profi le Indian Bollywood 
actor Jimmy Shergill and Indian pop singer Aiysha travelling to New 
Zealand to be part of the judging panel for Auckland’s Diwali festival 
dance competition (New Zealand Herald 2005a). A Bollywood talent-
spotter and four of Aiysha’s entourage, three of her choreographers 
and her dance instructor were on the panel as well. The popularity of 
this celebration has now spread to smaller centres, with the regional city 
of New Plymouth (population 70,000) having its own Diwali festival 
that includes a programme of dances, musical items, a play involving 
30 children and a pot-luck Indian meal (Geetha 2002). The festival also 
provides a means for Indian businesses and associations to promote 
themselves (see Plate 10.1).
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The civic support of festivals such as Diwali, and their widespread 
patronage by members of the dominant Pakeha (European) culture 
signifi es something of a ‘coming of age’ for the Indian population in 
Auckland. Along with the increasing numbers of Indian restaurants 
in Auckland, high-profi le festivals serve to authenticate (and, to an ex-
tent, commodify) cultural expressions that were formerly dismissed as 
marginal, if not unwelcome. This recent and escalating acceptability of 
Indian cultural festivities within a nation which, until recently, demon-
strated minimal ethnic diversity warrants investigation for refl ection of 
a growing expression of the Indian diaspora in the South Pacifi c.

The story of the Indian diaspora has been characterised as ‘…one of 
sweat and toil often washed with tears’ (Singh 2004: 95) and this is an 
accurate refl ection of many past migrations, and a considerable num-
ber into the present. However, contemporary migration streams are 
highly infl uenced by processes of globalisation and a greater focus on 
skilled migration (Khadria 2001), so in many cases ‘sweat and toil’ has 
been displaced by knowledge transfer and investment potential. At 
the same time, ‘sweat and toil’ may still be an accurate description of the 
outcome for some Indian migrants who have taken unskilled or semi-
skilled jobs because they have not been able to secure employment 
commensurate with their professional qualifi cations. While studies 
of the Indian diaspora are numerous (for example, Clarke et al. 1990; 

PLATE 10.1 Hindi Radio at Diwali Festival, Auckland 2006

Source: W. Friesen.
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Ghosh and Chatterjee 2004; Jayaram 2004; Vertovec 2000), comparable 
studies in New Zealand are relatively scarce (for example, Leckie 1995; 
Tiwari 1980). Perhaps one reason for this is that although there have been 
Indians in New Zealand for more than a century their numbers have 
been relatively small until the late 1980s. Although the Indian diaspora 
in New Zealand is small on the global scene, the issues of diversity and 
multiple identities are amply illustrated by this case study. Further, 
with New Zealand’s relatively small population of just over 4 million, 
and a proactive immigration policy, the proportion of its popula-
tion that identifi es as Indian has increased rapidly over the last two 
decades. Thus the impacts of the Indian diaspora on the New Zealand 
‘mainstream’ have been considerable, in cultural, economic, social and 
political terms.

In this chapter, we review the history and present status of the Indian 
diaspora in New Zealand, then present a case study of one central 
Auckland suburb—Sandringham—which has experienced high levels 
of ethnic diversifi cation in recent years. The signifi cance of Auckland 
as migrant destination is again illustrated in the fact that 71 per cent of 
the Indian population added to the New Zealand total between 1986 
and 2001 was based in Auckland, resulting in a population in Auckland 
of 41,544 in the latter year. We therefore consider the way in which the 
Indian diaspora links New Zealand and many individual suburbs such 
as Sandringham into global processes and networks. We situate our 
consideration of the Indian diaspora and the Sandringham case study 
within the context of the large literature on transnationalism that has 
developed since the early 1990s.

HISTORY OF INDIAN SETTLEMENT IN NEW ZEALAND

The fi rst record of an Indian in New Zealand was of a Bengali who jumped 
ship in 1810 to marry ‘a local woman’, followed by a pioneer gold pro-
spector from Goa who arrived in 1853 (Leckie 1995: 136). However, the 
roots of contemporary Indian communities are more to be found in the 
arrival of two Punjabi brothers in 1890 via Australia (Leckie 1995: 136). 
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Indian states of 
Gujarat and Punjab were undergoing signifi cant transformations under 
British imperial rule (for example, the decline of artisanal textile and 
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handicraft production under competition from European imports) and 
migrants from these states reached many parts of the world, including 
New Zealand. The majority of these immigrants were traders, artisans 
and labourers (Taher 1970: 39–43). During this period as well, there was 
a large-scale movement of indentured labourers from India to Fiji, and 
this process generated a parallel movement of ‘free’ migrants, some 
of whom settled in New Zealand (Taher 1970: 39–43). These early 
migrants were mostly men, with women only starting to arrive in the 
1920s (Leckie 1995: 137). After 1921, the fl ow of all Asian migrants was 
limited by the racist Immigration Restriction Amendment Act 1921 
so the main source of Indian migration was through the arrival of the 
children, wives and fi ancées of earlier migrants.

After the Second World War, restrictions on Asian migration re-
mained, but there was still a small stream of Indians arriving under 
family reunifi cation conditions, as students and by ‘special permission’ 
for other reasons, and an increasing proportion of these migrants 
came from Fiji (Taher 1970: 40). The strong pro-British immigration 
stance of New Zealand was weakened in 1974, but not fully abolished 
until the Immigration Act of 1987 removed all reference to ‘preferred 
countries of origin’. According to the 1986 Census, there were 14,172 
people who identifi ed themselves as Indian and this made up just less 
than 1 per cent (0.8 per cent) of New Zealand’s population (Friesen 
et al. 2005: 389).

After the implementation of a new immigration policy in 1987 which 
emphasised education, skills and investment capital in the selection 
of migrants, the number of Indians entering New Zealand began to 
accelerate. The change of policy coincided with a coup in Fiji which 
overthrew an elected government which was perceived to be ‘pro Indo-
Fijian’ despite being lead by an indigenous Fijian prime minister, Timoci 
Bavandra. This, combined with a visa waiver in that year as well, re-
sulted in an infl ux of Indo-Fijians into New Zealand. Although the 
number rapidly declined with the end of the visa waiver after 1988, 
there was a steady fl ow from Fiji through the 1990s as Indo-Fijians re-
mained unsure of their future in Fiji, and this once again accelerated 
after another attempted nationalist coup in 2000. The changed immi-
gration policy resulted in a slow but steady increase in the number of 
residence visas granted to migrants from India with a rapid increase 
in the twenty-fi rst century, followed by a sudden decline, refl ecting an 
easing and then a tightening in immigration policy (see Figure 10.1).
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FIGURE 10.1 New Zealand Residence Visas and Permits Granted to 
Nationals of India and Fiji, 1982–2005 (March Years)

Source: New Zealand Immigration Service data.

MULTIPLE IDENTITIES WITHIN THE INDIAN DIASPORA 
IN NEW ZEALAND

There is not, of course, a homogeneous ‘Indian diaspora’ in reality, and 
‘…Indian communities abroad have been invariably required to nego-
tiate the problem of ethnicity’ (Jayaram 2004: 17). Even a defi nition of 
what comprises ‘Indian’ is a matter of debate and this is illustrated in 
the New Zealand case as much as it is elsewhere. In the 2001 Census, 
‘Pakistani’ and ‘Bangladeshi’ were the usually declared ethnicities of 
people originating in those countries of ‘the Indian subcontinent’, but 
some of the earlier migrants to New Zealand or those who came via Fiji 
originated in the areas now occupied by Pakistan and Bangladesh, but 
for generations have considered themselves ‘Indians’. Also, there have 
been many Tamil migrants from Sri Lanka, some of whom declared 
themselves as ‘Sri Lankan’ while others declared themselves as ‘Indian’ 
while still others declared themselves as ‘Tamil’.1

At the time of the 2001 Census, the Indian population was almost 
equally divided between those born in India, Fiji and New Zealand 
(see Figure 10.2). Nearly 10 per cent of the population originated else-
where with South Africa, Malaysia and the United Kingdom (UK) 
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being the most common places of birth, but with signifi cant numbers 
also coming from Singapore, Australia, Sri Lanka and the United States 
(US). However, these birthplace statistics mask other aspects of diversity 
within the Indian population, since within the population coming from 
any one of those countries there may be considerable linguistic, reli-
gious and cultural diversity.

The staging of Indian migration to New Zealand has had signifi cant 
impacts on the linguistic and ‘ethnic’ composition of the population 
over time. The earlier migrants, whose descendents make up the New 
Zealand-born Indian population, mostly originated from northern 
India, predominated by Gujaratis, but Punjabis were also signifi cant 
(Leckie 1995). Hinduism was the predominant religion, but there were 
also Muslims and Sikhs in the earlier migrations. The characteristics of 
Indo-Fijian migrants from the 1980s onwards were, of course, highly 
infl uenced by the makeup of the indentures2 from the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, and subsequent ‘free’ migrations. North 
India, especially Uttar Pradesh, was the predominant source of early 
indentures with most being Hindu and only 13 per cent being Muslim 
(Ray 2004: 248). After 1903, south India became a source of inden-
tures for Fiji and by the end of the indenture period in 1919, nearly 

FIGURE 10.2 Birthplace of Indian Population of New Zealand, 2001 
(Number = 62,187)
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one-quarter of the Indian population of Fiji was from the south (Ray 
2004). Most of the indentures worked in the plantations of the Colo-
nial Sugar Company, and while many returned to India once they were 
eligible for free passage, the greater number stayed on to cultivate 
sugar on land leased from indigenous Fijians clans. The third wave of 
migrants to Fiji in the 1920s and 1930s comprised ‘free migrants’, mostly 
Gujaratis who came as shopkeepers, moneylenders and trade-people. 
By this time, a lingua franca based on Hindi had already developed in 
Fiji, and new migrants had to adapt to this if their language was dif-
ferent (Ray 2004: 248).

The increase of emigration from India in the 1990s increased the di-
versity of the Indian population of New Zealand. While the chain migra-
tion of earlier periods involved migrants who came from the same region, 
or even the same villages, the migration systems of the late twentieth cen-
tury were based on wider dissemination of information and oppor-
tunities, so that new Indian migrations involved a more diverse range 
of occupations and regional origins (see, for example, Khadria 2001; 
Voigt-Graf 2005).

An indication of the regional origins of the Indian population in New 
Zealand can be gained according to the language capabilities shown 
in the 2001 Census. Hindi was the most widely spoken language 
(22,749), followed by Gujarati (11,145), Punjabi (5,541), Tamil (3,810), 
Bengali (1,467), Telugu (14190), Marathi (861), Malayalam (588) and 
Kannada (414), with a number specifying an unspecifi ed Indo-Aryan 
language (2,538). However, since Hindi is a state-promoted language 
in India, and a variation of it became a lingua franca in Fiji, the ability 
to speak this language does not necessarily equate to a regional origin. 
The other languages are more useful for this purpose and reveal the 
signifi cance of Gujarati and Punjabi migrants into New Zealand in 
all three periods of migration mentioned earlier. The language data 
suggests that there are a considerable number of Indians who do not 
claim competence in any Indian language; presumably they are mostly 
New Zealand-born, but this group may include those born in other 
countries.

Data on religious affi liation also reveals great diversity in the Indian 
population of New Zealand. Of the population of ‘South-central 
Asian’ origin (this includes Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Sri Lankan), 
about half (49 per cent) were Hindu, 16 per cent Christian, 12 per cent 
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Muslim, 4 per cent Buddhist with the rest comprising those of other 
religions, with no religion, refusing to state or not specifi ed (Statistics 
New Zealand 2003: 15).

The data on language and religion discussed here suggest that to some 
extent the use of the term ‘Indian’ is a statistical convenience when it 
is used to refer to an ‘ethnicity’. At the same time, ‘Indian’ does have a 
political reality based on a shared colonial history and country of origin. 
There are occasions when a pan-Indian identity is adopted, and this 
is further discussed in this chapter in the contexts of transnational-
ism and festivals.

EDUCATIONAL AND ECONOMIC BACKGROUND OF 
INDIANS IN NEW ZEALAND

The Indian population of New Zealand is relatively highly educated. 
Whereas 47 per cent of the total population aged 15 and over had less 
than a full high school qualifi cation, only 27.6 per cent of the Indian 
population were in this category in 2001. At the other end of the spec-
trum, while only 10.1 per cent of the total population had a bachelor’s 
or higher university degree, the level among the Indian population was 
twice as high (21.5 per cent). This seems to refl ect an ethic favouring 
education, as well as the selective nature of New Zealand immigration 
policy under which considerable points are gained from higher levels 
of education. Of course, within certain age cohorts of the Indian popu-
lation, educational rates are much higher: for example, of those aged 
30–44, 30.7 per cent of males and 26.6 per cent of females had a uni-
versity qualifi cation.

For new migrants in particular, high educational levels have not al-
ways translated into high levels of employment. For ‘new immigrants’ 
(resident less than 10 years) from ‘south-central Asia’, 16 per cent of 
those in the labour force were unemployed in 2001 and a further 19 per 
cent were in part-time employment (Statistics New Zealand 2003: 5). 
Levels of unemployment among recent migrants from India were more 
severe and this had considerable impacts on the ability to afford adequate 
accommodation, and limited the potential of social interaction and 
participation in the broader community (Trlin et al. 1999). While many 
of those unemployed or underemployed took jobs which required 
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much less than their educational qualifi cations suggested, others opted 
for some form of education or training to improve their employment 
chances (Trlin et al. 1999). Other migrants, for example, some of those 
who expected good jobs in the information technology (IT) sector, 
returned to India, or moved on to third countries (Raman 2003). How-
ever, for those migrants who remained, rates of unemployment de-
clined signifi cantly, so that ‘south-central Asian’ migrants who had 
resided more than 10 years had an unemployment rate (7 per cent) 
which was less than one-half of the rate of the more recent migrants 
(Statistics New Zealand 2003: 5). An important issue, the level of under-
employment, which has characterised migrant groups, including 
Indians, has been widely reported in the media, but not adequately 
researched in New Zealand.

SANDRINGHAM: (RE)CONSTRUCTION OF LOCALITY: 
FROM BRITISH SUBURB TO ‘ETHNOBURB’

While transnationalism by defi nition involves processes and link-
ages across national borders, many of its characteristics are evident 
at the local level. Thus, before considering the Indian diaspora within 
broader transnational circuits, we introduce the local suburban case 
of Sandringham, which provides further examples during the broader 
discussion.

Sandringham in central Auckland is a neighbourhood marked by 
both continuity and change. The suburb was named for the British royal 
estate at Sandringham, occupied at the time by Queen Victoria and 
Prince Albert, and still maintained as a royal residence. This name, ap-
plied at a time of establishing colonial norms, persists as a remnant 
landscape featuring elements of what once was found only at the 
‘edge of empire’: mosques, halal butcheries and spice shops (Jacobs 
1996). Compared to high-profi le suburbs like Howick and Remuera, 
which have been destinations for the majority of affl uent Chinese mi-
grants to Auckland (Friesen et al. 2000), Sandringham neither features 
within public imaginings, nor has the literal profi le in terms of radical 
change in the built environment that more affl uent suburbs have. 
Sandringham is, however, a suburb that has recently undergone sig-
nifi cant change involving, among other groups, Indian populations. 
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Its evolving ‘sociospheres’ of community life are at once highly local-
ised (that is, residential, shopping religious spaces) and explicitly trans-
national in character (that is, refl ective of its migrant peoples and 
their international linkages) (see Friesen et al. 2005). While these con-
nections and manifestations of the Indian diaspora are not of the scale 
evident in ‘world cities’, they are nationally signifi cant and refl ect a local 
response to globalisation processes.

When language data are considered, Sandringham and adjacent 
suburbs in Mount Albert and Mount Roskill have the highest concen-
tration of Hindi and Gujarati speakers in New Zealand (Holt 1999). 
Further diversity is evident in the fact that even within a group such as 
Gujarati there are some born in India and others in Fiji. The presence 
of a large mosque as well as a Hindu temple within Sandringham 
symbolically attests to the religious diversity associated with these 
population shifts. Direct importing of goods from overseas by ‘ethnic’ 
businesses has increased in recent years and this is also an increas-
ingly conspicuous aspect of the retail landscape of Sandringham. One 
of the best places to acquire South Asian food supplies in Auckland 
is Khyber Spices, which has a shop in the Sandringham retail strip. In 
an informal survey of this shop there were 13 different brands/varieties 
of Basmati rice available and eight varieties of freshly baked roti/nan 
breads, a far cry from the 1960s when there was a single spice merchant 
in central Auckland. As one Sandringham interviewee, a New Zealand-
born Indian put it: ‘…earlier, when we heard that certain spices and 
rice or dhals had come in, we all went down there [Central Auckland] …
you just walk up the road now and get whatever you want’. Also in 
the shopping strip is the Madina Islamic Focus (Islamic clothing and 
goods) which caters to the large Muslim population in the area.

INDIAN TRANSNATIONALISM IN NEW ZEALAND, 
AUCKLAND AND SANDRINGHAM

Vertovec (1999) proposes that the literature on transnationalism is 
grounded on six distinct (although interrelated) conceptual premises. 
First, he presents transnationalism as ‘a social morphology spanning 
borders’. This understanding of transnationalism uses ethnic diaspora 
as a paradigm and emphasises networks (Vertovec 1999: 449). In recent 
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times, networks, facilitated by new information and travel technologies, 
have been especially important. Transnationalism can also be conceived 
of as a type of consciousness ‘marked by dual or multiple identities’ 
which may result in both a physical and perceptual ‘multi-locality’ 
(Vertovec 1999: 450). A third concept envisages transnationalism as 
a ‘mode of cultural reproduction’, which is ‘often associated with a 
fl uidity of constructed styles, social institutions and everyday prac-
tices’ (Vertovec 1999: 451). Especially among transnational youth this 
mode is often manifest in hybrid forms of fashion, music and other 
art forms. A further conceptualisation is of transnationalism as an av-
enue for capital, both at the scale of large transnational corporations 
and at smaller scales such as migrant remittances (Vertovec 1999: 
452). Vertovec’s fi fth conceptual premise is that transnationalism may 
serve as a site of political engagement in which international non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) promote causes which transcend 
national borders, while at the same time there can be a variety of indi-
vidual and other types of institutional actors pursuing various political 
agendas (Portes et al. 2000: 221). Finally, transnationalism can be con-
ceptualised as a (re)construction of place or locality resulting in new 
‘translocalities’ (Vertovec 1999: 455–56).

In our case study of New Zealand, in general, and the Auckland sub-
urb of Sandringham, in particular, there are many manifestations of 
Indian transnationalism, some more apparent than others. The fi rst three 
of Vertovec’s (1999) conceptual premises on the nature of transnation-
alism are particularly useful in considering examples of transnational-
ism in the context of New Zealand and of Auckland. Conceiving 
transnationalism as a social morphology, there is increasing evidence 
that the Indian community (communities) in New Zealand comprise 
a ‘social formation spanning borders’ (Vertovec 1999: 449). A study of 
the personal connections of Indian migrants who had arrived in New 
Zealand in the 1990s showed that 100 per cent maintained contact with 
relatives and/or friends in their home country at least once a month, 
with all of them using the telephone ‘to maintain regular contact’ 
and in the two survey years, between 90 and 97 per cent used email 
(Trlin et al. 2001: 6). The use of these two media and the further use of 
video by 20 per cent of the sample, illustrates the signifi cance of new 
technologies in facilitating transnationalism, although letters were 
also used by more than one-half of the sample (Trlin et al. 2001). 
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The signifi cance, and apparent availability, of air travel as a means of 
maintaining transnational linkages was also confi rmed in the sur-
vey. Of the sample, 43 per cent had been visited by a relative (their 
own or their partner’s) since taking up residence and about one-third 
had visited their home country since a previous interview a year earlier 
(Trlin et al. 2001).

The Indian diaspora involves not only a social formation spanning 
borders, but may also span generations. This is illustrated by the case 
of a Gujarati family with some members resident in Sandringham. 
A retired New Zealand-born Gujarati interviewed for this study re-
counted how his father had arrived in New Zealand about 80 years ago 
and established one of the oldest Indian families in the country. The 
second generation of the family started to lose fl uency in the Gujarati 
language and the third generation had nearly lost the ability to speak 
it. However, the relatively recent increases in migration from India and 
increasing linkages between India and New Zealand have resulted in 
something of a rejuvenation of both language and culture among some 
longer-term Gujarati residents. Of the interviewee’s children, three 
have brought a spouse from India and another from a third country, 
and as a result of this have become much more conversant in the lan-
guage. Further, some members of this family now travel regularly to 
India, an opportunity that was not usually available to the generation 
before them. For the earlier generation, this was partly a result of the 
weakening of family linkages during a period when transport and com-
munication linkages were more limited, although the Gujarati (and 
Punjabi) communities have tended to maintain some marriage link-
ages to India and third countries of settlement throughout the twentieth 
century (Leckie 1995: 142).

Indian transnationalism in New Zealand is also evident in cyber-
space. The NZ Ek NaZar web site (www.nzeknazar.com) allows the 
Indian community to communicate its concerns internally, but also 
serves as a link back to India and Fiji (and presumably more widely). On 
the website is a discussion board in which New Zealand-based Indians 
advise would-be migrants or visitors of the advantages and problems 
of life in New Zealand. Specifi c advice is offered on accommodation 
possibilities and areas of residence including parts of Sandringham 
are portrayed as ideal in terms of cost of housing and proximity to 
the centre of Auckland. Would-be migrants are also warned of the 
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diffi culties of getting employment in New Zealand, even with edu-
cational qualifi cations and work experience. As a ‘mode of cultural 
reproduction’ (Vertovec 1999: 452), this site constitutes an important 
information conduit for new and intending migrants and marks a 
new form of interconnectedness between communities.

Transnationalism may be conceived of as ‘a kind of “diaspora con-
sciousness” marked by dual and multiple identifi cations’ (Vertovec 
1999: 450), and the Indian diaspora in New Zealand amply illustrates this 
type of consciousness. The duality of being Indian and New Zealander 
is one aspect of this consciousness, but the multiple identities of many 
Indian New Zealanders is also apparent. Many ethnic associations 
have been formed to facilitate the maintenance of a specifi c Indian 
regional culture. For example, the purpose of the ‘International Move-
ment for Tamil Culture New Zealand’ is to ‘promote Tamil language, 
culture, literature, art and music at local and international level’ and 
similar objectives are fostered by groups such as the ‘Goan Overseas 
Association New Zealand’ and the ‘New Zealand Sikh Society’ with its 
new gurdwara in South Auckland (see Plate 10.2) (‘Ethnic Community 
Groups’, www.ethnicaffairs.govt.nz). At the same time, there is a strong 
imperative to establishing a pan-Indian identity and political presence 
in New Zealand. The ‘New Zealand Indian Central Association’ has 
objectives which include the promotion of understanding between mi-
grant and host communities and linkages back to India and Fiji, but 
because of its long history has tended to be seen as largely represent-
ing Gujarati interests. However, efforts have been made recently to in-
corporate other groups as well, to promote linkages and cooperation 
between disparate Indian communities. Pan-Indian consciousness 
is also revealed by media presence in New Zealand; two signifi cant 
newspapers The Indian Tribune and Indian Newslink seek to appeal to 
Indians across a broad spectrum and to migrants from both India 
and Fiji.

Among the sample of New Zealand Indians interviewed in this 
study, there was a difference of opinion as to whether a pan-Indian 
identity really exists in New Zealand. Of course, everyone interviewed 
recognised that they are ‘Indian’ as far as a majority of New Zealanders 
are concerned, but several argued that their primary identity is more 
closely aligned to a linguistic or religious subset within the ‘Indian’ 
population. Others argued that there are elements of pan-Indianness 
that unite many of these groups. For those who come from India there 
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is the sense of national pride stemming from the Independence struggle, 
the success of the Indian economy in recent years and perhaps sports 
achievements (cricket in particular?). However, these factors do not 
apply equally to the Indo-Fijian community, which has been separated 
from the Indian subcontinent for generations. But even these have a 
sense of ‘Indianness’, stemming from the acquisition by most Indo-
Fijians of Fiji Hindi, from a sense of solidarity arising from the binary 
polarisation of the Fijian political system and from their love of 
Bollywood. The last of these was referred to by others as a pan-Indian 
phenomenon, since even many of those whose fi rst language is not 
Hindi are passionate about Bollywood.

It is not only local dynamics that have facilitated transnationalism 
among the Indian communities in New Zealand; some of the political 
factors affecting these communities originate in their country of origin. In 
January 2003, at a conference on the Indian diaspora held in New Delhi, 
the Indian government announced the possible implementation of a 
system of dual citizenship for people of Indian origin (PIO) in selected 
countries. New Zealand was one of the six selected countries, the others 
being the USA, Canada, UK, Australia and Singapore (The Tribune, 
Chandigarh, 10 January 2003). However, various concerns resulted in 
a dilution of the original proposal so a system of overseas citizenship 
of India (OCI) was implemented in its place in 2006, but this does not 

PLATE 10.2 The New Sikh Gurdwara in Auckland

Source: W. Friesen.
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confer full citizenship of India. Although weakened, this example of 
‘high level institutionalization’ of political transnationalism (Portes 
et al. 2000: 222) is seen to be of mutual benefi t to members of the Indian 
diaspora and to India itself. In proposing the earlier policy change, the 
Prime Minister Vajpayee advised PIO who would be eligible for dual 
citizenship: ‘…it is necessary to strengthen the broader Indian iden-
tity in the country of your residence. When you are united as Indians, 
your voice carries greater weight: both for highlighting issues of your con-
cern in your country and for promoting Indian causes…’ (The Tribune, 
Chandigarh, 10 January 2003). At the same time, he advised that ‘loyalty’ 
must also extend to the adopted country of residence: ‘The biggest 
challenge facing every community is to integrate harmoniously into the 
political, economic and social life of the host society, while preserving 
and cherishing its civilisational heritage’ (The Tribune, Chandigarh, 
10 January 2003).

Soon after the proposal for India’s dual citizenship programme, the 
government of Fiji announced that it was considering a similar step 
(Indian Newslink, February 2003). The motive for this announcement 
seemed to be blatantly economic and an attempt to attract investment 
from the many PIO who left the country after the coups of 1987 and 2000. 
Further, it sought to attract some skilled migrants back, even if only for 
periods of time (Indian Newslink, February 2003). Such a policy would 
have a signifi cant impact on Indian communities in New Zealand and 
facilitate increased circulation of people, investment and information 
between centres of Indian population across the Pacifi c. However, by 
2006 the Fijian proposal had not been implemented.

Despite the fact that it is still necessary to revoke one’s Indian or Fijian 
citizenship and passport to become a New Zealand citizen, it seems that 
this is the most common action of Indian immigrants in recent years. 
When asked if it was diffi cult to give up her Indian citizenship, one 
respondent said ‘My Indianness is within me…’ so it was not so hard 
to exchange an Indian passport for a New Zealand one. On refl ecting 
why some people settle better than others she went on to say:

I fi nd one of the reasons for communities settling well is a strong sense of 
cultural identity … I believe very much that to be secure you need to be sure 
where you came from, and you need to be proud of that … I consider that 
I settled very well very early, because for one thing I’m not too concerned 
about how I look, or how I talk and I’m sure of my work and myself, and 
I’m proud to be who I am…
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On refl ecting further on her identity, more emphasis was made of her 
origins within the state of Karnataka than on her Indianness. This is 
an excellent example of the multiple layering of identity outlined by 
Vertovec, in which each layer has meaning and relevance, and none 
has to be denied, despite the likelihood that over time, the signifi cance 
of these identities will evolve.

CONCLUSION

We have considered the dimensions of the Indian diaspora in New Zealand 
through the use of historical accounts, descriptive statistics and a brief 
case study in central Auckland. The lens of Vertovec’s (1999) ideas of 
social morphology, type of consciousness and mode of cultural repro-
duction has assisted in making the links between diaspora (the ‘scatter-
ing’ of a population) and transnationalism (a set of ongoing linkages). 
Our examination of a social morphology crossing borders is illustrated 
by the transnational processes and linkages which become materially 
evident at the local level and which are multiply located and linked 
between New Zealand, India and Fiji. This recognition turned our at-
tention to Sandringham, which was once regarded as the epitome of 
the ‘kiwi suburb’, but which has evolved an increasingly complex layer-
ing of transnational connections involving movements of people, 
goods and information between New Zealand and India (as well as 
other countries). These connections may be small scale compared to 
those evident in ‘global cities’, but they are signifi cant and refl ect local 
response to globalisation processes involving the Indian population.

Transnationalism as a kind of ‘diaspora consciousness’ marked by 
dual and multiple identifi cations is amply evident in the context of 
our case study in which depending on contingent circumstances a per-
son may be a Bengali, an Indian and/or a New Zealander of Indian, Fijian 
or other origin. A further aspect of identity may be related to changing 
perceptions of class and socio-economic status, with the stereo-
typical Indian horticultural worker or shop owner being replaced by 
the (also stereotypical?) Indian professional worker, albeit not always 
suitably employed.

Finally, we have seen that Indian transnationalism in New Zealand 
is evident as a mode of social reproduction. Manifestations of social 
reproduction within the Indian diaspora in New Zealand may range 
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from the physical through to the cultural and metaphysical. Changes 
to the built environment have been spectacular in the form of trans-
formed retail outlets (in appearance as well as merchandise) and the 
appearance of new places of worship. In recent years, however, the cul-
tural expressions of people resident and employed in localised spaces 
of urban change such as Sandringham are given contemporary recog-
nition in Auckland through festivals like Diwali, now embedded in 
the city’s civic calendar and cultural landscape, as well as through 
websites, media attention, the increasing profi le of Bollywood and 
even languages regularly heard on the street.

NOTES

1. There was no nationality (citizenship) question in the 2001 New Zealand census, 
only questions on birthplace and self-identifi ed ethnicity.

2. Indian indentures (girmitiya) were indentured for fi ve years and were then free to 
return to India (or elsewhere). However, they did not qualify for free passage back 
to India for a further fi ve years and this encouraged many to stay on in Fiji.
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Section 3

Doing Diaspora: Identifi cations
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Introduction

PARVATI RAGHURAM

The chapters in this section all consider diaspora as a set of practices 
which are ‘used to make claims, to articulate projects, to formulate 

expectations, to mobilize energies, to appeal to loyalties’ (Brubaker 
2005: 12). But the claims they make are not of any straightforward 
affi liation to India as a political entity. Rather, the ‘Indian diaspora’ is 
unravelled in these chapters to unveil some of the particularistic iden-
tities that are claimed by people who could be broadly encompassed 
within the Indian diaspora. These claims highlight the multiple arenas 
where narratives of belonging are crafted and ultimately undermine 
the notion or possibility of a singular Indian diaspora.

One such destabilising act is offered in Celia Genn’s chapter (Chap-
ter 11) where she focuses on a transnational spiritual/religious move-
ment based in the Indian diaspora—the Inayati Sufi  Movement. She 
argues that the Sufi  Movement has re-established its links with his-
torical and sacred places in India through socio-cultural activities 
such as pilgrimage, Urs celebrations, spiritual retreats, music festivals 
and social work projects. Her exploration of the Chishtiyya diaspora 
outlines the ways in which the biography of an individual, Hazrat 
Inayat Khan, a Sufi  spiritual leader, shapes a spiritual movement.

The travels of Inayat Khan to the ‘west’ in the early part of the twentieth 
century led to the establishment of a Sufi  diaspora in the countries 
through which he travelled. In Genn’s account, notions of belong-
ing are not rooted to ‘India’ as a political entity, but to particular sites 
and spaces through which Inayat Khan moved in India. These places 
have become sacralised, pilgrimage destinations, but also the object 
of charitable activities and ‘development’ initiatives. This chapter is 
also an account of mobility, not only of the spiritual leader or of the 
diasporic Chishtiyyas who return to India on pilgrimage, but also of the 
changing nature of religion. Just like the individual and its believers, 
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the religion too altered in travel—the Sufi sm he preached and therefore 
what he brought back to India had incorporated many values that he 
had imbibed along the way. Moreover, there is no simple continuity in 
the commemorative or memorialising practices—rather new ones 
are being evoked and created as the religion, these places and the pos-
sibilities of travel all alter over time. Importantly for this volume, by 
giving versions of Islam a spiritual home in India, Genn dispels any 
notion of India as a Hindu homeland.

A very different story of an essentially Muslim diaspora is offered by 
Karen Leonard’s chapter, ‘Hyderabadis Abroad: Memories of Home’. 
The chapter encapsulates the essence of intensive ethnographic study 
of those who identify themselves as mulkis, that is, those who profess 
a sense of belonging to the old Hyderabad state and now live in a 
range of locations (Pakistan, United Kingdom[UK], Australia, United 
States[US], Canada, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates[UAE]). It 
offers an evocative account of the multiple strands through which 
belonging to a cultural milieu that has now disappeared is forged. In 
this sense it is an account of a classical diaspora, a homeland that was 
dismantled after decolonisation. Interestingly, the contradictory ef-
fects of the dismantling of colonialism on Indians was not limited to 
other parts of the empire (traced in the chapters in the fi rst section of 
this book) but equally true of India. Independence and particularly the 
post-Independence reorganisation of states led to the loss of a Mughlai 
culture as played out in the premier princely state of Hyderabad that 
is sorely missed amongst the diasporic Hyderabadis. The practices and 
places that are deemed important were shaped by urbanity, by styl-
ised notions of civilisation, by class positionings and by authoritative 
power arising from the political formations of the old Hyderabad 
state. What is being recalled therefore is a version of high culture, of 
fetishised authenticity narratives and that is sought by diasporics in 
their narratives of belonging. But it is a fragile memory that produces 
Hyderabadi culture by selectively remembering and forgetting.

India is also an active site for this selective remembering and forget-
ting, of the production of India and of an Indian diaspora. As a number 
of authors have suggested, the media has emerged as a crucial space 
for the enactment of the desires and struggles of a diverse community 
loosely defi ned as the ‘Indian diaspora’ (Mallapragada 2006: 225), but 
has also helped to craft an imagined gendered subjectivity of a diasporic 
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Indian amongst those still in India. This pre-migration subjectivity 
will probably play a role in shaping the expectations and experiences 
of migrant women abroad, as Mala Pandurang suggests. Her study of 
young Gujarati girls studying at a college in Mumbai explores their 
imaginations of moving abroad, of how their femininities might be 
reassembled and their social roles altered. This study addresses a major 
gap in existing literature on the diaspora by recognising these girls 
as already occupying a transnational space even though territorially 
located in India. Diasporic belonging, it appears, is not simply a post-
migration event. However, this transnational space is an imagined 
abstraction with its own limitations and peculiarities. Thus, despite 
the increasing signifi cance of women’s individual migration for em-
ployment and their signifi cant presence in landscapes of modernity and 
hypermodernity, the girls whom Pandurang interviews construct their 
own departure within the matrix of a family, of selectively produced 
‘Indianised’ femininities (also see Kalpagam 2005), projecting otherness 
on the countries they expect to travel to and reside in.

Cynthia Miller picks up the themes of selective memory and collective 
memory in her chapter ‘Immigrants, Images and Identity: Visualizing 
Homelands across Borders’. Her chapter offers an interesting example 
of the circular relationship between text, landscape and identifi ca-
tion. Through intensive ethnographic research with migrants in the 
US, Miller tries to unravel the memories that produce connections to a 
homeland now left behind. Her interviews take her to the importance 
of textual representations of the landscape of rural Tamil Nadu in 
Tamil literature. As Kumar evocatively puts it, these migrants are like 
a child departed, who ‘began to treasure his childhood experiences, 
and envisioned the land of his childhood as located in the new status of 
the “past” and “tradition”. The child became more “rooted” in child-
hood space for moving away. This geography of an “unearthly beauty, 
with its fi elds and rivers, its untrodden forests and the changing glory 
of its moonlit face” (Bandopadhyay 1968: 354) became available as an 
asset for the regeneration of the nation, its history, its future’ (Kumar 
2006: 415).

The process of regeneration produces new landscapes—of tem-
ples—in the US exemplifi ed by the Shri Lakshmi Temple in Boston. ‘The 
immigrants’ shared, constructed and sometimes imaginative know-
ledge of the Tamil homeland has become tangible, concrete and actual—
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‘a homeland and a land of destiny transplanted’ (Miller, Chapter 14). 
The coming together of the Tamilised landscapes of Boston with 
those of Tamil Nadu come home to Miller as she views videos of the 
homeland with her interviewees and what she sees there is the complex 
coming together and holding apart of a reifi ed Hindu diaspora, which 
locates its religion not in the Sanskritised version of Hinduism, but 
in its regional cultures, physical landscapes and localised texts. How-
ever, it is worth remembering that these practices can too easily become 
appropriated by Yankee Hindutva (Matthew and Prashad 2000)—the 
politicisation of religion in the diaspora, particularly the US fed by 
its links with religious revivalism in India. Hence, some people who 
may seek place-based identities may nevertheless decide not to use 
temple buildings as cornerstones for memory making. Many people 
are conscious of how religion and region are increasingly being tied 
together (Bhatt and Mukta 2000) and actively opt out of identifying 
with any elements of that volatile combination. Memory and mem-
orialising are thus neither ‘natural’ nor ‘inherent’. Moreover, they are 
not merely resident in a past, but are claim-making practices that en-
vision future linkages and affi liations.

These contradictions of diasporic belonging are also explored by 
Geoffrey Burkhart in his chapter ‘Identity Dilemmas: Gay South Asian 
Men In North America’. He attends to the complex currency of sexual-
ity and its complex cultural appropriation by South Asian gay men at 
the junction between American (often white) homosexuality and the 
often assumed/implied heteronormativity of South Asian diaspora. 
Burkhart’s chapter takes some steps towards what Desai (2002) calls 
‘attending to the multiple valences of desire, such as identifi cation, na-
tional belonging, and same-sex intimacy’. This project is particularly 
critical if we are to ‘create transnational studies of sexualities that 
vary from a discussion about Western hegemony and pure indigenous 
identities and practices, instead imagining sexualities as complex and 
contradictory practices located in multiple fi elds of power. This will 
allow us queer methods and politics that not only require us to ‘queer-y’ 
at the levels of the local, national, and transnational, but also link our 
critiques of heteronormativity to our understandings of other social 
normativities, with special attention to narratives of desire and longing’ 
(Desai 2002: 85).

Burkhart’s study attempts to locate the experience of 12 South Asian 
gay men whom he interviewed within the context of notions of ethnicity 
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and sexuality. He explores how these notions are played out in the over-
lapping spaces of different social spaces—intimate home spaces as well 
as spaces of publicly professed engagement with both national and same-
sex belonging. He summarises that his interviewees were engaged in 
an ‘imaginative and constructive reformulation of subjectivity’ as they 
have refused to comply with identifi cations that require pitching to-
wards one side of a range of constructed dichotomies that they are often 
constructed with east/west, American/Indian or gay/straight. Second, 
his analysis suggests the diffi culties of narrating the self in a way that 
walks the boundaries between a middle-class gay construction of indi-
vidualised identity and an over-valorised notion of sociality that is so 
often imposed on South Asians abroad. Signifi cantly, for this volume 
Burkhart’s chapter ‘posits non-heteronormative racialized subjects 
as sites of knowledge that challenge the disarticulation of racial for-
mation from national, class, gender, and sexual formations’ (Gopinath 
2005: 159).

Burkhart recognises that his interview material is profoundly in-
fl uenced by his shared gay positionality, middle-class location and his 
academic authority, which is easily readable for his interviewees all 
of whom had been university students. This self-refl exivity helps the 
author to read the chapter not only as a narrative of the social contexts 
of the interviewees, but also as an interaction between the narrator and 
his research objects.

The recognition of authorial agency can be fruitfully extrapolated to 
other chapters in the volume too. It forces us to ask how and why these 
authors have invested in diasporic questions and how their viewpoints 
have themselves been shaped. It forces us to recognise that we are after 
all only dealing with authorial representations of diasporic belong-
ings, a theme we return to in the next section.
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11
The Chishtiyya Diaspora—An Expanding 
Circle?

CELIA A. GENN

INTRODUCTION

I was transported by destiny from the world of lyric and poetry to the world 
of industry and commerce, on the 13th of September 1910. I bade farewell 
to my motherland, the soil of India, the land of the sun, for America the 
land of my future, wondering: ‘perhaps I shall return some day,’ and yet 
I did not know how long it would be before I should return. (Inayat Khan 
cited in Van Voorst van Beest and Guillaume-Schamhart 1979: 121)

The Indian musician and Sufi  master Hazrat Inayat Khan’s journey 
in 1910 on a mission to ‘harmonise East and West’1 through music 

and Sufi  spirituality marked the beginning of the fi rst wave of Sufi sm in 
the west and of what can be seen as the creation of a worldwide Indian 
and Chishtiyya-origin Sufi  diaspora. The Inayati Sufi  order2 he founded 
is today a signifi cant transnational religious/spiritual movement with 
a well-developed formal organisation and groups on virtually every 
continent. Inayat Khan (b. 1882) himself fi nally returned to India for a 
visit in October 1926 after 16 years in the west. However, after a lecture 
tour, visiting the family home and making pilgrimage to Ajmer, he un-
expectedly died in New Delhi just a few months later on 5 February 
1927. For over 50 years, the Sufi  Movement and family he left behind in 
Europe and the United States (US) expanded transnationally, but had 
little contact with their Indian homeland. However, from around the 
mid-1980s, there has been new interest in re-establishing these links 
such that in 2006 (as in several previous years), mureeds (disciples)3 
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of the Inayati order from many countries and backgrounds, including 
several of Inayat Khan’s relations and descendants, made pilgrimage 
to India to celebrate Inayat Khan’s Urs (commemoration of the saint’s 
death day) at his dargah (shrine complex) in the Nizamuddin West 
area of Delhi. Before attending the Urs, many also gathered at Inayat 
Khan’s birthplace in Vadodara (Baroda) for an annual music festival 
honouring Inayat Khan and his grandfather, Maula Bakhsh’s musical 
accomplishments.

Despite the growing popularity of Hazrat Inayat Khan’s Sufi  Move-
ment and of his universalist4 understanding of Sufi sm in the west, 
this highly accomplished, creative and successful member of the early 
modern Indian diaspora is only recently becoming better known in 
his homeland (beyond musical and Chishti circles). While the achieve-
ments of Indians in business, information technology and public life in 
their many countries of adoption are relatively well known, the achieve-
ments of Indian religious fi gures, especially from the Muslim tradition, 
are still less well known.

Inayat Khan’s Sufi  Movement has attracted considerable scholarly 
interest in the west. A number of studies have focused on its role and 
place in the development of western Sufi sm (Hammer 2004; Hermansen 
2004; Rawlinson 1997). It is featured as a new religious movement 
(NRM) in many scholarly encyclopaedias of religious/spiritual groups 
in the west (for example, Melton 1986), and has been analysed in relation 
to the growing New Age bricolage of philosophies, practices and groups 
(Koszegi 1992; Wilson 1998). There has also been recognition of the im-
portance of Inayat Khan’s spiritual and Indian cultural heritage for 
the shape, appeal and challenges of this transnational Sufi  Movement 
(Ernst and Lawrence 2002b; Genn 2007).

Yet, it is only very recently that the concept of a Chishtiyya diaspora 
has been applied to this group. Ernst and Lawrence, in their study of 
the Chishti order ‘in South Asia and beyond’, apply the term ‘diasporic 
Chishtis’ to Inayat Khan’s mureeds outside India and use the heading 
‘The Chishtiyya in Diaspora’ in a Sufi  bibliography posted on the web 
(Ernst and Lawrence 2002a, 2002b). This refl ects the recent growth in 
diaspora discourse and identifi cation of diasporas. It may also refl ect 
new perspectives arising from the recent growth in pilgrimage to India 
by members of Inayat Khan’s Sufi  order. As Werbner (1998) has shown 
in her study of a Pakistani-origin Sufi  order in Britain, pilgrimage to the 
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Urs of the saint in Pakistan by followers from Britain involves a pro-
cess of ‘sacred exchange’ that symbolically and organisationally links 
far-fl ung Sufi  lodges to the central shrine. Also, as the presence of a 
Sufi  saint or master is believed to bestow blessing, Inayat Khan’s own 
life trajectory, from his birth in Baroda, to his extensive travel in North 
America and Europe, and fi nally his death in Delhi, has itself pro-
duced diasporic relations by attaching meaning to places in India 
and elsewhere.

Viewing the Inayat Khan Sufi  Movement as part of the Chishtiyya 
diaspora is useful in focussing attention on the linkages between this 
transnational spiritual organisation and India and the Chishtiyya order. 
It also raises broader questions about the different kinds of Indian 
religious/spiritual movements being practised in the Indian diaspora 
or originating from it. There is, for example, a basic contrast between 
religious movements like the Brahma Kumaris that have spread into 
the Indian diaspora and beyond from a centre in India, and those, 
like the International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON) 
and Inayat Khan’s Sufi  Movement that have developed from overseas 
centres and been repatriated to India. It is important to learn more 
about these groups as religious fi gures and movements are a particu-
larly important part of Indian diaspora communities, as well as being 
instrumental in the spread of Indian religious traditions beyond the 
Indian community.

New global and ‘glocal’ forms of identity are being created through 
the transnational and diasporic interactions facilitated by modern 
communication technologies and increasing ease of travel. Religious 
traditions everywhere are adapting from more ‘traditional’ social and 
religious contexts to those of ‘modernity’, and Asian-origin traditions 
are, in addition, grappling with new social and cultural contexts. A 
theme in migration studies is the infl uence that migrants are having 
back on their homelands with scholars identifying reciprocal patterns 
of infl uence that change religious structures and practices in the coun-
tries of origin (for example, Ebaugh and Chafetz 2002). As described 
by Beyer (1994), there has been a polarisation in the religious response 
to these challenges. Some religious movements such as the Tablighi 
Jama‘at and the various Hindu nationalist movements have responded 
by defending their particularism and/or by supporting political agendas 
in the diaspora and the homeland. The transnational Inayati Sufi  
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Movement, by contrast, provides an interesting example of a particu-
lar kind of Indian-origin religious movement that is not doing that. 
Rather, this group has developed an inclusive liberal religious ethic as 
well as a multi-ethnic and multicultural transnational community.

This chapter refl ects on the global development of Inayat Khan’s 
transnational Sufi  Movement over the last 100 years and the link-
ages this transnational Sufi  community has forged with India. The story 
of this Chishtiyya-origin diaspora is one strand in the history and 
ongoing development of the Indian diaspora and religious/spiritual 
movements. While it is too soon to assess all the implications of the re-
cent ‘return’ linkages, the chapter shows that they are having an impact 
both within India and elsewhere. To the extent that ‘Indianness’ can 
be expressed through connections to sacred places in India and its 
living and dead saints, and a more specifi c Chishtiyya ‘diaspora-ship’ 
through the initiatic line (silsila) and retention of the order’s long-
standing emphasis on sama (music) and zikar (dhikr or the practice of 
the remembrance of God) (Ernst and Lawrence 2002b: 144), narrowly 
territorial, nationalistic or ethnic conceptions of diaspora may need to 
be expanded. However, rather than stretch the term too far, the chapter 
shows that it is more important to look at the ways in which India 
and its diaspora overlap and interact with this particular multi-ethnic 
religious movement. Like other Indian-origin transnational religious/
spiritual movements, the Inayati Sufi  Movement has developed sig-
nifi cant relationships with Indian and non-Indian communities with 
mutual consequences for identity and perception.

INAYAT KHAN’S INDIAN AND SUFI HERITAGE

The early Indian diaspora involved both ‘dispersal’ and ‘expansion’ 
from the homeland (Cohen 1997: 26), with a large ‘victim’ or prole-
tarian diaspora and a very much smaller ‘mobilized’ or élite diaspora 
(Armstrong 1976), though all these early journeys were in different 
ways by-products of colonialism. Most of the fi rst wave of the modern 
Indian diaspora journeyed in search of a livelihood and settled abroad in 
many countries. A few from the Indian cultural élites of the nineteenth 
and early twentieth century colonial era sought education in the west, 
but then returned home. A small number of the Indian élites such as 



The Chishtiyya Diaspora 241

Swami Vivekenanda5 and Sufi  Inayat Khan became religious fi gures, 
voyaging with a mission to bring Indian spirituality to a materialistic 
west. Some of these, like Inayat Khan, settled abroad.

One of the mobilised or élites group, Hazrat Inayat Khan, was born in 
Baroda (now Vadodara) in Gujarat India on 5 July 1882 into a family of 
zamindars, musicans and mystics. He was brought up in the home 
of his maternal grandfather, Maula Bakhsh Khan (1833–96). Maula 
Bakhsh, with the support of Maharaja Sayaji Rao Gaekwar, founded 
Gayanshala, the academy of music at Baroda (now the Faculty of Per-
forming Arts, Maharaja Sayajirao University of Baroda). Maula Bakhsh 
is remembered in India for his pioneering contributions to musical 
notation and education. He opened the academy to students of all 
castes and creeds, and to girls as well as boys. His prominent position 
brought the family into contact with leading Brahmin and Parsi fam-
ilies as well as Muslims. Inayat’s father, Rahmat Khan (1843–1910), was 
from a family of musicians, poets and mystics. His mother, Khatidja 
Bibi (d. 1900), was the second of Maula Bakhsh’s three daughters. 
According to a family story, Maula Bakhsh’s wife, Qasim Bi, was the 
granddaughter of Tipu Sultan, the ‘Tiger of Mysore’ (Khan 2001).6

As his background indicates, Inayat Khan was from an early age 
exposed to multi-religious and multicultural infl uences, including 
contact with his uncle, Alaoddin Khan, who obtained the degree of 
Doctor of Music from the Royal Academy of Music in London. As a 
child, Inayat Khan loved music, poetry and philosophy, and by the age 
of 20 he was accomplished in Karnatic as well as Hindustani music, 
and a full professor at the Gayanshala. He played the veena, composed 
songs and ragas, sang at the courts of nawabs and maharajas, and the 
then Nizam of Hyderabad, Mir Mahebub Ali Khan, called him his 
Tansen.7 Whilst still in India, he published several books including 
Minqar-i-Musiqar (Khan 1913) on the theory and practice of Indian 
classical music (see Plate 11.1).

In 1903, he met his murshid (spiritual guide),8 Sayyid Abu Hashim 
Madani, and was initiated into Sufi sm. Upon his murshid’s death, 
Inayat Khan set out on a pilgrimage to ‘the holy men of India’ and also 
travelled to Nepal, Ceylon and Burma before settling for two years 
(1909–10) in Calcutta where he gave music lectures and perform-
ances and arranged the recording of 31 classical Indian songs by the 
Gramophone Company Limited, Calcutta.9
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The Sufi sm that Inayat Khan taught and established in the west 
had its roots in this Indian heritage and in the particular development 
of Islam in India where the Sufi  tradition is pervasive in Islamic dis-
course and institutions (Metcalf and Metcalf 2002: 8). The Chishtiyya 
Sufi  order to which Inayat Khan primarily belonged,10 refl ects a his-
torically pluralistic religious environment and emphasises music and 
poetry for spiritual attainment. The Chishtis are characteristically in-
clusive and tolerant of religious pluralism and will accept mureeds from 
non-Muslim backgrounds without fi rst demanding conversion to Islam 
(De Tassy 1997: 174; Harris et al. 1992: 124–25). This openness is also 
found in India in the Naqshbandiyya Mujaddidiyya (Dahnhardt 2002), 
but rarely in Sufi  orders elsewhere in the Muslim world.

In introducing Sufi sm to the west, Inayat Khan made signifi cant 
changes, but also drew heavily on his Chishti background. He continued 
the Chishti use of music (sama) and zikar (the remembrance of God) 

PLATE 11.1 Hazrat Inayat Khan, the Indian Sufi  Master and Musician 
Who First Brought Sufi sm to the West

Source: International Sufi  Movement Archives, The Hague.
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as key spiritual practices. His Sufi  Movement retains the hierarch-
ical structure of a Sufi  order, as well as the central role of the spiritual 
teacher (shaikh, pir or murshid), the murshid–mureed relationship and the 
pir-bhai or the brotherhood/community of disciples. The major changes 
he made in presenting Sufi sm in the west were the introduction of full 
gender equality within his order, the recognition of women in leader-
ship positions and a loosening or redefi ning of the relationship between 
Sufi sm and the exoteric traditions and practices of Islam. As part of his 
vision for religion in the modern world, he made Sufi  training avail-
able to everybody, not just Muslims.

Inayat Khan’s training in the Chishtiyya order, together with his plur-
alistic religious background and his contact with the intellectual and 
social world of the western powers in late nineteenth century colonial 
India, all contributed to the success of his spiritual mission. He was a 
complex and multidimensional fi gure. Zia Inayat-Khan, his grandson 
and the current leader of one branch of the Inayati order, succinctly 
summarises Hazrat Inayat Khan’s heritage and vision in describing 
him as ‘a paragon of high Mughal culture who was equally a forerunner 
of postnationalist cosmopolitanism; a performer of sacred music and 
a sage with a musical message; a tradition-sanctioned Chishti initiator 
inspired with an urgent transcendental vision of radical ecumenism 
and global spiritual renewal’ (Inayat-Khan 2001: xiii).

SETTLING IN THE WEST

Accompanied by his cousin Ali Khan and brother Maheboob Khan 
and joined a year later by his younger brother Musharaff Khan, Inayat 
Khan travelled, gave concerts and taught Sufi sm in the US, England, 
Russia and Europe for 16 years. In 1913, he married an American, Ora-
Ray Baker (who took the name Ameena Begam, d. 1949). They had 
four children: daughters Noor (b. 1914 in Russia) and Khair (b. 1919), 
and sons Vilayat (b. 1916) and Hidayat (b. 1917). The family lived in 
England during the First World War and then, from 1920, in France 
where Inayat Khan’s descendants still retain the family home in a sub-
urb of Paris. Inayat Khan’s brothers and cousin, and later his two sons, 
all married western women (English, Dutch and American) and settled 
in the west.
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Inayat Khan’s family became known in the west not just for Sufi sm 
and music, but also for the heroism of his daughter, Noor, during the 
Second World War. A musician and writer, Noor was a secret agent 
for the French Resistance Movement against the Nazis. She was caught 
and executed in the Dachau Concentration Camp on 13 September 
1944 and posthumously awarded the George Cross and the Croix de 
Guerre for her contribution and bravery (Overton Fuller 1971).

DEVELOPMENT OF THE INAYATI SUFI ORDER

At fi rst Inayat Khan just gave instruction to interested people and 
established Sufi  societies in the various countries he visited. As the num-
bers of mureeds grew so did the need for a formal organisation to co-
ordinate the work and in 1923 the International Sufi  Movement was 
incorporated in the Salle Centrale, Geneva.

By the time of Inayat Khan’s death in 1927, he had several thousand 
followers in Europe and America. In Europe, the Sufi  work was carried 
on fi rst by his companions in the west, his brother, Shaikh-al-Mashaikh 
Maheboob Khan (1887–1948), his cousin, Pir-o-Murshid Muhammad 
Ali Khan (1881–1958), and his younger brother, Pir-o-Murshid Musharaff 
Khan (1895–1967). Fazal Inayat-Khan (1942–1990), a grandson, then led 
the Sufi  Movement until around 1982. After that there was a period of 
cooperative leadership until 1993 when Hidayat Inayat-Khan, Inayat 
Khan’s younger son, was recognised as the Representative General and 
Pir-o-Murshid of this group known as the International Sufi  Movement.

In the US, the early American branch was led by Inayat Khan’s fi rst 
mureed in the west, Murshida Rabia Martin, until its collapse after 
her death in the late 1940s. The Inayati Sufi  order was then revived in 
America in the 1950s by Inayat Khan’s elder son, Pir Vilayat (d. 2004). 
Vilayat’s son, Zia Inayat-Khan, is the current leader of this group known 
as the International Sufi  Order. Another Inayati group, the Sufi  Ruhaniat 
Society, also became established in the 1960s and 1970s and is currently 
led by an American, Pir Shabda Kahn. These branches are all formal, 
well-established transnational organisations and together constitute 
the Inayati Sufi  order.

While many early mureeds came from the upper and titled classes of 
Europe and participants are still drawn largely from the well-educated 
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middle and upper-middle classes of western society (Genn 2004: 176; 
Hermansen 1998: 156), the order has continued to expand transnation-
ally and includes people from a wide range of religious, ethnic and na-
tional backgrounds. Apart from the European and North American 
countries, the order now has groups in a number of South American 
and South-east Asian countries, Australia, New Zealand and India.

With headquarters in the Netherlands and the US, Sufi  temples in 
the Netherlands and South Africa and the sacred site of the dargah com-
plex of Inayat Khan in India, Inayat Khan’s Sufi  Movement has become 
an increasingly multi-site phenomenon. The annual summer schools at 
the Sufi  temple in Katwijk in the Netherlands and the annual Urs and 
retreats at the dargah in Delhi are attended by mureeds from all over 
the world. The transnational spread of Inayat Khan’s Sufi  order has 
involved ‘sacralising’ and linking new places, a process identifi ed by 
Werbner (1996) in her study of a Pakistani-origin Sufi  diaspora in 
Britain. As Werbner shows, this can occur through the performance 
of Sufi  practices and rituals, as well as through the presence of saintly 
beings (living or dead). Diasporas do not necessarily have singular cen-
tres (Goldschmidt 2000; Werbner 2002) and this capacity to sacralise space 
is one factor that enables Sufi  orders to create new sacred centres.

LINKAGES WITH INDIA

The Inayati Sufi  Movement is also now growing in India, where it has 
been, in a sense re-imported from the west. Except for his lecture tour 
in late 1926, Inayat Khan did not teach in India, though he apparently 
had intended to (Goodenough c.1930: 106). Inayat Khan’s burial in 
India has been a key factor for linkages between his transnational Sufi  
Movement and its country of origin, a factor which has parallels with 
other migrant experience. On his return visit in 1926, Inayat Khan met 
and spent time with Khwaja Hasan Nizami, a prominent Sufi  and cus-
todian of the dargah of Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya. When Inayat Khan 
died, Hasan Nizami donated land in the vicinity of Nizamuddin Auliya 
as a waqf (a religious endowment under Islamic law) for his grave. Waqfs 
come under the jurisdiction of a local (in this case the Delhi) waqf board 
and are also traditionally under the care of a mutawalli. Over the years, 
the mutawalli for the grave of Inayat Khan has been the current head 
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of the International Sufi  Movement and, to date, a close relative of 
Inayat Khan. This was fi rst arranged when shortly after Inayat Khan’s 
death, his wife, children, brothers and cousin spent three months in 
India visiting his grave and the family home. None of these mutawallis, 
however, lived in India and while this link between the family, the 
Inayati Sufi  Movement and India has been continuous, it was largely 
unattended until the 1970s and 1980s. The loss of the Maula Bakhsh 
family home in Baroda in the late 1940s or early 1950s also weakened 
the family sense of links with India.

The tide began to change in the 1970s when, with the greater afford-
ability and ease of international travel, more Sufi  Movement leaders, 
mureeds and family members started to visit India and become con-
cerned about the poor condition of Inayat Khan’s grave and the pov-
erty in the surrounding basti (village). Several steps were taken. In 
Europe, the Hazrat Inayat Khan Memorial Trust was established 
largely through the initiative of Dutch mureeds and leaders, Dr H.J. 
and R. Witteveen. In the 1980s, the Trust built a dargah around the 
grave, enclosing the waqf land with a marble room and in the 1990s 
it acquired additional land to expand the dargah complex. The Trust, 
financed by the International Sufi Movement and private dona-
tions, is under the direction of Pir-o-Murshid Hidayat Inayat-Khan, 
with the assistance of an administrator and deputy administrator. 
The Trust’s advisory management committee also includes leaders of 
other Inayati branches. As a result of its work, for many years overseen 
in India by Dutch mureeds, Wali and Walia van Lohuizen, and still by 
the dargah caretaker, Dr Farida Ali, the dargah is no longer a tomb alone 
but a centre for social work and a growing complex with a music hall 
and school, library, courtyard/garden and caretaker home. In 2003, a 
retreat house was also added. From 1989, Inayat Khan’s Sufi  Message 
volumes and other books have been re-issued in India and received 
favourable reviews.

Responding to the extreme poverty of many in the Nizamuddin basti 
around the dargah, Pir Vilayat Inayat Khan, the elder son of Hazrat 
Inayat Khan, established the Hope Project Charitable Trust in 1975. It 
strives to provide opportunities and resources to enable the poor to help 
themselves and currently runs a community health centre, a crêche, 
a school, vocational courses and income generation projects. It has 
50 Indian staff members and is fi nanced largely by private donations. 
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On his death in 2004, Pir Vilayat has also, at his request, been buried 
in the Nizamuddin basti.

Mureeds visiting India for the Urs of Hazrat Inayat Khan or more 
recently for that of Pir Vilayat, or for the retreats which began in 2003, 
frequently also make additional pilgrimages. They pay their respects at 
the nearby dargah of Nizamuddin Auylia, at the tomb of Salim Chishti 
in Fatehpur Sikri and, of course, at the dargah in Ajmer of the order’s 
founder in India, Hazrat Khwaja Mu’inuddin Chishti.

The Urs of Hazrat Inayat Khan on 5 February is a major event, cele-
brated for a week at the dargah complex. On the morning of 5 February, 
there are traditional Sufi  ceremonies and rituals and a procession to the 
Nizamuddin Auylia dargah where the new chador (gold cloth) that will 
cover the grave is blessed. For this ceremony and the associated sama 
(qawwali), western mureeds adopt the appropriate shawls and head 
coverings and mingle with Indian mureeds as well as other devotees 
and visitors to the Nizamuddin dargah. Later in the day, the Universal 
Worship (a ceremony created by Inayat Khan in the west) is held in 
the Sufi  Hall and there is usually a concert of classical Indian music as 
well a theatre programme by the children of the Hope Project and the 
Memorial Trust informal school (see Plate 11.2).

PLATE 11.2 Children’s Theatre Programme at the Urs of Hazrat Inayat 
Khan in New Delhi, 1999

Source: Celia Genn.
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Since the 1990s, the family and mureeds of Inayat Khan have also pur-
sued links with his birthplace of Baroda. Largely through the efforts 
of Inayat Khan’s nephew, Mahmood Khan, and his wife, Harunnisa 
Khanim Maulabakhsh, and the German mureeds, Petra-Beate and Vakil 
Schildbach, the room in Maula Bakhsh’s house in which Inayat Khan 
was born has been re-purchased. In January 2006, a ceremony of in-
auguration of his birthplace was conducted. For several years now, 
mureeds of the International Sufi  Movement have been working with 
Professor Mehta at the University of Baroda to hold two-day musical 
festivals each January in honour of Maula Bakhsh and Inayat Khan. 
In 2006, students of the Faculty of Performing Arts, S.M. University 
also presented the play, ‘The Bogey-Man’, written by Inayat Khan.

Over the last 30 or so years, the Inayati Sufi  order’s hitherto loose 
bonds with India and the Chishtiyya Sufi  tradition have been strength-
ened with a variety of spiritual, cultural, family and material links with 
Inayat Khan’s Indian homeland. The revitalisation of these links em-
braces the concerns of the transnational Sufi  Movement as well as those 
of Inayat Khan’s family.

IMPLICATIONS AND MUTUAL PERCEPTIONS

As the director of the Jawaharlal Nehru Indian Cultural Centre wrote 
recently, there are ‘innumerable currents and cross-currents marking 
the evolution of modern-day Indian culture’ (Dutta 2005). The burial 
of the founder of this Sufi  Movement in his native land is drawing mem-
bers of the group back to India, literally as pilgrims and supporters of 
social and building programmes and metaphorically in their desire to 
understand and learn more about the Indian heritage. As yet the full 
implications remain to be seen, but this ‘return’ impacts the mutual 
perceptions and identities of a range of overlapping circles or commu-
nities involved with this transnational religious movement, both in 
India and abroad.

A growing number of Indians now attend the Urs ceremonies for 
Inayat Khan, and for musicians, it is regarded as an honour to play at his 
dargah. As yet, only a few Indians are studying as mureeds. Even though 
the Chishtiyya order has historically accepted mureeds who were not 
Muslim, the study and practice of Sufi sm in India is generally embedded 
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not just in the exoteric practice of Islam, but also within the Muslim 
and Indian cultural community. While globalisation and modern com-
munications are changing Indian culture, for many Indians this de-
culturalised version of Sufi sm is still unthinkable—something for 
‘foreigners’.

The increasing presence of ‘foreigners’ of both Indian and non-
Indian background at the dargah in Delhi poses challenges as well as 
benefi ts for ‘locals’ and impacts mutual perceptions. The mureeds of 
Inayat Khan are generally perceived favourably in the basti and in the 
nearby Nizamuddin Auylia dargah complex. I was told that this is be-
cause, unlike some tourists, they dress appropriately, behave respect-
fully and are serious students of Sufi sm (see Plate 11.3). However, there 
was a serious challenge a few years ago when a Hope Project educa-
tion programme on HIV and AIDS was perceived to be culturally and 
socially inappropriate by some basti residents. They expressed their 
anger about the programme in a demonstration at the Inayat Khan 

PLATE 11.3 Participants from India, Australia, the US, Canada and 
Germany in a Retreat at Hazrat Inayat Khan’s Dargah in 
New Delhi, 2003 (Behind them is the marble room built 
around the grave in the 1980s)

Source: Celia Genn.
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dargah. Resolution of the issues required consultation between lead-
ers from the dargah, the Hope Project and the basti, as well as the with-
drawal of the programme.

For the mureeds from outside India (whether of Indian origin or not), 
this return to the spiritual homeland also poses risks and challenges, as 
well as opportunities. As one leader put it ‘some people smell the spices 
and think it is Sufi sm … or think that wearing a headscarf or prayer cap 
somehow makes them a more authentic Sufi ’. More positively some 
mureeds fi nd, as it was remarked to me, that the contact with India 
makes it possible ‘to understand the teachings in ways that you can’t 
sitting in Europe’. For some mureeds, being present for rituals at 
Inayat Khan’s dargah invokes a new sense of spiritual relationship with 
Inayat Khan, though others were unsure if the rituals were religious and 
spiritual, or ‘just cultural’.11 One of the pirs at the nearby Nizamuddin 
Auylia dargah has, in a sense, adopted the group, and many of the visit-
ing mureeds spend considerable time with him and in meditations at 
the shrine there. While not common, this experience has led a small 
number of the foreign mureeds to formally convert to Islam.

As Werbner found in her study of a ‘Global Sufi  Cult’, participa-
tion in Sufi  festivals and pilgrimage in South Asia involves complex 
material and symbolic processes of exchange, connection and trans-
formation for individuals and the community (Werbner 2003). 
Similarly, for the Inayat Khan Sufi  Movement, new connections and 
infl uences are being generated by the recent immersion of mureeds 
from across the world in the spiritual and cultural performance of the 
Urs in Delhi, in associated pilgrimages, and in the various music and 
social programmes. The ‘return’ linkages are adding a new dimen-
sion to participation in the order. For mureeds worldwide there is an 
increased sense of connection with India, and for Indian mureeds 
an increased sense of belonging to a global Sufi  ‘family’.

A TRANSNATIONAL CHISHTIYYA DIASPORA?

Most of the literature on religion in the Indian diaspora and on Indian-
origin religious/spiritual movements overseas naturally focuses on 
the practice, functions and purposes of religion within Indian immi-
grant communities. The literature addresses such aspects as religion’s 
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role in community and identity formation within a host society, links 
with nationalist or political agendas in the homeland, and concerns 
for future generations or gender relations (Coward et al. 2000; Jacobsen 
and Kumar 2004; Kurien 1998, 2001, 2004; Tatla 1999; Vertovec 2000; 
Warner and Wittner 1998).

But ‘Indian’ religions are not just being practised or adhered to by 
‘Indians’, whether at home or in the diaspora. Like the Inayati Sufi  
Movement discussed in this chapter, the Sri Sathya Sai Baba Move-
ment, the Brahma Kumaris, ISKCON and the Siddha Yoga Foundation 
(Gurudev Siddha Peeth), to mention just a few, all present them-
selves as ‘universal’ or open to all regardless of national, religious or 
ethnic background. All have followings not only in India and among 
Indian immigrants, but also among Anglo or Euro-westerners, South 
Americans, South-east Asians and others. These movements have 
generally become multi-site phenomena, and are practised some-
what differently in the west and in India (for example, Howell and 
Nelson 1997).

Nonetheless, as this chapter shows, historical and organisational 
links to sacred places or persons in India often make India a spiritual 
if not literal homeland, even for the non-Indian adherents of these 
movements. And the ties often become material and tangible with pil-
grimage, tourism and support of social programmes in India or with 
acculturation in food, dress, music, ritual and ethos. For example, at 
the 2006 Sufi  Movement gathering in Australia, salwaar kameez (trad-
itional Indian clothing), were offered for sale, for the fi rst time, along 
with the usual books, CDs, DVDs, and tasbih (prayer beads).

These developments have been accelerated by the communications 
and transport revolution of recent decades and appear, to some degree, 
to be ‘Indianising’ the Inayati Sufi  Movement. Further, and more im-
portantly, they show how religious affi liation and practice and even 
commodity culture (as in the salwaar kameez example) are creating 
transnational social and religious spaces and transnational identity 
formation processes that cannot just be limited to immigrant groups 
(Dwyer 2004; Jackson et al. 2004). As the Inayati case shows, increasing 
numbers of people are now participating in this transnational space, 
irrespective of their ethnic or even religious histories (Brah 1996; Jackson 
et al. 2004: 2). Clearly, beyond any narrowly defi ned diaspora commu-
nity lies a complex, multidimensional range of investments, affi nities, 
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identities, cross-cultural passages and communal myths (Fludernik 
2003; Paranjape 2003; Safran 2004).

Perhaps, as Brubaker argues, ‘diaspora’ should be seen less as a sub-
stantive bounded entity or ethno-cultural fact than as ‘an idiom, a stance, 
a claim … a way of formulating … identities and loyalties’ (Brubaker 
2005: 12–13). Overviews of the diverse range of current usages of the 
concept of diaspora show that the term resists precise defi nition 
(Fludernik 2003) and is already being stretched to accommodate 
various ‘intellectual, cultural and political agendas’ (Brubaker 2005: 1). 
In India, as Kapur demonstrates, the basis for defi nitions and con-
cepts of ‘Indianness’ and of who exactly constitute the Indian diaspora 
has changed historically, and also been applied inconsistently (Kapur 
2004). The defi nition of Indianness is also being contested in political 
struggles between Hindu and Muslim Indian immigrants in the US as 
to whether India is, or should be, a Hindu state or a multi-religious and 
multicultural society (Kurien 2001). Yet, it is also generally acknow-
ledged that the Indian diaspora is more heterogeneous than many 
others (Fludernik 2003) and a linking of Mishra’s term ‘diasporic 
imaginary’ (Mishra 1996) with Anderson’s ‘imagined communities’ 
(Anderson 1991), implies an additional creative element that further 
explains why nobody’s diaspora ‘looks wholly like their neighbour’s’ 
(Fludernik 2003: i).

CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter I have looked at the origins and transnational develop-
ment of the Inayati Sufi  Movement over the last 100 years and the recent 
‘return’ linkages being forged with India and its Indian and Chishtiyya 
heritage. It is stretching the concept to consider all members of this Sufi  
Movement outside of India as a part of the Indian diaspora although 
Inayat Khan’s Sufi  Movement can, arguably, be considered both as part 
of a Chishtiyya diaspora and as a new religious/spiritual movement. 
Like a number of Indian-origin religious/spiritual movements in the 
contemporary world, the Inayati Sufi  Movement has expanded beyond 
the territorial and ethnic boundaries of both India and its diaspora.

The chapter has not attempted to ‘put it back’ within these bound-
aries or to limit interest to a narrowly defi ned diaspora community. 
Rather, it recognises the expansion and transnational development of 
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many spiritual/religious movements by exploring how India and the 
Indian diaspora overlap and interact with them. The chapter shows 
that the particular origins and heritage, multi-ethnic composition, ‘uni-
versal’ or inclusive ethos, and cultural, spiritual and family linkages 
forged with India, make the Inayat Khan Sufi  Movement an interest-
ing example of one particular kind of diasporic religious movement. 
The increasing linkages between this Sufi  Movement and India have 
also been shown to be impacting the mutual perceptions and identi-
ties of the growing circles involved in this transnational spiritual com-
munity. Insofar as Inayat Khan’s Sufi  Movement and others like it cross 
traditional ethnic, cultural and religious boundaries, they can also be 
seen as part of a new and developing variant of transnational religion 
that extends beyond the more usual trans-state particularisms.

NOTES

 1. As reported by Block (1915), Inayat Khan was given this commission or blessing 
‘to spread the wisdom of Sufi sm abroad’ by his murshid (spiritual guide).

 2. In the early twentieth century, the Sufi  Movement established by Inayat Khan was 
effectively the only Sufi  order in the west and did not need to be distinguished from 
others. As this is no longer the case, I refer to it as the Inayati order (following the 
traditional practice in naming Sufi  orders), or as Inayat Khan’s Sufi  Movement.

 3. The Sufi  order founded by Inayat Khan has used the term mureed for its disciples/
students since its inception in the west. It has the same meaning as the more usual 
transliteration of murid.

 4. Sufi sm as taught by Inayat Khan is universalist in the sense of being available to 
all regardless of religious or ethnic background, or gender.

 5. Assayag and Benei (2005: 14–15) summarise the crucial role played by Vivekananda 
in transforming and expounding the Hindu tradition in encounter with western 
thought. Vivekananda was a key participant in the World Parliament of Religions 
in Chicago in 1893.

 6. Inayat Khan’s nephew, Mahmood Khan, provides a detailed family history as well 
a comprehensive bibliography of sources (Khan 2001).

 7. Tansen was a famous musician at the court of the Emperor Akbar.
 8. Murshid, shaikh and pir are all terms given by the Sufi s to their guides and 

teachers.
 9. In 1994, these were discovered in the London Archives of EMI.
10. As was common in the nineteenth century in India, Inayat Khan was a member of 

all four major Sufi  orders in India, but his teacher and his training were primarily 
within the Chishtiyya order.

11. Some Sufi  and other Islamic reformers are critical of practices at saint’s tombs.
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12
Hyderabadis Abroad: Memories of Home

KAREN ISAKSEN LEONARD

Hyderabad, India, was both a city and a state, a cosmopolitan urban 
place and a native state that escaped direct rule by the British 

colonial government in India. Under the Nizam’s rule, the state of 
Hyderabad continued to patronise and represent Indo-Muslim or 
Mughlai culture in India until 1948, when the state was taken over by 
newly-independent India. Persian was the state language until 1883 
and Urdu was the language of administration thereafter; the Urdu-
medium Osmania University, inaugurated in 1917, was the subcon-
tinent’s fi rst modern vernacular language university. ‘Hyderabadi’, 
or person from Hyderabad, was an identity that linked one closely 
to the state and the ruling class Mughlai culture. It was also an iden-
tity that involved being a mulki (countryman) or citizen, not so much 
in the modern sense of participation in political decision-making 
as in the sense of having a claim on the state for one’s livelihood. All 
of these things changed abruptly in 1948 and again in 1956 when the 
linguistic states reorganisation split the Nizam’s state into three parts 
and made Hyderabad City the capital of the new Telugu-speaking state 
of Andhra Pradesh.

People now write about the diaspora from Hyderabad focusing on 
Telugu-speakers, but the older Hyderabadi diaspora involves those com-
mitted to the Mughlai culture of the Nizam’s Hyderabad. Hyderabad 
used to be a magnet for immigrants. Hyderabadis in the former state 
did not often leave, and there was a process by which non-mulkis could 
become mulkis. However, after the independence of India and Pakistan 
in 1947 and especially after 1948 and 1956, Hyderabadis have been 
leaving. Some Muslims went to Pakistan in 1947 and after 1948, and 
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Hyderabadis of all backgrounds have migrated in subsequent decades, 
pulled by favourable opportunities abroad and pushed by a sense of 
loss of the former cosmopolitan Indo-Muslim culture. The changes 
in the city have been considerable, and the mulki diaspora probably 
represents the decline of the last signifi cant vestiges of Mughlai urban 
culture in India.

My 15-year study of emigrants from Hyderabad, Deccan, to Pakistan, 
the United Kingdom (UK), Australia, the United States (US), Canada 
and the Gulf states of Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
(Leonard 2007) follows self-identifi ed Hyderabadis to new home-
lands. The study, begun in 1990, traces primarily those who still iden-
tifi ed to some extent with the Nizam’s former state of Hyderabad, those 
who called themselves mulkis. It emphasises the ruptures of 1948 and 
1956 (police action and India’s linguistic states reorganisation that ended 
the independence of the state of Hyderabad and divided it among three 
new linguistic states), calling attention to the changing urban landscape 
as Hyderabad City became capital of Andhra Pradesh. This chapter, 
however, focuses on the emigrants and their interactions with others 
in their new homes abroad. I discuss here only two of William Safran’s 
six-part defi nition of diasporic populations (1991): retaining collec-
tive memories of the homeland and defi ning a collective consciousness 
through a continuing relationship to the homeland. The other four 
characteristics, that people have been dispersed from the centre, that 
they believe they are not and perhaps cannot be fully accepted by 
the host societies, that they regard the homeland as the true home to 
which they or their descendants should return, and that they want 
to maintain or restore the homeland, were far less relevant for the 
Hyderabadi case.

Rich material about the remembering and forgetting of Hyderabad 
by those abroad were obtained through interviews. Over a 15-year 
period, I conducted numerous interviews (often with several people 
present) in the various sites: 37 in Australia, 19 in Canada, 78 in India, 
25 in Kuwait, 59 in Pakistan, 24 in the UAE, 20 in the UK and 49 in the 
US (the names are listed in Leonard 2007).1 These took place in many 
settings and were basically unstructured, although the focus was al-
ways on the reasons for emigration and the experiences of settlement in 
the new sites. I interviewed all who called themselves Hyderabadis, men 
and women of all class and religious backgrounds (Muslim, Hindu, 
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Sikh, Parsi and Christian), including self-proclaimed mulkis whom 
others labelled non-mulkis. For most sites, I made return visits or sent 
drafts to informants to obtain comments and updates.

Locating Hyderabadis in their original home and then following 
them abroad involved careful consideration of Pakistan, the UK, 
Australia, the US, Canada and the Gulf states of Kuwait and the UAE 
in addition to Hyderabad and India, contexts that were changing even 
as individuals and communities were changing. The Hyderabadis 
acted as agents in reformulating their identities, identities shaped 
by their locations in both old and new settings, but their actions were 
constrained or encouraged by nation states and by differing national 
constellations of fellow immigrants and citizens. The study traces how 
these identities are shaped across space, not only in the diaspora but 
also in the various sending contexts, including Hyderabad in India 
and also Pakistan.2 It illustrates the ways in which cities and nations and 
global forces compete for and shape the identities of citizens.3 The voices 
of the migrants show that they theorised meaningfully about their 
own movements and that those movements were both materially and 
ideologically produced. Their voices and further detailing of their back-
grounds, networks and views call into question the notion of a ‘diasporic 
community’ and highlight differences among the emigrants and their 
differential reworkings of identities in the new sites.4

I found that most self-identifi ed Hyderabadis abroad were fi rst-
generation migrants over the age of 50 who claimed some connection 
with the old Hyderabad state or its urban Indo-Muslim culture. They 
continued to use the term mulki as a meaningful social category even 
when discussing emigrants. Many still voiced the traditional histor-
ical narrative so central to their own family histories, that Hyderabad 
was a successful plural society, perhaps even a cultural synthesis (Butt 
1990; Leonard 1973; Sirajuddin 1990). As Andrew Shryock wrote about 
an aspiring historian of the Beduoin tribes in Jordan, ‘Muhammad is 
a victim of the real historical power of the “Adwan” [his own tribe]. 
His identity is fi rmly grounded in the shaykhly era, and the memory 
of local might—now reduced to a kind of haughty nostalgia—makes 
new identities hard to imagine in any terms other than loss’ (emphasis 
in the original).5 Hyderabadis from the former ruling class, and not 
only in the UK, tended to privilege that version of the past based on 
hierarchies of both caste and class. Their ways of thinking were akin 
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to what Shryock has called a ‘genealogical imagination’, ‘a tendency to 
parse society into discrete, vertical chains of inheritance and trans-
mission, some of them biological, others intellectual, and others still 
a combination of the two’ (1995: 5).6 These Hyderabadis did not ap-
preciate my inclusion of a wide range of informants and confl icting 
versions of the past. The versions of old Hyderabad produced by some 
Hindus and Anglo Indians that emphasised the ‘Muslim’ nature of 
the élite and, in some cases, gave importance to the British Resident, 
were strange to them.

Many Hyderabadi emigrants took with them romantic notions of 
Hyderabadi culture, usually conceptualised by the end of the century 
as surviving better in the diaspora than in the homeland. However, the 
exact nature of the Hyderabad emigrants claimed as their homeland 
was clearly a matter of contention. Ideas about old Hyderabad varied 
signifi cantly, depending partly on one’s age and status in the old so-
ciety, but also on one’s status in the new location and the national 
narratives of the new states. Hyderabadi culture was being drawn upon 
differently, redefi ned and sometimes consciously discarded in the new 
locations. It had at least three uses abroad. First, people celebrated the 
Hyderabadi culture of the past and talked about the virtues of the old 
state, its royalty and its cultural synthesis. This stance was a primarily 
private and nostalgic one and inspired most of the initial invitational 
Hyderabad associations abroad. Second, people affi rmed an ongoing 
Hyderabadi cultural synthesis and saw it as not only still meaningful, 
but useful in the public arena, analogous to notions of secular plural-
ism in some of the new countries. This activist stance also played a role 
in the rhetoric of many Hyderabad associations, often at slightly later 
stages of their development as membership expanded. It was used, 
too, by Hyderabadis working to build multicultural alliances, like pol-
itical coalitions with other South Asians, religious interfaith efforts, or 
professional coalitions.

A third stance involved fairly drastic re-interpretations of Hyderabadi 
culture. The assimilative powers of the new national print cultures, most 
powerfully the nations of India and Pakistan, pulled the old Hyderabad 
narrative in different directions. The Pakistani version saw Hyderabad as 
an Islamic state and the Indian version saw it as a backward, feudal so-
ciety, interpretations anticipated by political groups within Hyderabad 
in the 1930s and 1940s (Leonard 1978). Among emigrants, the most 
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powerful re-interpretations invoked Islam to challenge the dominant 
narrative of the former state.7 One version was that Hyderabad was 
really an Islamic state all along and the cultural synthesis was a myth, a 
view that could be voiced by Hindus and Muslims alike. Another ver-
sion was that Hyderabad was a failed Islamic state, that the cultural 
synthesis, while real, evidenced the Nizam’s failure to establish a truly 
Islamic state. To remember Hyderabad as either a successful or failed 
Islamic state well served those Hyderabadis who sought to recapture or 
replace Hyderabad by migrating to Pakistan. To remember it as a failed 
Islamic state paradoxically inspired some Muslims, minorities in pre-
dominantly Christian countries, to say that religious freedom in the 
west permitted them to be better Muslims abroad, where their reli-
gion was not tainted by Hindu practices. These Hyderabadi Muslims 
stressed Islamic ideals and built alliances with other Muslims in the 
new settings, distancing themselves from Hyderabadis organising on 
the basis of culture or language in the new settings. First-generation im-
migrants8 voiced all these stances. Unsurprisingly, the nostalgic and 
plural society interpretations were held by those best placed in both 
old and new societies, while the interpretation stressing Islam was held 
by those less well placed in both. These ‘Islamic twists’ to the Hyderabad 
narrative also found place in some Hyderabad associations, associ-
ations always initially founded to celebrate the Hyderabadi cultural 
synthesis attributed to the Nizam’s state.9

The place of Islam and Muslims in the Hyderabad of the past was the 
most contentious issue. While not endorsing views of Hyderabad as an 
Islamic state, the upper classes among the Anglo Indians (Britishers or 
the descendants of Britishers through the ‘male line’ in India) and the 
Hindus oriented themselves to what they termed ‘the Muslim side’ of 
traditional Hyderabad society. Those in the military and those of high 
rank in the state administration refl ected this most. The schools most 
important in shaping lasting friendship networks were dominated 
by the Indo-Muslim or Mughlai culture of the ruling class. Even the 
Australian principal of St. George’s had to know Hyderabadi Urdu and 
Mughlai culture. The Anglo Indians in Australia from the lower classes, 
for example, those who worked for the railway, spoke more often of the 
British Resident, seeing the shadow of the colonial power behind the 
Nizam’s throne buttressing their position in the state of Hyderabad. 
Similarly perhaps, the shadow of an Islamic state behind the Nizam’s 
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throne seemed empowering to lower-class Muslims, a shadow emerging 
into full view overseas and embodied in Muslim organisations and in-
stitutions being built by pan-ethnic Muslim populations in the western 
sites (Leonard 2003).

The role of the state emerged as central in all the diasporic settings. 
The kinds of national projects being undertaken by the states in which 
Hyderabadis were settling differed markedly, and these new national 
narratives powerfully infl uenced immigrant interpretations of the 
homeland culture. Pakistan’s Punjabi-dominated and increasingly 
polarised society had no comfortable place for a Hyderabadi identity. 
British, Canadian, Australian and US versions of cultural pluralism 
could accommodate old Hyderabad as a successful plural society. In 
the western countries, where many Hyderabadis whom I interviewed 
lived, differing constellations of indigenous and immigrant popula-
tions offered opportunities for political alliances and social networks 
beyond the Hyderabadi emigrant community, including new marriage 
patterns and religious organisations for some immigrants.

A Hyderabadi emigrant collective consciousness based upon rela-
tionships with the homeland also involved close relationships with 
Hyderabadis in other diasporic sites. George Marcus writes (1995: 110), 
‘The sense of the system beyond the particular site of research remains 
contingent and not assumed’, but to a very large extent the larger can-
vas was in mind, for me and my informants, as we talked about people’s 
movements and memories. This was true even in cases of erasure or 
repression of memories. Hyderabadi immigrants in each site had a 
sense of what was going on in other sites and often compared and con-
trasted experiences. This was least true for those in Pakistan, where 
the immigrants’ own prospects depended to some extent on deliber-
ate erasure of connections to Indian relatives, and those in the UK were 
somewhat slow to sense the broader ebbs and fl ows, complacent in their 
sense of having selected the very best destination. I, the researcher, was 
part of that wider consciousness, playing the role of ‘circumstantial 
activist’ by both seeking and conveying information and opinions 
as I moved from site to site. I was interested in mappings of the dias-
pora as an intellectual exercise, but emigrants were interested in such 
mappings for their own strategic purposes or those of their friends 
and relatives.

The collective activities of the immigrants, the associations they 
formed or joined and their maintenance of social networks brought 
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from Hyderabad, were important measures of the persistence of the 
Hyderabadi identity abroad. The absence or presence of the Hyderabad 
associations seemed correlated with the strength of the fi rst gener-
ation’s commitment to traditional notions of mulki identity, notions 
founded in pride of ancestry and closeness to power in the former state. 
Where such immigrants from Hyderabad were numerous enough, as 
in the UK and North American cities like Toronto, Chicago, Los Angeles 
and Houston, efforts were made to establish associations and main-
tain a Hyderabadi identity.10 Where the earliest immigrants were not 
from the élite or where Hyderabadi identity served no useful purpose, 
as in Australia and many American settings, or where Hyderabadi 
identity was a disadvantage, as in Pakistan, Hyderabad associations 
were not established or were weak. Where multiclass and often multi-
national groups supported other kinds of associations, like Urdu, 
Muslim, Indian or Pakistani associations, these thrived with varying 
degrees of Hyderabadi participation. Linguistic associations, chiefl y 
Urdu and Telugu ones,11 attracted immigrants from Hyderabad. Every-
where, spoken Hyderabadi Urdu continued to distinguish Hyderabadis 
from other speakers of Urdu.12 In Pakistan, however, it marked a ne-
gative ethnic identity.

National policies structured decisions and actions and formed cul-
tural orientations. Educational institutions and their orientations to 
government service loomed large in people’s memories. The schools in 
Hyderabad—Madras-i-Aliya, Mahbubiyah, Nizam College, St. George’s 
Grammar School, Public School or Jagirdar’s College, Osmania Uni-
versity and Residency Women’s College—that shaped Hyderabad’s 
élite had lasting impacts on networks abroad.13 A major fi nding was the 
importance of these school networks. Schoolmates and classmates 
fi lled both instrumental and expressive roles for emigrants, and the 
classmate cohorts affected sibling and friendship and marital networks 
as well. Leading educators were reference fi gures, from the Australian 
Reverend Bellingham of St. George’s and the British Miss Linnell of 
Mahbubiyah Girls School to the American William Mulder and Peace 
Corps and Kansas State teachers.

National policies about language and changes of language in schools 
spurred emigration in numerous instances. Urdu’s place at the top of 
the administrative, literary and educational domains in Hyderabad 
was unchallenged until 1948, even as the regional vernaculars gained 
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importance through expanded secondary education and the Library 
Movement in the state of Hyderabad. Urdu’s displacement, at fi rst grad-
ual and by English in élite higher educational institutions before 1948, 
and then abrupt and by Hindi and Telugu as well and at all levels of 
the administrative and educational systems after 1948 and 1956, has 
had continuing repercussions on Hyderabadis at home and abroad. 
India’s three-language policy meant that children being educated in 
English and/or Urdu suddenly had to acquire Hindi and Telugu as well. 
The linguistic reorientations spelled doom for Anglo Indian and Indo-
Muslim culture alike, and Anglo Indians and Muslims adapted or mi-
grated. In Pakistan, even though Urdu became the national language, 
the dominance of Punjabi-speakers and the rootedness of the regional 
vernaculars helped reduce the infl uence of the Urdu-speaking migrants 
from India, people who continued to be termed muhajirs (refugees or 
exiles). In the Gulf, Urdu and Indo-Muslim culture fl ourished in the 
UAE, but Arabic and Arabic culture dominated in Kuwait, differen-
tially shaping migrant experiences. Despite the gradual decline of Urdu 
in India, Urdu literary societies functioned throughout the diaspora 
and maintained a more truly international set of vital, inclusive fi rst-
generation linkages overseas than any other associational activity.

The remembering and forgetting of the homeland was an especially 
fl uid process because Hyderabadi emigrants initially moved without 
supporting casts, without the servants or members of the older gener-
ation who had been crucial to the transmission and maintenance of 
Hyderabadi culture. The role of servants came up again and again, their 
presence, absence, or degree of cultural knowledge an indicator of the 
strength of Hyderabadi culture in any site, including Hyderabad, where 
servants who knew the old culture are now few and hard to get. There was 
a growing tendency to bring aging parents to live abroad, especially in 
Australia, Canada and the US. (The immigrants in Pakistan were less 
able to do this, constrained by parental commitments to Hyderabad 
or by politics, while those in the UK had settled earlier when parents 
were less mobile and those working in the Gulf were constrained by 
legal regimes.) In recent decades, emigrants moving as families have 
eventually resettled their parents abroad, putting the burden of cultural 
maintenance on women, whether mothers or grandmothers (see 
Leonard 2007: Chapter 11).
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James Clifford has characterised people migrating as ‘changed by 
their travel but marked by places of origin, by peculiar allegiances and 
alienations’ (1989: 185). Despite changes brought about by travel, many 
‘peculiar allegiances and alienations’ associated with Hyderabad sur-
vived in the diaspora. Most fi rst-generation Hyderabadi immigrants in 
countries other than Pakistan retained a very positive collective memory 
of old Hyderabad; it was an important part of their consciousness and 
often of their collective life abroad. Hyderabad has become an in-
tegral part of Andhra Pradesh and India, but those Hyderabadis who 
lived in the Nizam’s state and many of their children had a lingering 
sense of loyalty to a state that they viewed as equal to British India and 
relatively free from communal tensions. Some Hyderabadis proudly 
proclaimed Hyderabad’s cultural synthesis a model for all of India and 
pointed to Osmania University’s pioneering role in the development 
of vernacular education for the masses. The Deccani cultural synthesis 
proved not entirely a myth, as the old urban-based Indo-Muslim culture 
continued to connect former members of the ruling class and, to a consid-
erable extent, all mulkis, or former citizens, of the state of Hyderabad, 
abroad. Some emigrants tried to maintain and transmit Hyderabadi 
culture in the new settings. The Urdu language and one Urdu news-
paper, Siyasat, were particularly important to emigrants. But the ideas 
about a Deccani synthesis and Hyderabadi culture were qualifi ed in 
their time, and they have become harder to maintain in the face of rising 
Hindu communalism and the decline of Urdu, a language that does 
not have a territorial base in India.

Jonathan Boyarin (1994: 23 et passim), discussing Maurice Halbwachs’ 
seminal 1950 work On Collective Memory (1992), commented that 
Halbwachs spoke not of fantasies or of people defi ning themselves 
as a collective in the present, but of the invocation of memories based 
on family, schoolmates and village, of the shared reminiscences link-
ing given sets of people in the past. Here it was not a village but a city, 
a city that symbolised a state and its Indo-Muslim culture, that was the 
subject of memory and of research, and it was linkages among sets of 
people that survived best. The interviews conducted in the course of the 
study and their contents are too numerous, the details too abundant, 
to cite here, but they evidenced close friendships across religious and 
linguistic lines, friendships among emigrants and those who stayed 
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at home. They also provided eloquent testimony to international jour-
neys, old boy and old girl networks and some associational activities 
that kept people actively in touch with one another. The very strongest 
network that many fi rst-generation Hyderabadi emigrants tried to 
sustain was that of classmates or schoolmates. ‘We went to school to-
gether’, ‘His sister was in my class’, ‘She and my wife were classmates’ 
and variations on these remarks were almost always the fi rst response 
when I named people met elsewhere. Being classmates or schoolmates 
most frequently explained expensive and diffi cult journeys to attend 
reunions and weddings.

But the members of the second generation were being schooled in 
the new homelands, forming friendships with co-learners of Pakistani, 
Australian, British, or North American history and culture and heading 
for careers in their new nations. The generational differences emerged 
clearly in all of the research sites. Some young people of Hyderabadi 
background in both Canada and the US claimed to be ‘fi rst generation’ 
because they were the fi rst generation born or raised abroad. They 
thought of themselves as very different from their parents, decisively 
formed by the new context and not by Hyderabad. Another cohort, that 
of parents brought to North America, also contained some members 
who claimed to be fi rst generation. Since they were older, some par-
ents (especially men with successful careers behind them) asserted this, 
even though they were following their children. Their deliberate at-
tempt to appropriate the term for themselves could be the diasporic 
English language equivalent of contests over mulki/non-mulki or 
muhajir/non-muhajir status in India and Pakistan. Western social sci-
entists should acknowledge the unsettled nature of these generational 
categories in the minds of immigrants.14 Who was a native and who was 
a newcomer was a controversial and socially meaningful issue in all 
these cases, involving claims to citizenship and national identity. These 
terms signalled cultural claims to power in new settings.

The Hyderabadi experiences abroad speak to the selective shaping 
of new national identities, the forgetting of much about Hyderabad, 
but the mobilisation of memories to claim places in new homes ab-
road. I heard what was remembered, what proved useful and I have less 
sense of what was being discarded, although older emigrants some-
times voiced details about the past placement of the family in the 
Nizam’s state, details that proved largely irrelevant to the family’s cir-
cumstances abroad and that their descendants stopped repeating. 
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Instead, people in plural societies stressed the cultural synthesis and 
people in Pakistan stressed Islam and Muslim identities.

First-generation Hyderabadis abroad drew on memories and net-
works based on families and localities, schools and schoolmates, in old 
Hyderabad, but such memories and networks were not successfully 
extended to the second generation in any of the sites abroad. Jacob 
Climo writes of memory, defi ning transmitted or ‘vicarious’ memory 
as ‘strong, personal identifi cations with historical collective memories 
that belong to people other than those who experienced them directly’. 
Vicarious memories, he specifi es, are passed through strong emotional 
attachments from generation to generation in groups that share not 
only a common historical identity, but also the process of its redefi n-
ition (Climo 1995: 176). Talking to members of the second generation, 
one was struck by the absence of cross-generational vicarious mem-
ories. For the descendants of the Hyderabadis abroad, there could not 
be an absorption and assimilation of a continuing identity, but rather 
responses to an interruption, a consciousness of difference. At best, the 
descendants tried to constitute and interrogate their parents’ mem-
ories, which in any case invoked a range of interpretations and uses 
of Hyderabadi culture. The powerful new conceptions of citizenship 
in the new nation states reoriented memories and shaped the evolv-
ing personal and national identities of the young people of Hyderabadi 
ancestry and even of their parents. Privileging the homeland in rela-
tion to a diaspora proved less relevant than careful examination of the 
changes wrought by state policies and regulations, new demographic 
confi gurations and the identity politics of the new homelands.

The extent of the changes in Hyderabad itself also helps to explain 
the generational rupture, but the chief reason is that the children of the 
immigrants identify strongly as citizens of the new nations. Elements 
of Hyderabadi culture may continue if they appear useful to the chil-
dren’s futures, for example, multicultural values in a plural society, respect 
and courtesy in everyday relations with others, or the winning tastes of 
foods like bagara began and Hyderabadi biryani as they enter the ‘multi-
cuisines’ of the destination countries. The nation states in which the 
Hyderabadi emigrants reside and work set the parameters for their par-
ticipation in their new sites, marking members of the fi rst generation 
and defi nitively shaping the identities of members of the second and 
subsequent generations.
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NOTES

 1. I am grateful for Fulbright grants in 1992 and 1993 for work in Pakistan and for a 
Committee on American Overseas Research Centers grant in 1995–96 for work in 
Kuwait, the UAE and Pakistan. For Hyderabad (1991, 1993, 1994, 1996, 1997), the 
UK (1991, 1992, 1997, 1999), Australia (1993), Canada (1994, 1997, 2000), Pakistan 
(again in 1994, 1995, 1999) and the US (1991–99), I got small grants from the Uni-
versity of California, Irvine, or funded the trips myself.

 2. Few studies of migration involve more than two receiving societies and few ex-
amine the impact of emigration and transnationalism on the sending society, 
according to Brettell and Hollifi eld (2000: 13, 18).

 3. Holston and Appadurai (1996) argued that cities are challenging and replacing 
nations as the important space of citizenship. I would argue that Hyderabad 
City was very important in the past as an urban space of citizenship, one located 
in a lingering Indo-Muslim cultural sphere. However, it is clearly becoming an 
important node in the operations of globally-oriented capital and labour (a topic 
for another study).

 4. I draw here on Silvey and Lawson (1999: 122–23).
 5. Shryock (1996: 39). Shryock discusses, here and in his 1997 book, identities based 

on received versions of particular tribal histories that confl ict with other versions 
and with new, modern assimilative languages of identity circulating in print cul-
ture and at the level of the nation state. Like Shryock, I collected oral materials 
often based on genealogical notions of transmission and authenticity.

 6. Andrew Shryock (1995: 5), states that this was not a way of thinking that was purely 
tribal, but of ‘a larger political and historical discourse … which owes its legitimacy 
to voices and identities which are much older … [than Hashemite Jordan]’.

 7. For the following, see Leonard (2007), particularly the chapters on Pakistan, 
Australia, the US, and Canada.

 8. By fi rst generation, I mean those who fi rst migrated. Actually, the term is contested, 
as some parents brought over later by their adult children claim it because they 
are elders and some children of the migrants claim it because they are the fi rst to 
be born and brought up in the new homeland.

 9. Such developments have taken place in London, Toronto and several US cities 
as well, as detailed in Leonard (2007).

10. Hindu Kayasths abroad conspicuously continued to associate with Hyderabadi 
Muslim emigrants and help to form Hyderabad associations. This, according to 
critics, reproduced the old élite partnership that celebrated Mughlai culture and 
Urdu rather than other vernacular languages in the state of Hyderabad.

11. Political associations competed for the Telugu-speakers: the Telugu Association of 
North America was dominated by members of the Kamma caste and the American 
Telugu Association is dominated by members of the Reddy caste.

12. C.M. Naim, Professor of Urdu at the University of Chicago, remarked that the 
Hyderabadi habit of speaking Urdu when together meant that their children 
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knew only Hyderabadi Urdu; he found that their ignorance of ‘standard’ Urdu 
was a problem when they attended his classes. But language was the only marker 
of difference for the second-generation Hyderabadis, he said; they were like other 
second-generation immigrants from India in all other respects.

13. Richard T. Antoun (1998) suggests that academics underestimate the importance 
of their own occupation, of the impact of higher education and the institutions 
that deliver it, and I agree.

14. Interestingly, I found the same situation among the children of the Punjabi Mexican 
couples whom I studied in the 1980s, the same proud assertion that they were the 
‘fi rst generation’ of Americans (Leonard 1992).
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Moving Beyond, Moving Ahead: 
Possible Paradigms for Accessing 
Indian Emigrant Subjectivities

MALA PANDURANG

I

This chapter inserts itself in ongoing academic discussions on 
migration processes, namely, the postcolonial Indian nation state. 

It suggests that since there have been rapid changes in the complexion 
of outward migration post the 1990s, existing theoretical frameworks 
that operate largely with the semantics of displacement, dislocation and 
disease require some revision. What is needed is a critical epistemology 
that takes cognisance of, and yet goes beyond, the tropes of trauma, 
memory and related representations.

India today is the third largest growing economy in the world. There 
is a concomitant emergence of a ‘high comfort zone’ among the Indian 
middle class. The growth of the information technology (IT) sector, the 
IT revolution and the simultaneity in fl ow of services and goods has led 
to changes in public consumption habits and resulting lifestyles. The 
number of Indians below the age of 35 is an unprecedented 728 million 
people and this accounts for 70 per cent of the total population. We are 
witnessing the phenomenon of a growing body of student migrants, 
confi dent and technologically savvy, and most likely to change the 
face of Indian communities abroad in the years to come (Khadria 1999). 
Changing perceptions of sexuality and language acquisition processes 
through training cells of business processing outsourcing and call 
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centres are examples of swift social and cultural changes that have taken 
place post 1990s, with the liberalisation of the Indian economy. Young, 
skilled Indians today possess a stronger sense of self as a consequence 
of their awareness of an increasing demand for their professional com-
petence within fi rst world locations.

The expansion of global communication networks has led to the 
unsettling of traditional concepts of nation state. In this context, the con-
cept of border crossing requires redefi nition. Traditionally, the stance 
of the migrant towards the host culture was regarded as tentative, and 
often negative. The traveller of today, however, holds a more neutral 
position. She is largely aware of the limited possibilities of actual inter-
action across cultures and race and is therefore pre-prepared for the 
reception of the host society. Rather than experiencing a schismatic 
break with India, she partakes in a hyper mobile phenomenon where-
in she continues to interact, almost on a daily basis, with the cultural 
matrix of the ‘homeland’ over the Internet, chat facilities, email and tele-
phone. She already speaks the language of the host society and most 
often dresses according to its requirements. Yet, she does not discard 
with deliberate speed the formative infl uences of her own culture to 
take on those of the new culture. The boundaries between these are 
anyhow increasingly indistinct. Given the complexities of the visa, 
she is prepared for the possibility of the return ‘home’ at any given 
point of time.

While there is a simultaneous intensifi cation of newer forms of 
interaction on the one hand, there is also a growing reassertion of par-
ticularistic identities on the other hand, based on religious, regional and 
linguistic lines. New boundaries are continually in the process of being 
created. Circumstances of the rapid social-cultural transformations 
in post-liberalisation Indian urban society are bound to refl ect on the 
potential individual emigrant’s strategies at negotiating the spaces of 
the host culture upon arrival. By recognising the signifi cance of depar-
ture in the itinerary of migration, we acknowledge that negotiation 
skills do not necessarily evolve only upon arrival. This is turn compels 
the theorist to re-conceptualise the psycho-social dynamics of the 
moment of arrival, normally associated with concepts of ‘shock’ and 
‘ambivalence’.

I therefore argue for the need to conceptualise a framework to 
understand ‘pre-departure subjectivities’ of these emerging groups of 
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possible emigrants. In other words, how do specifi c categories of Indians 
anticipate migration and how can we use our observations as inter-
vention to re-conceptualise the emigrant/host society/home nation 
relationship and move beyond conventional paradigms of categoris-
ing one as the recipient society and the other as a donor society of a 
population of immigrants.

II

I am keen on exploring how inherent tensions within the migratory 
processes get refl ected in ways more subtle than depersonalised em-
pirical data. In this regard, analyses of ‘untutored’ subject responses 
to cultural and literary texts can perform as tangential inputs into the 
mechanisms of transnational interactions. Collated responses to the lit-
erary narrative can serve as a useful entry point to conceptualise pre-
migration subjectivities, specifi cally in terms of gendered behaviour.

My initial exploration for a suitable analytical model led to a review 
of contemporary cultural theorising that emanates from the metropol-
itan centres of fi rst world locations, either in Europe or North America. 
I also drew from my fi rst-hand experiences of teaching a graduate 
seminar programme on ‘Gender and Migration’ at the Otto-von-
Guericke University in Magdeburg, Germany in 2000, and a similar 
course at the Department of Comparative Literature, University of 
Texas at Austin, in the Fall of 2005. My teaching tenure at Magdeburg 
coincided with the period wherein the German nation state was re-
vising its immigration policies, and there were nation-wide debates 
surrounding the proposed ‘green card’ for IT specialists, represented 
basically as Indians.

A number of academic forums initiated discussions on the long-
term impact of multicultural and transnational interactions on the 
German nation-building process. Postcolonial scholars have related 
the growth of academic interest in cultural and postcolonial studies 
as a discipline to the 500 per cent increase in Asian immigration in the 
wake of Lyndon Johnson’s reform of the Immigration Act of 1965. 
Similarly, the rise of diaspora theory as academic discipline within 
literary studies has much more to do with notable shifts in the social 
demography of Euro-centric nations and the growth of new, vast, 
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immigrant communities therein, rather than exploring the actual com-
plexities of the sending nation. Having observed the extent to which 
the large-scale immigration of a non-white labour force has become 
a major determinate of contemporary social experience in developed/
western nations, I could understand why much analysis is directed 
towards the emergence of a ‘new world culture’ within these geo-
graphical spaces. As I asked of my German colleagues, has the desire to 
incorporate migration studies into the university curricula stemmed 
from a desire to embrace a pluralistic and multicultural future? Or, 
rather, is it based on an almost nervous desire, to understand and 
negotiate the ‘potential contamination of the dominant discourse’, 
and the unavoidable redefi ning of conventional relations given dra-
stic demographic shifts, with the United States of America (USA) and 
the United Kingdom (UK) as case studies of societies with a longer 
multicultural history.

My teaching experience at the University of Texas at Austin in the 
Fall of 2005 differed in two aspects. Unlike the German experience, 
students attending my course at Austin were more or less attuned to 
the notion of a campus with a multi-diverse/ethnic population. Multi-
cultural possibility was not a novelty. Second, the ‘migration problem’ 
that dominated media discourse was in reference to the mass infl ux 
of peoples from across the Mexico border. The ‘migrant as a problem’ 
was therefore not white-collared South Asian, but the poor Mexican 
illegal labourer. The self-awarded ‘victim’ status therefore paled in 
comparison.

What was common to both instances was that the theoretical frame-
work applied by the student while interpreting the literary was almost 
always predictable. Their responses to narratives under study were 
primarily dominated by the semantics of displacement. They drew 
from prefabricated parameters already set out for them in the innumer-
able academic papers and publications being churned out under the 
rubric of diaspora studies. Their analysis of the narratives of a range of 
authors from Salman Rushdie to Jhumpa Lahiri or Chitra Banerjee 
Divakaruni would inevitably centre on tropes of ambivalence and 
restlessness; the fear of erasure and various degrees of trauma, crisis and 
confl ict, all within a specifi c racial-cultural paradigm. In their desire to 
conceptualise the ‘third space’, the discourse of ‘arrival’ is valorised and 
the migrancy condition is read as a transition from an ‘elsewhere’ to 
the ‘centre’. Given my own ethnicity and gender, students invested in 
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me a certain authority over their own to comment on the experiential 
shifts within the consciousness of the migrant Indian woman who once 
lived on the Indian subcontinent and then chose to move elsewhere. 
I found myself constantly reminding them that not only was I not that 
migrant other, but the other was ‘an other’ to me. The resident Indian 
(RI) and the non-resident Indian (NRI) share a rather complicated 
relationship and there are multiple markers of difference between the 
RI, the NRI and the people of Indian origin (POI), in terms of dress, 
language, accent and attitude. Although I did wonder whether these 
terms too were becoming redundant given the increasing presence of 
others like me, sojourners who are ordinarily resident in India, but 
increasingly visible as a liminal category abroad, threatening the very 
force of residence as a marker of identifi catory practices. Both the in-
creasing numbers of short-term migrants and their ability to draw on 
narratives of authenticity with regard to the homeland give them a 
power to disrupt old narratives of the diaspora.

Although there was a time gap of fi ve years between both courses, 
students at Austin did not still take cognisance of the rapid changes, 
increasingly visible, as a result of economic liberalisation policies of 
the Indian nation state. My teaching strategies were directed towards 
engaging students in a dialectic that takes account of the material 
factors of contemporary Indian society. They had to be reminded that 
the homelands of the imagination of canonised writers of the Indian 
diaspora are not necessarily the reality of the Indian nation state today. 
Viewed in this context, one cannot help but be troubled about the in-
stitutionalisation of diaspora/migration studies, and concomitant 
one-to-one transposition of these very same theoretical parameters 
by scholars located from within the Indian academy who are them-
selves guilty of ignoring multiple social, economic and cultural trans-
formations within the sending society prior to departure. It is only 
when we consider the same that we can arrive at any conclusion about 
shifts in identity and dilemmas of liminality at individual and larger 
group levels after arrival in the receiving society.

III

In the third section of this chapter, I offer the hypothesis that, today, an 
increasing number of young women from urban middle-class families 
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in the metropolitan centre of Mumbai, anticipate the possibility of 
emigration from a ‘non-fi rst world’ location to a ‘fi rst world’ location 
as a given, irrespective of whether actual physical emigration will even-
tually occur or not. I am curious to explore the correlation between 
‘the will to emigrate’ from the home country or sending nation and 
‘resistance to assimilation’ upon arrival in the host country or the re-
ceiving nation.

I do not contest the fact that potential women emigrants will have 
to constantly negotiate identity within complex and shifting perspec-
tives created by both changing geographies and economics. How-
ever, the degree of violence of adjustment to changes in circumstances 
could be dependent on the level of pre-socialisation prior to departure.

I draw upon a pilot project conducted in April 2003 wherein two 
sources were used to generate a set of responses as entry points for the-
oretical formulation.1 I take cognisance of the dangers of presenting a 
homogeneous image of the ‘new Indian woman’ and therefore clarify 
that the discussion presented herein is based on collated pre-migration 
expectations of 50 Gujarati-speaking undergraduate female students 
from comparatively non-westernised families in the average middle-
income bracket.2 While the respondents have studied in English for 
12 years of schooling, their cultural and social interactions are not 
necessarily conducted through the English language. As students of 
an undergraduate home science college affi liated to the Shreemati 
Nathibai Damodar Thackersey (SNDT) Women’s University and located 
in the central Mumbai suburb of Matunga, my respondents inhabit 
material and semiotic spaces where multiple linguistic and cultural 
practices already coexist and collide. Having grown up in a cosmo-
politan cultural milieu of multiple languages, religions and linguistic 
backgrounds, negotiating identity through a maze of multicultural 
practices is not a new experience and an act of emigration will only 
add to the complexity of their already hybrid composition.

I am aware that the descriptions of processes of ‘assimilation’ and 
‘integration’, in reference to the negotiation of the emigrant subject’s 
entry into the receiving society, should be treated with some caution. 
The degree to which the emigrant is willing to affi liate the self to her new 
socio-cultural environment can be read in terms of either the pressure 
to slacken group primordial ethnicities on the one hand, or resist-
ance to this movement on the other. ‘Resistance’ is also predicated on 



Moving Beyond, Moving Ahead 277

the multiple contexts wherein the ‘west’ has been imagined by the 
Indian consciousness from the early stages of the colonial encounter, 
to date.3

The group was fi rst asked to respond to fi ve direct questions on fam-
ily background; the probability of emigration in the near future; reasons 
why emigration might occur; likely destinations and a basic quiz to 
assess general awareness of the history and geography of the receiv-
ing territory. Students [hereafter ‘Ss’] were asked to cite where and 
how they accessed information on the host society. Sources of infor-
mation on the receiving society included television serials in Hindi, 
Bollywood fi lms, relatives and the Internet.

Forty of the participants who had volunteered USA as their choice 
destination as receiving society were shortlisted for a series of struc-
tured interactions.4 This was primarily done for two reasons. First, 
there are already extensive networks of Indian migrant communities 
in operation in the receiving territory. Second, there has been a consid-
erable increase in the infl ux of popular culture production originat-
ing from USA into the space of sending society via satellite television 
programmes in the last decade. It was important in the context of this 
study to work with responses of potential emigrants who to some degree 
assume a ‘familiarity’ with the receiving culture prior to departure. 
Surprisingly, Ss fared rather poorly in a general knowledge quiz that 
tested a basic awareness of the geography, politics and history of the 
potential host society.

Of 40, 35 respondents stated that they were most likely to migrate 
to USA on marriage, rather than to realise educational or professional 
ambitions. Young women who migrate immediately upon marriage 
are likely to embark on a double experience of the ‘pangs of disloca-
tion’ and ‘hopes of a new beginning’. They are also most likely to fall 
into the category wherein their dependence is sanctioned and even 
enforced by law, namely, the category of HB2 visas issued to them. On 
the one hand, one may argue that the status of dependency for educated 
women is bound to create many complex, material and emotional pro-
blems that may not be foreseen prior to emigration because of pre-
conceived utopian notions of the receiving society. Students did indeed 
concede of the potential receiving society as a ‘liberating space’ for their 
hitherto suppressed aspirations under patriarchal control. However, 
Ss also shared bytes of information that they had either accessed 
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themselves or received from friends, family members or fi ancés which 
pre-prepared them to accept additional domestic responsibilities and 
limited possibilities of career advancement even in a post-emigration 
scenario. From personal interviews with the Ss, it emerged that such 
sites helped in ‘easing’ the transition process towards re-location by dis-
pelling any utopian illusions of what lies ahead. The potential emigrant-
bride-to-be is made aware that she will miss out on familial support 
and will share only rather formal relations with her non-South Asian 
neighbours, and must be prepared to do her own domestic work with-
out the assistance of a maid. In terms of job opportunities, she is warned 
that time will hang heavy on her hands and she should be prepared 
to be fi nancially dependent on her husband in spite of being highly 
qualifi ed professionally.

The second source used to generate responses was the indirect 
method of requiring Ss to respond to a creative-literary narrative. Anjana 
Apachana’s short story ‘Her Mother’ from the anthology Inner Court-
yard, edited by Lakshmi Holmstrom was used in order to assess pro-
cesses wherein the Ss perceived the ‘self’ in terms of an ‘other’, that is, 
perceptions of ‘the Indian woman’ as one who was not yet ‘Americanised’. 
The narrative structure of ‘Her Mother’ is in the form of a letter that 
the main protagonist of the story, a middle-class Indian mother is writ-
ing to her younger daughter, who has enrolled for a Ph.D. programme 
in comparative literature in a US university. A gold medallist from 
Delhi University, we learn that the daughter has left home suddenly, 
defi ant and sullen. The mother agonises over the sudden change in her 
behaviour and attempts to reach out to her daughter. The mother’s 
letter-narrative—or subtext of the narrative—is interspersed with pieces 
of advice that she offers the daughter, refl ecting her anxiety on the in-
herent possibilities of ‘becoming’ that the daughter might undergo. 
What is offered is the mother’s rather biased perspective of ‘American 
Society’. She has never been abroad herself, but projects herself as an 
authority on the same. She advises her daughter to remain culturally 
and socially insulated in her new location.

While articulating their responses to these two extracts, Ss were sur-
prisingly more empathetic towards the mother’s position than that of 
the daughter. They did not contest the mother’s sense of superiority 
over various aspects of American society. Nor did they challenge the 
mother’s tendency to use ethnic group labels and fall into a dichotomy 
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of ‘us’ as against ‘them’. Rather, they acknowledged the mother’s au-
thority to offer advice and used adjectives such as ‘selfl ess’, ‘caring’ and 
‘wise’ to describe the mother’s personality. They did, however, also 
reserve certain sympathy for the daughter’s own aspirations and rec-
ognised her need for ‘escape’.

The mother concedes that she is the proverbial frog in the well and 
asks the daughter to write a letter describing all that she has experi-
enced in the US thus far. Ss were given the task of writing this letter 
from the daughter’s perspective. Interestingly, most of the letters were 
written in terms of reassurance to the mother that her advice was 
being heeded. The Ss involved in the task did not imaginatively record 
the daughter’s perceptions of possible cross-cultural experiences or 
multi-racial encounters. Rather, they limited their responses to descrip-
tions of the campus, classroom situations, the pressures of studies and 
food habits.

In a structured group discussion that followed, Ss were encouraged 
to provide support to their written perceptions of the other woman as 
representative of the culture of the receiving society, from either popular 
television series or fi lms. Interestingly, only seven of the 40 respond-
ents stated that they watched English teleserials on a regular basis. 
Amongst this small group, the most commonly watched serial was 
the comedy sit-com Friends, which has been appearing on both Star 
World and Zee English on daily slots. The non-conventional character 
of Phebe was singled out as being representative of the ‘new agentive 
woman’. She was admired for being ‘odd’, ‘courageous’ and ‘funny’. 
As far as television serials in regional languages set abroad and Bolly-
wood productions were concerned (ranging from Pardes to the more 
recent box offi ce hit Kal Ho Na Ho), Ss acknowledged that the women 
indigenous to the host society remain largely marginal to the script and 
are therefore rendered invisible. In general, however, the ‘American 
woman’ is othered as white, possesses freedom of speech and action, 
is not answerable either to her father or husband, participates in ac-
tivities in public spaces, is not bound by rituals and is self-reliant 
with sexual freedom to experiment with multiple relationships. The 
Indian, on the other hand, ‘respects the role of religion’, is ‘emotionally 
stronger’, retains ‘good family values’ and has ‘respect for elders’.

What emerges from the collated responses is a clear expectation on 
the part of the Ss that the act of emigration will lead to an improvement 
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in economic circumstances and social status. In other words, in 
anticipating movement, they anticipate ‘gain’ in terms of utopian 
expectations such as ‘more material benefi ts’, ‘a more secure lifestyle’, 
‘less population’, ‘less pollution’ and ‘less corruption’. Ss perceive emi-
gration as an instrument that will help attain the goal of better con-
ditions of living. However, the intention of outward movement is not 
coeval with any intention of ‘integrating’ into the culture of the host 
society. Women in the host culture were described as independent 
and successful on the one hand. Yet, on the other hand, there is a per-
ceived resistance to identify with the other. What emerges is a self-
conception of the gendered self (in terms of gender role and behaviour) 
as instrumental in preserving the ‘dignity’ and ‘pride’ of the send-
ing society. There is clearly a disturbing essentialisation of the ‘west’ 
as against what was Indian. The placing of ‘America’ and ‘Indian’ on 
opposite sides of the tradition versus modernity dichotomy can be at-
tributed to a troubling internalised dichotomy of the ‘pristine values’ 
of the ‘home culture’ and the perception of one’s own gendered role 
in preserving the continuum of the sending society, as against the ‘im-
purity’ of the hostess-to-be.

In a detailed analysis of the problematic ways in which the Indian 
community in the US ‘creates it own world in a country where it sees 
itself as different’, Annanya Bhattacharjee (1992) differentiates between 
the term ‘immigrant’ and ‘expatriate’ in order to understand better the 
crisis of identity that the community faces. She suggests that while ‘the 
expatriate always already carries the seeds of an immigrant in his/her 
deferred, but nevertheless prospective, immigrant’s state; the im-
migrant carries the seeds of an expatriate as the return to one’s native 
place always remains a distant possibility’. The difference between the 
two, she argues ‘can also be seen as a deferring of commitment, an an-
guish over allegiances’ (Bhattacharjee 1992: 3). Bhattacharjee’s other-
wise incisive analysis still falls back on a host-centred framework of 
analysis. It seems to suggest that a self-defence mechanism comes into 
operation after arrival and upon threat of contact. It does not take cog-
nisance of possible mechanisms prior to departure that have already 
inculcated a gendered acceptance on the part of the emigrant woman 
that the ‘Indian woman is expected to be responsible for maintaining 
this Indian home in diaspora by remaining true to her Indian woman-
hood’ (Bhattacharjee 1992: 12). The collated responses discussed here 
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suggest that the Ss are already fi tted into gendered roles of multiple 
identities of wives, mothers, daughters-in-law and there is a pre-
determined othering. This is not characteristic of a becoming post-arrival. 
Given this level of pre-preparedness, negotiation processes between 
the two variants of ‘estrangement’ and ‘comfort’ are already in motion 
pre-departure, and this must be taken into account in any discus-
sion on degrees of ‘anguish’ and ‘allegiance’.

IV

The objective of this chapter has been to explore entry points towards 
understanding departure, with particular focus on gendered sub-
jectivities. The chapter has argued that the formation of the migrant 
identity is not necessarily controlled by encounters with the other post 
arrival. Rather, the degree of ambivalence or in-betweenness experi-
enced by the migrant can be largely controlled through multiple oper-
ations of the sending society prior to departure. The pilot study under 
discussion in this chapter has thrown up a whole range of questions.

To offer a synopsis: What is the relationship between the ‘will to as-
similate’ and perceptions of the other of the host society as constructed 
through popular culture and literary narratives? How are gendered 
perceptions of the self already enforced by means of subtle ideologies 
prior to emigration? Does an already existing engagement with het-
erogeneity and multiple articulation of different identities impact on 
attempts to ‘integrate’ into the multicultural modes of the host cul-
ture? Does the educated Indian middle-class woman, in the process 
of migrating, view the movement out of the geographical space of the 
home culture as an opportunity to go beyond her middle-class social 
status and explore the possibilities of ‘the agentive new woman’ or is 
the role that she must play as a vital link in the continuum of culture 
of the sending society largely already pre-defi ned?

The fi rst step towards a re-articulation of theory is the formulation 
of a series of questions that will initiate an exploratory process, which 
will in turn lead towards the redefi ning of a larger patterns or frames 
of what might seem to be unrelated information. Further exploration 
of these questions raised in the pilot study, it is hoped, will lead to 
an understanding of different kinds of location, dislocation and 
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belonging in the complex context of new realities of globality, on the 
one hand, and the conventional patriarchal hierarchies, on the other 
hand. In conclusion, the following pointers are offered as entry point 
for any attempt to revisit the current rubric of studies of the Indian 
diaspora: A contextualisation of politics of diaspora studies as an ac-
ademic discipline from a temporal framework account, especially in 
the context of the surge in interest in this area over the last decade; an 
examination of existing scholarly output to understand if, as a the-
oretical utensil, the concept of the diaspora has really served as a tool 
in boundary transcending analysis, or if it reinforces a different kind of 
boundary in terms of ethno-centricities; a categorisation of categor-
ies of responses, namely, diasporic subjectivity, the expatriate, the exilic 
the transnational, the international and, more recently, the asylum 
seekers; an examination of newer emerging conditions of mobility that 
might eventually lead to the ‘death’ of ‘diasporic formations’ as we under-
stand them today; a reaction to heated rejoinder of Indian nativists to 
the visibility accorded to the literary output from the diaspora in the 
west—these critics stress upon difference rather than sameness; and an 
analysis of ‘other’ diasporas within the Indian nation state, Bangladeshi, 
for example, and a comparative study on the same.

NOTES

1. This section is a reworking of a presentation of this project, made at the ASNEL 
Conference held at the University of Magdeburg in May 2003.

2. I use the term ‘non-westernised’ in opposition to ‘westernised’, which is a term used 
often by the media in Mumbai to describe those students whose socio-linguistic 
operations are in English, adopt ‘western’ styles of dressing, most commonly jeans 
and t-shirts, and enjoy popular culture that is largely American in origin. An in-
creasing number of these students begin preparations for the GRE exams at the 
undergraduate level. Their search options to study abroad include the US, Australia, 
New Zealand, the UK and, more recently, Germany.

3. I am grateful to Parvati Raghuram for pointing out the need to problematise these 
constructs in the context of this study.

4. These 40 were derived from the initial group of 50 participants. They were all 
undergraduate female students in their fi rst year of their bachelor of science (home 
science), at the Dr B.M.N. College of Home Science, Matunga, Mumbai. They were 
in the age group of 18–19 years and came from middle-class homes with monthly 
incomes ranging from Rs 30,000–50,000.
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Immigrants, Images and Identity: 
Visualising Homelands Across Borders

CYNTHIA J. MILLER

The ties between ‘place’ and identity are fundamental to the lives 
of individuals and groups. They shape the ways in which relation-

ships and social networks are created and maintained, how heritage is 
understood, reconceived and rewritten, how everyday life is anchored 
by a strong sense of self, and how narratives and histories are located 
in time and space—or as writer Wendell Berry notes, in order to know 
who we are, we must fi rst know where we are (1990: 14).

What, then, does it mean to be a person out-of-place, or of several 
places—a member of a diasporic community, with a life in one loca-
tion and a sense of homeland, heritage and essence in another? And 
how are relationships with those vital, yet fl uid, elements of personal 
and collective identifi cation maintained?1

Boston, 1999: We sit in a living room in front of the television set: a Tamil 
family of four and I, spending an evening screening one of the latest videos 
imported from the Indian subcontinent. What I see on the screen before 
me is a barren landscape—a dry river bed punctuated by pools of stagnant 
water, a few lazy shade trees with roots exposed from the last fl ood, and 
a set of crumbling stone steps leading upward from the river banks to the 
swirling dust of a dirt road in the dead of summer.

I turn to listen to my host.

The landscape he ‘sees’ apparently contains none of the barren lifeless-
ness: what he is telling me to ‘see’ is a sacred site, close to where his father 
was born and played as a child, where the poet, Thayagaraja, attained 
sainthood and joined with the Divine Creator, where countless stories, 
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ragas and rhythmic poems were written in praise of the teeming life and 
beauty that refl ected the boundless glory of Lord Siva, and where he, 
himself, has never been. In directing my eyes to this site, he refers me to 
‘the shrine just beyond that bank’ and ‘in the midst of the deepest part of 
the river’; no dust, no crumbling stone, no parched sand plays a role in 
his orientation to this place.2

For me, this episode was a dramatic illustration of the power of 
topophilia (Tuan 1974), the emotional attachment to place, as a me-
dium of the imagination that is utilised by immigrants to form refl ex-
ive relationships with utopian places known as ‘homelands’. For some, 
these homelands are places they have never been, places brought to life 
through text, image and lore; for others, they are collaborative, yet fre-
quently contested, constructions of memory and forgetting: the prod-
ucts of carefully chosen and crafted histories. The thoughts and stories 
presented here are drawn from interviews and observations, both in 
the village of Thillaisthanam in Tamil Nadu and with a community of 
Tamil immigrants in New England, related to my larger concern with 
the ways in which people use media images to sustain, challenge and 
revise notions of place-based identity. Working with members of Tamil 
families in New England on their interpretations of Tamil videos, com-
mon patterns and ideas began to emerge in people’s reactions and re-
sponses, which indicated the presence of a shared, creatively constructed, 
understanding of ‘home’—a conceptual understanding broad enough 
to enfold differences in detail and surface interpretation. In this chapter, 
I hope to suggest something of the ways in which the essence of the 
south Indian homeland in Tamil Nadu is reconstructed by Tamil im-
migrants in New England to continuously create and recreate a kind 
of unoffi cial knowledge of home, through the synergy of popular 
media images and sacred literary texts. These texts provide more than 
merely a referential frame for envisioning the Tamil homeland; they 
provide the imaginative space upon which generations may write their 
recurring obsessions (Schama 1995: 12)—where received memory as-
sumes the form of landscape, metaphor becomes reality and absence 
becomes presence.

The brief scene described earlier begins to demonstrate not only the 
evocative power of textual images of the Tamil homeland, but also 
their relationship with history and social memory—icons, myths and 
lore—the unity of past and present, of soul and soil. These symbolic 
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representations of place are part of a tangle of received knowledge about 
the essence of the Tamil homeland: folk wisdom about the shared sub-
stances between people and their places; classical poetry of the Sangam 
Era,3 which intertwines people and their most intimate acts and emo-
tions with nature and the Divine; and images from fi lm and video which 
frequently offer up romantic pastoral scenes which ground morality 
tales of innocence, repression and valour in the regional landscape. 
These representations of utopian homelands serve as resources for the 
construction of a new sort of knowledge—engendering new relation-
ships with the villages and landscapes that anchor immigrants’ iden-
tities and creating a mental template for memories of home.

But places, and homelands by extension, are not merely inert back-
grounds where peoples’ identities carve themselves out—already fully 
formed settings for action and performance. They are ‘moving targets’ 
if you will, made in the process of constructing and contesting iden-
tities, and deeply implicated in the politics of being and belonging. Past 
events in the service of the present are mapped onto notions of place, 
and places themselves, ‘detached’ from their fi xed spatial moorings’ 
become ‘eminently portable possessions … tools for the imagination’ 
(Basso 1988: 102). As place combines experience and memory, so, 
together, do they imbue place. Hence the cultural ‘truth’ in the state-
ment that people manifest, often quite emphatically, much of their 
self-identity and, at the same time, advertise it to those outside through 
their constructions of place.

Tamil Nadu, 1998: Sitting over a meal, I ask my hosts to describe the 
relationship that a Tamil has with his village—his place of birth, or ur. 
‘We share life with the land in this place. We share one and the same soul, 
draw life from the paddy, and we know by our health and fortune that this 
is our place in the world’.

This notion of ‘place’—and the certainty one has about the nature 
of one’s place—is critical to an individual’s sense of self. This becomes 
especially meaningful for immigrant communities, as immigrants 
bear identities that are in many ways liminal, betwixt and between, 
no longer of old places yet not fully of new. The certainty that derives 
from ongoing, intimate experiences of even the varied locales and shift-
ing dispositions of one’s homeland-of-identifi cation is absent and the 
immigrant is left to embrace symbols, to build utopias. Or as writer 
Shehadeh observes:
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When you are exiled from your land … you begin, like a pornographer, to 
think about it in symbols. You articulate your love for your land, in its 
absence, and in the process, transform it into something else. (1982: 86)

For Tamils living in New England, it is within this creative, radical 
geography that their interpretations of mass media occur. As indi-
viduals, and collectively, they are subject to the tensions of being mem-
bers of culturally and spatially defi ned communities at many different 
levels—local, national, immigrant and global. Links to ‘place-based 
identity’ in India, that is, notions of self and belonging derived from 
attachment to a geographically distinct locale, are maintained through 
all levels of textual, visual and electronic media, and distributed pri-
vately, commercially and through presentations by Tamil cultural 
associations. Through these images, immigrants construct relations 
of ‘absent certainty’. They partake of memories and identities de-
tached from present experience, providing themselves with a cer-
tainty of place—or possibly, a certainty of no place—of connection to 
(and knowledge of) a homeland far removed from any South Asian 
geographic reality.

Thinking back to the opening vignette, we can see the force in the ob-
servation that fi rst there are stories to tell and then there are places 
to hang them on—rather than it being the other way around (Leach 
1984: 358). This leads to the visibility of certain things and not others 
in memories of place, and often those ‘certain things’ are embedded 
with emotion: dismay and disillusionment for some hearts at some 
times; idealised longing and be-longing as hearts, minds and contexts 
change. Through the creation of a symbolic vocabulary, the cultural 
landscape can be held as a representation and reminder of what is 
sacred, unique, or binding in the homeland, creating what Smith refers 
to as ‘poetic spaces’:

Cultivating poetic spaces means … fi rst of all, identifying a sacred terri-
tory that belonged historically to a particular community… Such a sacred 
homeland held within its domains places of pilgrimage and reverence—
Mount Zion, Mount Ararat … places of historical collective salvation and 
redemption…. (1991: 35)

Borders, boundaries, natural features, material constructions em-
body identity and give a homeland a naturalised form. In the case of 
Tamil Nadu, many such poetic spaces may be identifi ed: temples, 
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shrines and other sacred sites; holy rivers and hills; and even the paddy 
fi elds which supply rice to so much of India. For one New England im-
migrant, Venkat, the most evocative of all poetic spaces is the Kaveri 
River—a sacred river that runs through central Tamil Nadu and is 
considered to be the source of life and blessings in a manner similar to 
the Ganges in the north. For his wife, Lakshmi, it is the temple com-
plex at Madurai which symbolises the essence of ‘homeland’. Both of 
them fi nd idealised revisions of these symbols in classical texts, as well 
as newer fi lms and videos imported by North America, which support 
their memories and place-knowledge.

Venkat relates: ‘When I read the works of the poets—not these new 
writings, but the works of the early days—or watch the latest video with 
my family that depicts the Kaveri or some other sacred river, I begin 
to recall the stories connected with this place—tales I heard as a child. 
I think of Appar and the other Saivite saints who wandered every inch 
of my ancestors’ home, stopping to take rest and bless a village with 
their presence, writing of the beauty of the place—the trees, the fl owers, 
the clear water—and dying peacefully with the land. I feel a powerful 
love for the place, the love of a son who, after being banished from his 
father’s home, returns there once more. This place is my home and 
the place where I will fi nd my peace.’

Historically, western scholars have identifi ed traditional Indian 
literature with Sanskrit literature, which has been interpreted as repre-
sentative of classical Indian culture. However, Tamil-speakers, who in 
India are concentrated largely in the southern state of Tamil Nadu, have 
produced and nurtured sets of unique linguistic, historical, artistic and 
literary traditions, which have refl ected as well as shaped very differ-
ent views, experiences and constructions of the natural world from 
those refl ected in works of the Sanskrit-based literary traditions.

Between the second century BC and AD second century, there was a 
very large output of Tamil literary works, but very few of these—only 
about 30,000 lines of poetry—have survived into the present day, and 
of that, it is almost exclusively the lyric, heroic and bardic poetry of 
ancient Tamil that has survived. Through these remaining works, how-
ever, the relationship between people and their environment, culture and 
nature, social life and landscape, may readily be explored. These early 
poems display a highly sympathetic interpretation of nature, where-
by nature is brought into relationship with people, furnishing lessons 
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and analogies to human conduct and human aspirations, and is ex-
pressed as being in sympathy with or in antagonism to people’s lives. 
The tie between human identity and written images of the Tamil 
landscape is an intricate weave of emotion, action and ‘place’, as may 
be seen in the poet Appar’s hymn to the Kaveri:

The river comes down to the plains so that the good damsels of cool eyes 
may bathe and play. It mixes itself with the honey of the bamboos. It fl ows 
into the fi elds, the waves of the Kaviri getting up through the channels and 
proclaiming as it were its gift to the needy. The long drawn streams com-
ing in great numbers gather the gems, the pearls and gold so much that 
the waves respond with noise. (Rangaswamy 1990: 911)

In their most idealised verses, the poets painted word-pictures that 
are radically different from the Kaveri that labours in dusty puddles 
of drought, is captured and traded as an interstate resource, and gives 
off the fetid odour of urine from its banks. And while the same may be 
said of the writings of Thoreau or Wordsworth, what makes classical 
Tamil writings so signifi cant is their appropriation and use in immi-
grants’ construction of Tamil Nadu—not as a geopolitical entity, but 
as a transcendent symbol of place-based identity and as a primary 
resource in the construction of a certainty that fi nds its roots outside 
the established order.

The earliest extant book of ancient Tamil, the Tolkaappiyam (third 
century BC), has provided scholars with a wealth of material for the 
study of the social life and literary conventions of the Tamils in the half 
millennium preceding the Christian era.4 The third part of the book, 
Porulatikaaram, is the fi rst and fundamental source for the study of 
nature in ancient Tamil literature, describing the conventions which 
regulate the classifi cation of Tamil poetry into akam, or love poetry, and 
puram, or all that is not love poetry. This early Tamil poetry is highly 
conventionalised—poetic interpretations of nature are determined by 
geographical and climatic conditions; the landscape, the seasons, the 
hours appropriate to each aspect and emotion, the trees and fl owers, 
which are symbolic of different landscapes or climates are all out-
lined—in short, how nature is to be framed as the background of 
human behaviour and emotion. The natural landscape is divided into 
fi ve types, with classic convention being that each region is identifi ed 
as the appropriate setting for particular human actions, for example, 
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the mountains are the standard backdrop for the meeting of lovers or 
trysts; the littorals set the scene for sorrow or grief; the mullai or pasture 
lands mark separation and waiting. Each region and action also has 
a designated seasonal setting, be it the rainy season, the winter, or the 
dry summer heat.

Over the past 2,000 years, there have been changes in the geographic 
and territorial confi gurations of Tamil Nadu, as well as change in the 
climatic conditions of south India in general. Here and there the sea 
has gained upon the land, or the land has encroached upon the sea, a 
harbour has been silted up, a river has changed its course or been divided 
into anicuts, a hill has subsided, the forests have given way to acres 
of tea, coffee and rubber. The main aspects of the natural panorama, 
however, remain unaltered. The physical texture of the south Indian 
landscape, with its dividing mountains and rivers and its clearly de-
fi ned contours, gave the south of India not only an occasion for its 
small kingdoms and smaller chieftaincies, but also formed the basis for 
the division of poetry on geographical regions, for example, ‘mountain 
poetry’, ‘pasture-land poetry’ and ‘seaside poetry’. By the time 
of the Tolkaappiyam, Tamil literature had already divided the land-
scape into fi ve types: the mountains and hills, pasture-lands, the 
maritime zones, agricultural areas and the forests and seasonally arid 
lands. According to literary conventions, each one of these fi ve regional 
landscapes formed the background of poems dealing with defi nite 
groups of subjects of love and warfare, and within those categories, 
each is represented by characteristic fl ora and fauna, has a seasonal 
period in which its infl uence is most powerful on human impulses 
and activities, and is the realm of particular types of emotions. For 
example, in akam poetry, a poet wishing to write a poem on love re-
garding the union of lovers, nocturnal trysts, fi rst meetings, etc., had 
to choose the mountain scenery as the background of his poems, 
since the hills more than any other region afforded opportunities for 
clandestine meetings. Each of the other four regions was reserved 
for lovers in varying degrees of separation (pasture—short, clouds, 
dusk, virtue and patience; maritime—longer, sunset, wind, pining and 
sorrow; forest—longer, fear, anxiety, danger, sorrow, summer, mid-day; 
agricultural—sunrise, infi delity, ill-temper, jealousy). Thus, moun-
tanous scenery always signifi ed courtship and was symbolised by the 
kurinci, which covers the hillsides in white blooms once every 12 years. 
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Having located the scene of his poem in the mountains, the poet also 
needed to observe temporal conventions regarding regions and emo-
tions. Midnight was the hour of choice for secret trysts and conver-
sations. Similarly, he could not choose as his setting any season of the 
year—of the six seasons of the Tamil year, he had to choose the season 
of the coldest part of the year, the rainiest, and the most beset with dif-
fi culties. These were the times when the mountainous climate was 
considered to be most itself. An example of this sort of region–emotion 
convention may be found in the following passage by Kapilar, one of 
the foremost poets of the mountain region, a heroine is replying to her 
lady-companion’s question of how she will bear the separation from 
her lover for a short period before marriage. Her reply is that she will 
console herself by looking at ‘his’ mountain, (that is, where they held 
clandestine meetings) as often as possible—as she does even now when 
he departs from her after their trysts. In this verse, the poet depicts the 
passion of the heroine and at the same time paints a mountain scene 
with rain and peacocks and langurs.5

Just now I had a look at that mountain of his where the rain poured in 
such heavy showers that the peacocks screeched in fl ocks and the grey-
faced langurs with their young ones trembled with fear. Is my forehead 
still of the same old state, or have I found peace in the sight of it? (Kapilar 
n.d.: v. 249)

The three key components of akam or love poetry—the emotional ex-
perience (urippourl), the geographic and temporal setting (mutalporul) 
and the objects of the environment (karupporul) are inextricably 
joined in the poetic convention of the era, such that one cannot help 
but signify the other. Tradition has so closely associated the sloping 
hills and mountains with adventures of the lover coming to his sweet-
heart at midnight that the name ‘kurinci’ is itself enough to evoke the 
appropriate sentiment in the reader or listener. In this way, a direct inter-
relationship among nature, emotion and literature evolved—such that 
elements of nature (the landscape, fl ora, climate and other natural 
phenomena), which were fi rst simply the setting for human activities, 
became independently recognisable signifi ers of particular human 
emotions and relationships, blending the inner worlds of poets and 
their audiences with the exterior world of nature.

Corresponding writing in puram mountain poetry was verse sym-
bolic of the initial stages of warfare—forays and raids made for the 
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purpose of cattle stealing. Veici is the name of a fl ower, again indigenous 
to the mountain region, and came to designate cattle-stealing because 
the Tamil warriors adorned themselves with wreaths and garlands 
of these red fl owers whenever they set out on cattle raids. In fact, each 
strategic movement or aspect of war had its own particular fl ower after 
which the movement was named. The garland was symbolic of the char-
acter of the undertakings and the feelings of those engaged in them. 
In addition, puram poetry of each region included poems praising the 
chiefs of the respective regions, refl ective poems on the transitoriness of 
life, poems on statecraft, kingship and nobility—all evoked by regional 
landscapes with attendant sentiments symbolised by the climate, fl ora 
and other attributes of the natural world.

This early Tamil literature, then, fi nds human culture visibly inter-
twined with constructions of the natural world and nature deeply im-
plicated in people’s understandings of their emotional and social 
worlds. On one hand, the Sangam Era poets wrote about nature as an 
essential backcloth for the performance of day to day life, as this pas-
toral poem of lovers’ reunion after a short separation illustrates:6

The bees buzz and the frogs croak; the pastoral region is cool and fragrant 
with blooms of mullai; the pleasant season accosts; and I have returned as 
promised. Be not downcast and dejected. (Peyanar n.d.: v. 494)

On the other hand, however, human emotions, be they love, aggres-
sion, sorrow, jealousy or pride, are a part of nature—infl uenced by the 
power of the natural world in a way that mirrors early notions of an-
thropogeography (the infl uence of geography in determining the 
character and culture of a people). Rather than debate the wisdom of 
that school of thought, I would like to let it serve as an illustration for 
the particular positioning of people to nature that exists in Sangam 
literature. The forces of nature are given agency in the drama of human 
relationships, though it is still those relationships which hold the 
spotlight.

For Tamil immigrants in New England, these poetic conventions 
not only serve to naturalise human behaviour—much as the seasonal 
cycles or the moods of the landscape—but to further tie human action 
to images of home. What greater ‘certainty’ of identity and being ‘in-
place’ than for human action to be linked to the natural fl ows of time 
and space in the place of one’s birth, and what greater loss of ‘certainty’ 
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than to migrate elsewhere. Regaining that certainty, then, rests on im-
migrants’ abilities to construct a different way of knowing, utilising 
whatever resources of image and memory are on hand.

Film and video prove to be more complex resources than written texts 
in this construction of knowledge. Characters acting out their identi-
ties vis-à-vis villages and towns animate the cinematic landscapes, 
while those same landscapes serve as lenses through which actions 
and sentiments are understood. Film and its portable counterpart, 
video, convey place-based morality tales for mass consumption 
through a constellation of rhetorical approaches, but for those aspects 
of ‘being Tamil’ which cannot be represented or fi xed in cinematic 
images, there is always the larger landscape of imagination, in which 
all is subsumed.

For many members of the Tamil immigrant community, Tamil fi lms 
are an important infl uence on their perceptions of the subcontinent. 
This is especially true of those with little or no direct experience of India, 
but even for those who have spent long periods there, the fi lms provide 
a counterpoint to their lived experience. Popular cinema has evolved 
from village traditions of epic narration and regularly and openly 
draws on its characters and contexts, as well as on the notion of an 
ideal moral universe. Films, much like traditional poetics, employ 
exaggeration as a primary device and rely on emotional rather than 
rational ‘understanding’ from their audiences. A series of binary 
oppositions structure individuals’ accounts of how Tamil Nadu is 
perceived through fi lm:

Tradition ………………………………  Modernity
Village/rural ……………………………  City/urban
Poverty …………………………………  Wealth
Communality ……………………………  Individuality
Morality  …………………………………  Vice

This pattern of social, political and moral discourse is inextricably 
linked to the natural landscape, where a pristine, moral, rural Tamil 
Nadu is conventionally constructed in opposition to its decadent, west-
ernised urban ‘other’, signifi ed by a distancing of characters from the 
natural landscape, as well as by environmental degradation. The New 
England immigrants with whom I work often echo the fi lms’ contrasts 
of village and city, with a utopian image of the Tamil homeland taking 
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the form of the ideal village writ large, with people and their daily lives 
fi rmly situated in the morality and purity of nature. Time and again, 
while viewers exercised their critical abilities as audiences, they also 
mined the images contained in fi lms for their own recreations of an 
idyllic home.

Boston, 2000: Earlier in the day, Chitra, Goona, Raman and I had been watch-
ing a series of fi lms by T. Rajendar, a director known for his kitschy excesses. 
Invariably, during the videos, shrieks of laughter would fi ll the room and 
fi ngers would point at the screen. I found myself wondering if it was really 
the burlesque of these fi lms that provided entertainment, as wisecracks 
like ‘They forget to tell you that those beautiful fi elds stink of bullock dung 
that time of year’ fl ew fast and furious. But now, as we all sit and talk about 
the differences between village and city life, those images are put to use. 
‘Cities are so western—so polluted. Morals aren’t the same. It’s all fi lth. 
People in villages still remember who they are. They’re connected to the 
land and they care for it and it prospers.’ ‘You mean like those fi elds that 
stink of baking bullock dung?’ I teased. ‘Hey, that’s a good, honest smell’, 
Goona replied.

The images found in fi lm and video often act in synergy with the 
imagined images evoked by classic texts to reinforce pastoral scenes 
valorising virtue, innocence, simplicity and ‘the natural’. In the con-
texts of older movies, such as the fi lm Thirupattai, a bucolic love story, 
lush, verdant nature often serves as the backdrop for village life and 
human relationships. The focus of the fi lm is on the hero, heroine and 
their families, yet the subtle background message about ‘place’ is con-
sistently one of prosperity, comfort and idealism. In many of the newer 
movies, things work a bit differently. Directors are more attuned to-
wards realism and social problems, but ultimately the moral message 
is the same. For example in Gandhian Scholar, the tale of an upwardly-
mobile urban dweller who returns to his birth village to experience 
re-birth and death, the village as ‘place’ receives much harsher treat-
ment. Conditions of squalor are highlighted—poverty, alienation and 
physical and emotional pain are no strangers to rural characters. How-
ever, a thread of naturalised moral rectitude runs through these fi lms, 
casting worldly, materialistic, morally bankrupt urban dwellers in 
binary opposition to virtuous, dominated, poor and often abused agri-
culturalists. Inherent in a great many of the images and messages con-
veyed by these fi lms and videos is that the land refl ects the pain of the 
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people closest to it—and were it not for the degradation inherent in 
modernity and urbanisation (alien values and ideals), the people and 
the land would prosper.

The synergy of the two mediums—abstracted texts of home which 
are read and somewhat differently abstracted texts of home which are 
viewed—offers the immigrant a cache of informal, often idealised, 
knowledge of home which results in a utopian construction of Tamil 
Nadu—a construction that is mapped onto memories and shared 
with insiders and outsiders alike as being perhaps even more authen-
tic than reality. And for Tamil immigrants in New England, that 
‘more authentic’ construction has taken shape in the form of a newly-
constructed temple and grounds.

Boston 1996: Holding golden bowls of holy water on their heads, the seven 
priests, two of whom had travelled more than 7,000 miles for this moment, 
wound their way up the scaffolding to the top of the temple. The priests 
recited ancient Hindu invocations and poured water—some of which came 
from sacred rivers in India—over the temple’s seven copper domes as 
the hundreds of worshippers gathered below prayed, cheered and ap-
plauded. And with this sacred ceremony, the goddess Lakshmi—the 
goddess of wealth—had come to life and the cream-coloured temple built 
in her honor, which was started 12 years ago, was fi nally complete. Billed 
as ‘A Hindu haven in Ashland’, the Sri Lakshmi Temple was opened at the 
end of 1996. ‘If you really look at it and didn’t know you were in Ashland, 
you would think you were somewhere in India. It looks as if a Hindu 
temple has been transplanted here on a ship. We all feel a wonderful sense 
of accomplishment.’

The Sri Lakshmi Temple, with its ornately carved 50-foot tower, has 
transformed the appearance, perception and uses of the surrounding 
landscape. The gopuram, or grand entrance tower, designed and built 
over the course of two years by architects and masons from India, is 
adorned with sculptures of the goddess Lakshmi and her dwarapalika, 
or female gatekeepers, extends the newly Tamilised landscape skyward, 
making it visible from all directions. Closer to the ground, trees have 
been cleared to delineate the boundaries of sacred space, the soil is con-
tinually mingled with handfuls of soil carried back from Tamil Nadu 
by travellers and visitors alike, and fl owering trees and shrubs yielding 
fragrant petals used in worship are nurtured nearby. In ways similar 
to those found in the courtyards of temples and shrines throughout 



296 Cynthia J. Miller

the homeland, the natural environment surrounding the temple has 
become a place for meditation, quiet conversation and slow thought-
ful wandering. The temple closely follows the typology of all Lakshmi 
temples, moving many devotees to remark about the resemblance to 
their own village temples, as well as those seen on video.7

Boston, 1999: Five families and I sit watching Sirai, an old fi lm about a priest. 
Chitra, who is 7-years-old, points at the screen and draws everyone’s at-
tention to the resemblance between the temple image being shown and 
‘our’ temple, which moves the adults to banter about whose home temple 
it really does look like. ‘It has the grace of the Brandeshwahari Temple near 
the village of my father’s people’, Baburao offers. ‘But it is a fair temple, 
more like the newer temples of Anicut’, counters his wife, Meena, who is 
from the Anicut area. One after another, each calls forth an aspect of the 
temple that is somehow familiar. Ultimately, though, it is the children who 
prevail. The Lakshmi Temple, they decide, is identical to one depicted in 
a video they saw the week before—only that one is just a bit better.

For the families with whom I work, the construction of the Sri Lakshmi 
Temple has been more than simply an act of building—it has been 
a process of becoming—a process of inscribing their collective iden-
tity on the landscape—a Tamilisation of space, if you will. In this pro-
cess, Tamil immigrants have turned symbols into substance, thereby 
allowing them to take on a very real, sacralised, utopian presence. Poetic 
spaces—a sacred stone, the Brandeshwahari Temple, the corner of 
echos, the Kaveri River—no longer serve as symbols, but have become 
the sanctifi ed reality itself. The immigrants’ shared, constructed and 
sometimes imaginative knowledge of the Tamil homeland has be-
come tangible, concrete and actual—a homeland and a land of destiny 
transplanted.

And ‘certainty’? It is now found in this embodiment of home—this 
newly created place where image and memory are more real than arti-
fact and where informal knowledge takes on the power of the domin-
ant reality. Through the expression of shared knowledge in both the 
material concreteness of the Sri Lakshmi Temple and the social con-
creteness of its community, the New England immigrant community 
fi nds another Tamil Nadu. The experience of living, de-territorialised, 
has brought about a transcendental construction of place—of a utopian 
Tamil Nadu. And the monsoon-drenched roads and parched thatch 
retained in memories of the past have become somehow less real. 
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And out of this material embodiment has come a reconstruction of 
identity: a newly born identity of certainty and rootedness in place.

NOTES

1. While a great range and variety of ‘places’ combine and compete in the production 
of place identifi cation for Tamil immigrants (as with other individuals and groups 
of various associations), along with social class, occupation and other sociological 
variables, this work takes landscape and its interpretations and symbolic loadings 
as its main point of focus in exploring the construction of place-based identities 
and identifi cations. Similarly, it should be understood that in seeking to inform an 
ethnographer who was their cultural ‘other’ about their experiences, much diversity 
among participants in terms of those same sociological variables might have been 
de-emphasised through efforts to explain a concept of ‘Tamilness’ to an outsider. 
Emphasis on other variables, such as gender or social class, might have yielded very 
different perspectives.

2. As with all unreferenced citations in this chapter, I am quoting here from my fi eld 
journal (1996–2000), drawn from unstructured interviews and informal discussions 
with participants in an examination of the role of the media in the construction of 
place-based identities among Tamil immigrants who had resettled in New England. 
An earlier discussion of this ethnography appeared in ISLE 9(2) (Miller, 2002).

3. The Sangam Era is commonly understood as spanning roughly from BCE 300 
to 300 CE

4. The Tolkaappiyam serves as a touchstone here for considering constructions of 
place, nature and affective place-based ties to an idealised Tamil Nadu as a result 
of its frequent referencing as a foundational source for understanding Tamil 
Nadu, the signifi cance of its landscape and the notion of drawing one’s character 
or ‘substance’ from the land of one’s origins, by participants in my research and by 
scholars in Tamil Nadu with whom I consulted during a period of research there 
(Thanjavur, 1997).

5. This translation has been made from an unidentifi ed Tamil manuscript. Interested 
readers, however, may consult a similar version found in Caminataiyar (1962).

6. This translation has been made from an unidentifi ed Tamil manuscript. Interested 
readers, however, may consult a similar version found in Ainkurunuru (1957). Also, 
an excellent translation of preceding and subsequent verses (minus the one cited 
here) may be found in (1985).

7. It is important to note here that in the diaspora, as well as through religious 
revivalism in India, religion has been highly politicised, creating the potential 
for volatile and problematic links between religion, place and memory. Hence, 
identifi cation through this form of construction of place-memory is limited to 
certain individuals and groups, at particular historical moments in the lives of their 
communities.
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Identity Dilemmas: Gay South Asian Men 
in North America 

GEOFFREY BURKHART

For when what is given as natural needs to be torn apart, language becomes 
as vulnerable as skin, and the body, quivering in its newness, must lay itself 
open to fresh forms of otherness.

Bahrain, Dubai, London, New York,
names thicken and crack
as fate is cut and chopped
into boarding passes

Meena Alexander (1996: 107, 171).

INTRODUCTION

The greatly increased visibility in North America of gay and lesbian 
people of South Asian heritage has produced numerous contests 

over identity, over the defi nition of community and over strategic de-
ployments of identity notions in social activism. The proverbial ethnic, 
linguistic, religious and regional diversity of India, let alone of South 
Asia as a whole, is well refl ected in the diaspora1 in North America 
in the numerous networks and organisations of queer South Asians 
which have emerged over the past two decades. These groups seek to 
provide channels for dialogues concerning identity, and some become 
spaces for organising collective action. Of course, one might argue the 
reverse, namely, that the diversity of South Asians is necessarily only 
partially refl ected in the organisation of these networks and groups. 
Yet, even among the relatively circumscribed set of South Asians about 
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whom I write—a small number of gay men—there is wide variation 
in their backgrounds and in the ways in which they make use of those 
backgrounds in representing themselves. In negotiating personal, pub-
lic and strategic identities they necessarily draw upon the corpus of 
conventional, largely essentialised categories made available out of the 
historical contingencies of origin in the Indian subcontinent. Further, 
these categories have been refracted in a variety of diasporic settings and 
are now represented in numerous circumstances of contemporary 
North American locations.

My aim in this chapter is to explore dilemmas which the men I inter-
viewed face in claiming South Asian identities, in using terms denoting 
ethnic categories and in representing their identity through markers 
denoting gay sexual orientation.2 I use the term ‘ethnic categories’ quite 
broadly here to include markers of diasporic experience and South 
Asian heritage as evidenced in my participants’ mentioning regional, 
linguistic, class, caste and religious affi liations. My chapter depends 
upon the quotation of narrative passages that centre on ‘South Asian-
ness’ in North American contexts, on refl ections on relations with 
parents and siblings and, though to a lesser extent, on experience with 
South Asian gay networks and associations. I use somewhat lengthy 
quotations, transcribed from tape-recorded interviews, in order to 
illustrate participants’ ways of speaking as well as to show the embed-
dedness of identity categories in their discussions of issues important to 
them. My intention, then, is to present a largely descriptive account and 
to draw from it a sense of common concerns and problems that merit 
further thought for South Asian as well as other diasporic contexts.3

PARTICIPANTS AND FIELD RESEARCH

I conducted approximately 30 hours of interviewing from 1998–2000 
with 12 men, as well as having informal conversations with some of 
them in social settings. Interviews averaged two hours in length. Par-
ticipants ranged in age from 22–48, though most were between 25 and 
35.4 All had completed or were completing undergraduate degrees; 
some had completed or were then in post-graduate or professional 
degree programmes at the time of interviews. About half had full-time 
employment.
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These men’s family origins are in various parts of the Indian sub-
continent. Some participants were born in North America; some have 
come directly to North America from South Asian countries, while the 
diasporic routes of others have led their families or them variously 
through Malaysia, the Philippines, Kenya, Tanzania and elsewhere. 
Those who had immigrated from South Asian countries had had little 
or no experience with gay activism there (though this has changed 
rapidly as some have now developed ties in their ‘home’ nations, as 
some travel easily and as all make use of Internet connections).

My brief sketch of certain characteristics of the participants suggests 
the middle- or upper-middle class status accorded in North America 
to persons who are well educated and who, on the whole, belong to or 
aim to belong to a professional class.5 Thus, I would argue, this section 
of the larger diasporic population, as represented by my small set of 
participants, is one most likely to have a direct exposure to and an inter-
est in engaging with predominantly middle-class, white, male per-
spectives on the meanings of ‘gay’ in North America.6

It is necessary to add here that there is some confl ation of middle-
class and white statuses in the interviews, though it occurs to different 
degrees and in different aspects in the narratives of various participants. 
Where this confl ation does occur there may be several contributing 
factors. There is, I think, a double-sided quality to the hegemonic infl u-
ence of whiteness conditioning the narratives. On the one hand, there 
is what I take to be the simple fact that North American constructions 
of ‘gay’ have been predominantly white. This was an issue that only 
some participants explicitly spoke of. Some provided examples of 
having suffered discrimination, sometimes in subtle forms, but clearly 
based on perceptions of racial difference. On the other hand, some par-
ticipants appeared to me to be reluctant to acknowledge having been 
subject to racial discrimination, either because this would suggest an 
inability to lay claim to middle-class or higher status or, similarly, 
because it would indicate greater limitations than they believed were 
present.7

Class position necessarily affected the course of interviews. For ex-
ample, participants could easily relate to my being a white, college 
professor. Some seemed interested that I was openly gay; all, of course, 
were intrigued to varying degrees with my interest in their lives and 
in the kinds of marginality they experienced. Most treated me with 
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more respect than I had anticipated, respect shown to me perhaps be-
cause of my occupation, my age (then late 50s), my sympathy for the dif-
fi cult circumstances in which some found themselves, and, for those 
who probed, my long engagement in teaching and research on India and 
Indians. In some initial interviews this respect, coupled with my quite 
open-ended questions, perhaps worked against the deep disclosure 
that an anthropologist dreams about, but that is likely to develop only 
after close bonds are created through a persisting relationship. None-
theless, my aim to understand identity notions embedded in narratives 
about family, friends and the circumstances of daily life was facilitated 
by the fl ow of talk. I refrained from overly redirecting conversations 
towards what I wanted to know in favour of trying to hear what these 
men thought it relevant to talk about.

‘SOUTH ASIANNESS’ IN NORTH AMERICA

In beginning to pursue the notion ‘South Asian’, I present an example 
that illustrates the vast pool of referents which can be drawn upon in 
representing identity. Akash, in his mid-30s, migrated from western 
India, lived previously in Sydney, Australia, for 10 years and had lived 
in San Francisco for three years at the time of the interview. He spoke 
to me of his family’s history in Gujarat. Regarding his father’s side, 
he said:

I mean originally they came from Portugal, and then they settled in Gujarat, 
and they got married, you know, like to the locals and things, but that 
was … at least, you know, two hundred, three hundred years back.

And regarding his mother’s side:

[T]he same with, like, the Zoroastrians and the Parsis, they came from 
Iran… [T]hey [fl ed] Iran to save [themselves from] the persecution from the 
Muslims at that time, and then they landed up … in a coastal town in 
Gujarat. And there’s a big Parsi community still, and my mother is from 
that community.

He then continued:

I came from a Christian family. Father’s side was from India and my 
mother’s side was from Persia. And during the course of time they 
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intermingled with the different races and castes around and uh, so, yeah, 
I’m very Indian. 

Here I use Akash’s proclamation of his family’s complex diasporic 
origins anecdotally to contextualise a general point that Sandhya Shukla 
makes in her review of the literature on the South Asian diaspora 
(2001: 553). She says:

…the grouping of ‘South Asian,’ too, as a geographical reference that 
does not have nation or religion in its root meaning, constructs a highly 
provisional language, a kind of theory itself for thinking about how people 
see themselves as part of broader social formations… Although time and 
origins may be maddeningly ambiguous for this topic, they also consti-
tute the rich analytical terrain for the consideration of South Asian sub-
jectivity because the obvious constructedness itself of South Asian diasporas 
allows for interesting possibilities, for alliances and allegiances across na-
tional boundaries that help us create new conceptual models for the 
complex renderings of affect and experience.

To use Shukla’s phrase, the ‘obvious constructedness’ of the notion, 
‘South Asian’, reminds us that the process of category construction 
involves those who can claim migratory routes from the Indian sub-
continent and thus a ‘South Asian ethnicity’.8 None of the men I spoke 
with used ‘South Asian’ automatically; each used either national or 
regional and/or linguistic markers in talking with me. These include: 
Indian, Pakistani, Gujarati, Bengali and Tamil, and they may sit beside 
other markers such as ‘American’ and ‘East African’. I would argue that 
in North America, the term ‘South Asian’ is encompassed by an im-
plicit master opposition of east and west, one which distinguishes, 
rather than bridges, minority statuses while reiterating, as well as 
partially occluding, racial oppositions reduced simplistically to white 
and black (George 1997; Leong 1996; Visweswaran 1997).

At the same time, however, frequently in North America, self-
identifi cation as South Asian suggests the idea of a ‘minority’ with con-
notations that signify the presumed virtues of middle-class status, 
in turn suggesting a ‘safe’ minority of colour. Such a declaration of 
identity is set implicitly in conceptual opposition to ‘less-than-model 
minorities’ marked by non-white statuses (Lessinger 1995, 1999; 
Mathew and Prashad 1999/2000; Prashad 2000: 157–183; cf. Helweg 
and Helweg 1990). Further, of course, ‘South Asian’ seeks to distinguish 
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‘these’ Asians from ‘those’ Asians—those East Asians, South-east Asians 
and so on–distinguishing categories on the basis of supposed broad 
cultural differences and again evading to some extent the racial 
categorisation upon which the notion ‘Asian’ depends (Shankar 
1998).9

‘GAY’ AND ‘SOUTH ASIAN’

In the same way as ‘South Asian’ can shift meaning according to con-
text, various usages of the label ‘gay’ are employed by the men I have 
spoken with.10 Some use it easily; others seem to avoid it as too American 
a category; for example, one man introduced the ambiguous phrase 
‘the gay thing’. I think all would concur with Martin Manalansan, who, 
in an article on diasporic, gay Filipinos, comments:

Within the context of transnational cultural, economic, and political 
exchanges, monolithic constructions and prescriptions are doomed to 
failure. What do we mean when we say ‘gay’ in a world where hybridity 
and syncretism provide the grist for cultural production, distribution, and 
consumption? What forms of engagement do people (specifi cally those 
who live outside the ‘gay’ world of Europe and North America) use to 
interrogate issues involving ‘rights’ and social acceptance? (Manalansan 
1995a: 429; see also 2003: 5–9)

In considering gay South Asian men, these issues lead me to guid-
ing questions like the following: What markers have these men been 
led to and/or have they chosen to draw upon in staking a claim to 
participate in a South Asian gay-focused group? What markers emerge 
that, temporarily at least, foster a sense of relatedness and some degree 
of agreement about identity? How do these markers help mobilise out-
ward relations of contest or cooperation? The larger question towards 
which this inquiry pushes is: How do provisionally agreed upon forms 
of ethnic representation intersect with understandings of what being 
gay signifi es and with what implications for social relations? This is a 
very large question. Here I approach a part of it by examining narrative 
statements that are revealing of ethnic and sexual identities and that 
draw attention to common dilemmas that result from disruptive con-
junctions of identity constructions.
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NARRATIVES

Prakash, a man in his early 30s, who had come from India to graduate 
school in the United States (US) and has stayed on to work, had been 
talking with me about the social costs involved in putting together a 
new life. He gave this example:

I have a friend of a friend. He and his wife moved here from New York. I 
knew her … a little bit in Bangalore, but he knew my roommates very 
well … so I’ve known them, and they’ve invited me over to their house 
for dinner … I tried to invite them to do things with my brother [who 
also lives in the US] … I always thought … they’d be more comfortable 
with my brother and his wife and kids… So we did one or two things…. 
And then I always felt bad that I never invited them to my house, and then 
I invited them once… I had to cancel it for some … reason.

Prakash then described another situation in which he was to meet 
these friends, but had kept them waiting. They waited for him for a 
while and then left without meeting him. He commented:

I mean I know I was in a situation where I had to cancel and they didn’t 
wait… So I blew them off … for whatever reason, and they’re like in-
credibly pissed off. [He laughed self-consciously.] … it hurts me actually 
to have to not have their confi dence or to not have them think that I am 
reliable enough or … not helpful … that I’m not a friend in any way.

What is interesting here, I think, is not so much the issue of his not 
being ‘out’ to these friends, that is, of not acknowledging his sexual 
orientation openly, as is Prakash’s locating his relation with them in the 
nexus of his familial ties within larger local networks of South Asians. 
Prakash resists the thinking of a friend to whom he related this story; 
as Prakash said to me, ‘… and I told an American friend of mine … 
[who] said, “Hey, screw them, I mean if they didn’t … wait it out, it’s 
tough…”’ Prakash understands the issue here to be primarily about his 
relationship with these friends and not about individual choices.

Participation in South Asian-oriented social life can produce another 
problem for those who, like Prakash, remain partially closeted. Again, 
Prakash outlined the diffi culty:

[P]art of the burden in that for a lot of people who weren’t originally ‘out’ 
was the fear of dating within the community and the word getting back; 
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therefore the whole thing was out. So I’m sure you’re aware of that kind 
of big thing in the back, again not usually discussed, but … there are a lot of 
people peripheral. I mean you may see a core of some people who are kind 
of hanging out and doing things together. There are a lot of other people 
who are, you know, keeping very much to the outside.

Prakash points here to what Ilan Kapoor has movingly called ‘sep-
arate solitudes’ (1995), referring to the separation of gay and straight 
networks. Prakash then elaborated on the particular diffi culty—and 
the personal costs—entailed in navigating between gay and straight 
circles within densely connected diasporic Indian communities. I quote 
his somewhat plaintive remarks at length:

I have straight Indian friends, and I have a lot of gay Indian friends, and 
I can’t make the worlds get together very easily. I mean I’ve gone … for 
example, to an Indian fi lm … where I’ve met gay friends, and I’ve had 
straight friends there, and they would say, ‘Oh, how do you know each 
other?’ And then you just say, ‘Oh, Indian network’… And they just 
can’t imagine that they wouldn’t know another Indian person that you 
knew … so these are very hard to navigate. So after a while what happens is 
that the straight friends just sort of drift by the wayside unless I make a very 
strong effort to cultivate a friendship with them… The whole problem is 
like, how do you negotiate separate compartment of worlds? … You don’t 
have the time to actually really negotiate them in a big way, and … it just 
takes just a huge amount of energy… So … if you want to like really spend 
time with a few friends that you make and make that world reasonably 
important, there isn’t that much time to like really play the whole world 
… how do you make all these worlds come together?

He continued:

But all I’m trying to say is that therefore within the gay community even 
all these straight friendships that you have from way back, they kind of 
tend to fall apart if they don’t kind of get integrated into the way you live. 
Those are all very hard things.

Prakash’s comments on not being openly gay are framed here 
against the value of maintaining a densely connected web of South 
Asian friends and relatives.11 Yet, the North American notion of ‘com-
ing out’, a public declaration of gay identity, is seen by many as a 
fundamentally individualistic stance. For example, Badruddin Khan, 
in his autobiographical account of growing up gay in Pakistan and 
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moving on to live in the US and Canada,12 interprets coming out as an 
individualising process. He says: ‘[C]oming out is the act of becoming 
a distinct human being, separate from the community’ (Khan 1997: 
205–206). Referring to his life in Canada, he asserts, ‘Today I live in a 
stratum where individuality is prized. This should, on the face of it, 
provide me with unconstrained latitude to build a new life. However, 
this freedom to defi ne myself anew is a false liberty’ (1997: 206). This 
recognition forces an examination of what is shaded by the umbrella 
of the term ‘identity’ in the context of the relative ‘freedom’ from social 
constraints that North American society appears to offer and which 
the men I talked with critiqued carefully.

Similar themes are echoed by Kumar, 24, born in the US, who was 
talking about family obligations and said:

But a lot of white American gay men say… ‘Why do you do all these things 
for your family?’ Like they don’t understand… I do all this stuff around 
the house, you know … we were talking about my family … they’re like, 
‘Well, it’s your life; you should lead it the way you want to.’ And I’m, ‘It’s 
not as simple as that. I mean, you know, it’s my parents’ too. I mean I can’t 
just like go and do whatever the heck I want.’ And I think Asians overall tend 
to understand that more, because … in Asian culture in general the family 
is … much more important… I don’t know … kind of being American’s 
all about being an individual and all this stuff and, you know, being Asian 
is like the opposite; it’s all about being in the group and conforming.

He explained further:

I’m not saying that you should not be gay or not be whoever you are, but 
you do have to kind of, I mean be nice to them; they are your parents, you 
know, and as long as … they’re trying, you try too … it’s not a question of, 
you know, ‘We’re here, we’re queer, get used to it’. I mean … that’s nice to 
chant on the street, but you can’t do that at the dinner table.

Akash, Daniel, Prakash and others like them understand these issues, 
in part but critically, as having to do with personal integrity. I would 
argue that for many South Asians that sense of integrity is situated in 
a dense set of social ties out of which springs their sense of self. Thus, 
Prakash’s and Kumar’s concern is centrally about their places in webs 
of social relations and only secondarily about their own choices.

Even in these few narrative excerpts presented here, a large num-
ber of issues are exposed concerning ways of thinking about gay 
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South Asian American identities and about issues and dilemmas that 
gay South Asian men must grapple with. Salient concerns include fi nd-
ing ways to maintain strong relations with families and developing new 
friendships (both gay and straight) with South Asians and others, while 
trying to bridge sometimes confl icting expectations and practices of 
friendship among those of South Asian and other heritages.

ETHNIC IDENTITY VIEWED AS A CHOICE

Especially for those born outside of South Asia, the question of ethnic 
identity these men are always ‘marked’ by their ethnicity but how they 
express, negotiate and manage these identities in different contexts will 
vary, involving complex decision about whether claiming or stressing 
one’s ethnic heritage may strengthen or aid in the negotiation of a gay 
identity.13 Akbar spoke of his concerns about what he termed ‘being 
cultural’ and ‘being ethnic’. Akbar, 24, the US-born son of Pakistani im-
migrants, had attended an exclusive preparatory school, completed a 
bachelor of arts (BA) at a prestigious university, had worked for two 
years in a medical setting and hoped to attend medical school. I spoke 
with him on the day he was leaving his college city to return home to 
live with his parents. He suspected that his parents knew he was gay, 
but he had shared no open acknowledgment of this with them. To put 
it mildly, on the day of our conversation he was keenly aware of the 
salience of identity labels.

Akbar explored something of his struggle to see himself in ethnic 
terms through talking about his friend, Sankar. Sankar, like Akbar, was 
24 and was born in the US, though of parents from India, not Pakistan. 
Sankar and Akbar had attended the same university. Sankar’s aim was 
also to become a doctor. Akbar commented on ways in which Sankar 
represented himself as Indian:

[M]y roommate, Sankar, was very involved in the Khush group, and … 
see it’s funny. His … approach to being ethnic and what not is that he 
latches on it. Now here is someone who grew up in Massachusetts with … 
not many Indian people around and stuff, but he’s obsessed about being 
cultural, to a point where I’m like, ‘You’re not. Like you’re not that Indian. 
Like, you know, what are you doing?’ But he has to decorate the house 
with Indian things, even though like they could be completely unrelated to 
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his life experience. I’m like, ‘…why do you have to go out and buy Indian 
things?’ And, you know … he has to be, you know, cultural. And I’m like, 
I’m almost, because I’ve never felt that accepted and never fi t in, I’m almost 
anti-, you know, being cultural and like, you know, I was born and raised 
here, and there is no need for me to be, you know, dressed in Pakistani 
clothing and decorating my house with Pakistani things.14

By seeing ethnic representation as an individual choice and by label-
ling that choice as ‘cultural’, Akbar positions himself in an unmarked, 
dominant or hegemonic category, to be understood simply as ‘American’. 
Akbar’s concern with Sankar’s choice is that it is unfortunate, perhaps 
due to two reasons. He feels that Sankar, although he represents him-
self as Bengali and in doing so reinforces a connection with the regional 
culture of his parents, has made an inauthentic choice. That is, Akbar 
understands Sankar to belong more properly to the ‘unmarked’ cat-
egory, ‘American’. A second concern is suggested, though not stated 
explicitly, namely, that some sense of loss occurs in moving oneself to 
a marked, that is here, ethnic, ‘cultural’ designation. Akbar continued 
his comment about Sankar in this way:

But so he was very involved in the Khush group, and when he went to 
New York Pride he stayed with Indian people, and there was like, his New 
York Pride experience was almost exclusively Indian. And I’m like, I think 
part of realising that I wouldn’t fi t into that crowd, made me, like, I, you 
know, antagonistic towards that whole idea. I was like, ‘I can’t believe that 
you’re just isolating yourself to the Indian community.’ But, uh, in terms 
of the Khush group and going to the Khush meetings and things, I was 
adamantly against it. I was like, you know, I’m not; I don’t fi t in there; 
I don’t need that group and stuff.

At this point Akbar shifted ground slightly and said:

Umm … having met his friends from the group … I realise it’s been actually 
really benefi cial for me to know them and to see that there are Asian, South 
Asian gay people living normal lives and seeing how they deal with things, 
and just knowing that they are out there has been very helpful. But at the 
time, you know, I just felt like, you know… I felt very alienated from all 
these groups, you know; it’s like the gay community itself… I didn’t really 
fi nd a foothold in the gay community.

Akbar sees Sankar’s New York Gay Pride Day experience—here 
I think to be understood as a hypercritical American gay event—
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as somewhat diminished in being ‘almost exclusively Indian’ and states 
that he, Akbar, would not be comfortable in doing the same thing, to 
use his word, in ‘isolating’ himself. Akbar reacts here to a dilemma of 
belonging while participating in events such as gay pride day parades. 
On the one hand, such events tend to privilege white ways of being 
gay, while, on the other hand, including non-white, ethnic (or ‘cultural’ 
in Akbar’s terms) persons as necessarily exceptional or ‘disruptive’ of 
the subsuming of ‘gay’ under ‘whiteness’. Yet, interestingly Akbar’s as-
sertion of standing outside, of being, in his terms, not ‘cultural’ leads 
to a bridging, in acknowledging that Sankar’s friends, presumably new 
friends, live ‘normal lives’ and this, in turn climaxes with the poignant 
statement: ‘I felt very alienated from all these groups, you know, it’s 
like the gay community itself… I didn’t really fi nd a foothold in the 
gay community.’

I argue that Akbar straddles two positions. One position is based in 
the sense that to realise oneself as, for example in the case of Sankar, 
‘really Bengali’, is to fi nd one or more categorical markers of identity 
seeking unconditional implication in the lives of other members of 
that category. That is, one person as Bengali may expect inclusive re-
lations among Bengalis, or to put it differently, that amity, a ground 
of unconditional connection, prevails (Fortes 1969: 110, 239, n.19). 
The second of Akbar’s positions is at odds with the fi rst, namely, that 
amity is not a precondition but that amicable relations are an outcome 
of individual decisions. Thus, as noted earlier in the chapter, certain 
understandings and representations of ‘South Asianness’ are at odds 
with American individualism (see Roland 1988, 1996).15 What is inter-
esting about Akbar is his courageous willingness to critique his own 
individualist assumptions in part due to the strength of his friendship 
with Sankar. And here we see something of the process of deliberation 
that may be encouraged and facilitated in gay South Asian groups.

Of course, an objection can be raised concerning my interpretation 
of Akbar’s comments, namely, the unexplored issue of racially coding 
of ‘American’ as ‘white’, on the one hand, and ‘cultural’, in the sense 
that Akbar uses the term here, as ‘of colour’, on the other. I did not pur-
sue this line of questioning suffi ciently to comment on complexities 
of notions of race and confl ations of race and ethnicity that Akbar’s 
comments raise. Yet, I understand Akbar’s comments as an emergent 
critique of varying articulations of gay, racial and ethnic statuses.16
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SOUTH ASIAN GAY SPACE

Akbar comments on some implications of participation in the nu-
merous, formally organised South Asian gay and lesbian groups which 
have sprung up alongside more loosely articulated networks. Some 
men like Daniel, a 24-year-old Christian whose Indian family lived in 
Sri Lanka for several generations and who initially characterised himself 
to me as on the margins of North American gays, of Indian Americans 
and of gay Indian Americans, often experience a sense of not belonging 
and are anxious to discover the facts of other gay South Asian men’s 
lives. Groups in cities of the US and Canada provide places within which 
there is some latitude to explore constructing South Asian ways of being 
gay. This movement is not without its problems, one of which is the 
negotiation of what authenticates membership. Kumar noted:

India is not a monolithic country by any means. I mean it’s more diverse 
than the US in its own you, you know, so for anyone to say that, ‘This 
is the Indian culture.’ I mean, you know, our family was discriminated 
against in India because we’re Catholic, in some weird ways, so but then 
they discriminate against other people because they’re not Catholic, which 
is sort of amusing, or they’re not in their tribe or they’re not in this caste 
or they’re not in whatever… It baffl es me.

Similarly, Vijay, born in the US to Indian immigrants, remarked on 
this issue regarding a group he helped to found:

…[When we] fi rst were forming [our group] … it was just assumed, ‘Of 
course … all South Asian gays are going to bond together, because we all 
have this in common’… And now I’ve come to the point where it’s ‘No’. 
I mean we’re all different people. We’re diverse even within being South 
Asian and gay, and we don’t all need to be … best buddies… There is one 
commonality, yeah … but it doesn’t mean we’re all gonna band together 
and sing ‘Kumbaya’ … [He laughed].

Daniel, a 24-year-old recent college graduate, argued that a group he 
occasionally participated in overly emphasised a particular construction 
of being Indian. He said:

[T]here’s a tension between the diasporic elements of the group and the 
ones who grew up in India… I felt the motivation behind that is to keep it 
focused on India, keep looking back … all the discussion was around that, 
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and there’s such a sort of desire to affi rm their unique identity and, it just 
seemed so unreal. And, you know I was bringing it up… This should be 
about being gay in America and being South Asian … the way to go about 
that isn’t necessarily to affi rm your Indianness … because that doesn’t 
make life in this society easier… I have no desire to maintain some … 
authenticity that I don’t really see as relevant. I mean I see my culture as 
being an evolving entity that … within this context incorporates differ-
ent aspects of living here.

Thus Daniel thought the group was overly nostalgic and, perhaps un-
usually, he felt somewhat constrained about what he could talk about 
and advocate within it. Nevertheless, such groups provide for many 
points of recognition that there are, so to speak, people ‘just like me’ 
out there, for example, in South Asian spaces that are dominantly 
heteronormative and gay spaces that are hegemonically white. Sankar 
noted how important it had been to him to discover another man 
(through his connection with such a group) who had been born in the 
same region of India as Sankar had been, who spoke the same mother 
tongue and who, like Sankar, completed graduate work in the same 
fi eld. Thus, from at least an initial assumption of commonalities among 
members, such groups become important arenas for mutual support 
as well as a place to air contested notions about identity.17 Thus, such 
settings have a double nature, operating conceptually as enclaves with 
commonalities among members, where experiences and concerns 
can be safely shared, but they also become arenas for contest, places to 
argue different stances, priorities and points of view.18

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I have explored complexities at the intersection of 
ethnicity and gay sexual orientation within the South Asian diaspora. 
I have drawn attention to the struggles that South Asian gay men, as 
‘multiply minoritized men’ (Manalansan 1995b: 250) in diaspora, 
experience in coming to terms openly with attraction to men, in grap-
pling with numerous and often confl icting ways of framing identity 
and in fi nding meaningful ways of representing themselves as gay.19 
I have drawn on interview narratives mainly concerning thinking 
about familial contexts, about wider circles of South Asian friends and 
acquaintances and about experience in South Asian gay groups. 
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Numerous dilemmas have been shown to emerge. These include per-
ceived challenges to the value of rootedness in one’s family and its 
immediate circle, sometimes interpreted by family members as a 
threat to familial duty and responsibility and voiced as inappropriate 
capitulation to ‘western’ or ‘American’ individualistic identity.

Yet, the narratives reveal these men’s considerable uneasiness 
with adopting too easily North American middle-class conceptions 
of gay identity, true of those who were born or grew up in the US and 
Canada, as well as those who immigrated as adults. The appearance 
of numerous South Asian gay groups parallels, of course, the great rise 
in the past decade or two of South Asian diasporic organisations of all 
kinds. This development has occurred in the context of the dramatic 
increase in ease and speed of communication among their members 
(and of non-members, as well) worldwide by means of global elec-
tronic stages on which ‘the plasticity of the transnational experience’ 
(Manalansan 1995b: 265), certainly for middle- and upper-class South 
Asians, is being shaped and reshaped (see Mannur 2003). Just as within 
local South Asian gay groups, similarities and differences in diasporic 
experiences are being explored and debated on these electronic stages, 
and strategies of negotiation and invention of subjectivities and their 
representation are explored. I have only suggested in a preliminary way 
the infl uence of growing recognition of, and participation in, some as-
pects of global fl ows. Knowledge of the increasing visibility of queer 
life in South Asia and elsewhere in diaspora raises new possibilities 
and issues for imagining and authenticating different ways of being 
gay (or lesbian, bisexual or transgendered) in South Asia and else-
where. This is especially so as attention is called to the great variety of 
cultural conceptions of same-sex relations in South Asia (for example, 
Reddy 2005; Vanita and Kidwai 2000).

An implicit question here has been: What does the narration of 
some life experiences of South Asian gay men in diaspora tell us about 
signifi cant issues in the larger problematic of the global movement of 
South Asian people? Some kind of answer (or more likely, a new set 
of questions) emerges that draws our attention to interrogating con-
ventional categories of ethnicity and sexual orientation. For example, 
the testimony of Akbar, in which he moves back and forth between 
aspects of his own and Sankar’s understandings, might be dismissed 
as simply inconsistent. Such an interpretation, I have argued, misses 
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the point. I see Akbar’s experience as one example of the process of 
imaginative and constructive reformulation of subjectivity. The men 
who talked with me have refused to represent the ‘exotic’ at the same 
time as they refuse to capitulate to its implicitly opposed category, the 
‘domesticated’. They have resisted the pressure to understand them-
selves—or to develop a subjectivity—that is built upon the acceptance 
of a dichotomy of east and west (in any of its transposed forms, such 
as American/Indian). I hope to have provided a glimpse into some of 
the ways that the men who spoke with me have actively problematised 
received notions of identity, ethnicity and community as they struggle 
to put together meaningful, rewarding and dignifi ed lives and to fi nd 
effective ways to participate in building more just societies.

NOTES

1. In using the term ‘diaspora’ I follow Gayatri Gopinath, who writes: ‘[Diaspora] is 
hardly a given entity or a transparent term but one with an extremely problemat-
ical genealogy infl ected by class, gender and heterosexuality. I … use the term … to 
refer to the global networks of affi liation constantly being produced and reproduced 
along the lines of race, ethnicity, and/or sexuality’ (Gopinath 1996: 125).

2. Parts of the argument and supporting material in this chapter have been presented 
at several conferences. I thank Maureen Fitzgerald, Aly Remtulla and Brett Williams 
for helpful comments on earlier presentations. I am especially grateful to Robert 
McRuer for trenchant remarks at the George Washington University South Asia 
Seminar in 1998 and to Lalitha Gopalan and other members of that seminar for the 
probing and encouraging points they offered that have helped to shape my work. 
I thank also Parvati Raghuram for suggestions that have helped to clarify my argu-
ment. Finally, I am indebted to the American University for a grant of sabbatical 
leave, 1997–98, during which period I began fi eldwork.

3. Useful comparative accounts pertaining to queer diasporas in general are found in 
collections edited by Cindy Patton and Benigno Sanchez-Eppler (2000) and Arnaldo 
Cruz-Malave and Martin F. Manalansan IV (2002); for India in particular see Gayatri 
Gopinath (2005) and Ruth Vanita (2002).

4. I acknowledge gratefully the gifts of trust and commitment given to me by the 
men who spoke with me. In order to protect their privacy I use pseudonyms for all 
participants and I have in some places altered other identifying details.

5. Notably absent from my participants are men, for example, who work in grocery 
stores, the kitchens of restaurants or in low-paying occupations of the service in-
dustry. I also avoided interviewing those who are academic or other kinds of experts 
on the topics I was interested in or who saw themselves as spokespersons for gay, 
lesbian or bisexual people.
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 6. In this chapter I am not examining differences between gay experience in the US and 
Canada, but instead use simply the phrase ‘North American’ to gloss the location 
of my participants as a whole. Canada and the US clearly evidence differences in 
policy regarding offi cial ideologies concerning race and cultural differences which 
deserve detailed comparative treatment in regard to the subjectivities and life ex-
periences of gay men and lesbians. The lawfulness of civil marriage for same-sex 
partners in Canada is but one, critical, expression of differences between the two 
countries.

 7. Only a few men spoke explicitly, for example, of experiences and relations with 
Blacks, Latinos, or people of other racial or ethnic minority categories, but neither 
was this, I regret to say, a line of inquiry that I directly pursued.

 8. See, for example, Shukla’s comparative discussion of race, national origin and offi -
cial categories (such as census designations) in Britain and the US (2003: 61–72).

 9. I do not have space here to examine the complex subject of the use of racial cat-
egories and of their relation to ethnic categories (see Baumann 1996; Maira 2002). 
Particular attention needs to be paid as well to socio-economic class differences 
and to the intersections of racial categories and those of sexual orientation (Roy 
1998; Shankar and Srikanth 1998). There is also clearly a need for the study of 
other sites, such as coalition-building, gay activist groups where new formations 
of ‘queer’, ‘South Asian’ and ‘Asian’ are being hammered out (Kukke and Shah 
1999/2000; Murray 1996; Prashad 1998; Vaid 1999/2000).

10. Some of these men occasionally use the term ‘khush’, ‘happy’, to gloss ‘gay’ and 
‘lesbian’, most often in the names of groups and of Internet sites. Some men 
thought the term convenient in not indicating rigid strictures of identity and in 
suggesting somewhat open social margins. This usage has the value of connoting 
gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender statuses loosely, while clearly denoting an 
origin other than Anglo-North American.

11. Rani Kawale (2004) usefully explores ‘emotion work’ by South Asian and white 
lesbian and bisexual women in negotiating a variety of social scenes in London.

12. The past decade has seen a parallel growth of writings of various kinds and of 
fi lms, both in South Asia and elsewhere: fi ction (for example, Parivaraj 1998; Raj 
Rao 1995, 2003; Seabrook 1998; Selvadurai 1994); anthologies of fi ction, personal 
narratives and poetry (for example, Masala Trois Collective 2003; Merchant 
1999, Sukthankar 1999, Vanita and Kidwai 2000), diasporic fi lm (for example, 
Ganatra, 1996, 1999; Saran 1999; Wadia 1996); autobiography (for example, Khan 
1997), periodicals (for example, in North America: Khush Khayal, Shamakami 
and Trikone Magazine) and other non-fi ction writing (for example, Hall Carpenter 
Archives 1989, 1990; Lim-Hing 1994; Maira and Srikanth 1996; Ratti 1993, 
Seabrook 1999). Internet sites have, of course, proliferated greatly as well.

13. Karen Leonard’s foundational work on Punjabi Mexican Americans in California 
carefully documents choices relating to the ‘perception and use of ethnicity’ 
(1992: 13) in the context of the life course.

14. Sankar’s marking of domestic space raises interesting issues concerning the 
categorisation of spaces as domestic, private, public, etc., and the strategic claiming 
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of South Asian and South Asian gay spaces in otherwise public spaces, marked 
variously as gay, straight, white, ethnic, etc. (see Kawale 2003). This issue, for ex-
ample, has been commented upon in the context of the exclusion till recently of 
the South Asian Gay and Lesbian Association (SALGA) from the New York India 
Day Parade (Lessinger 1995: 153; Shukla 2003: 36).

15. Akbar is not alone; there are similar positions expressed by other American-born 
participants, for example. There are, as well, South Asian-born participants who 
see themselves as staunch individualists (Burkhart 2003: 248–49).

16. Another objection may be that I overlook religious difference. Does it matter that 
Akbar is Muslim and that Sankar is Hindu? That is, is a part of Akbar’s feeling 
of alienation within South Asian groups a refl ection of implicit privileging of 
‘Hinduness’, refl ecting simply the likelihood that a majority of members are 
likely to come from Hindu backgrounds? I think not. Akbar did not raise this 
issue; neither did he seem to hesitate in considering himself, the son of Pakistani 
immigrants, ‘eligible’ for inclusion in groups he labels ‘Indian’. The larger issue 
here is that the construction of Hindu, Muslim, Christian, Parsi, Sikh, Jain and so 
on is just as negotiable as any other category, notwithstanding the frequent, but 
fallacious, equation in North America (and elsewhere) of Indian with Hindu.

17. Kawale comments on lesbian and bisexual women’s spaces in London: ‘The South 
Asian participants did not necessarily feel what they wanted to feel in either white 
or South Asian spaces on the scene, and so accessing the scene was not simply a 
case of “Now I can be myself” but “How can I be myself?”’ (Kawale 2004: 576).

18. Of course, many gay South Asian men have partners of other ethnicities. As noted, 
I did not pursue in depth issues of the relation of racial and ethnic categories, but 
in my quite limited observation, racially and ethnically mixed partnerships did 
not present any obstacle to participation in South Asian groups (see Roy 1998).

19. I realise that my account participates implicitly in the masculinist neglect of 
the mutual defi nition and elaboration of gay and lesbian subjectivities, an issue 
demanding much attention as South Asian and North American patriarchies 
intersect and reinforce each other (Gopinath 1997; Puar 1998).
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Introduction

PARVATI RAGHURAM

This section takes as its central theme the practice of writing, 
performing and viewing of texts—plays, fi lms, novels and the ways 

in which diaspora is invoked through these media. Media images often 
form an important conduit for forging and expressing immigrants’ 
bonds with places and communities which are no longer a part of their 
day-to-day experiences. At the same time, the media is also used by 
India to draw together its diaspora. The chapters in this section explore 
the complexity of mediated relations between the diaspora and the 
homeland. They suggest that the media does not simply represent a dias-
pora, but actively produces diasporic subjectivity both amongst the 
authors and within audiences. They further argue that these are com-
plex representations with their own elisions and illusions.

The section opens with a discussion of the staging of a play Inter-
net drawn from Rabindranath Tagore’s oeuvre, particularly his play 
Raktakarabi/Red Oleander for a Bengali American audience in the 
United States (US). Esha De’s chapter ‘Re-domesticating Hindu Femi-
ninity: Legible Pasts in the Bengali American Diaspora’ discusses 
the performative recontextualisation of a classical text and its role in 
creating an affective and an intellectual sense of diasporic belonging 
among Bengalis in the US. She explores how the reversioning of a clas-
sic play involves a temporal re-appropriation—a reading of Tagore’s 
work for our times. However, she suggests that the appropriation of 
the story line valorises certain aspects of Tagore’s writings, most not-
ably his critique of the decimation created through global capitalism 
and his humanist understanding of a homeland that is rooted in anti-
imperialist sentiments. However, problematically, this return to the 
homeland also fi xes women as key arbiters of narratives of homeland 
and of home-making practices, removing from them the potential 
for radical mobility that the original play offers for Indian womanhood. 
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De forcefully argues that the staging of Internet ‘reduces Tagore’s partial 
self-critique of masculine capital (national, colonial, Orientalist), from 
the representational perspective of the interventionist woman, to an 
aestheticised nostalgia spatialised in terms of the authentic home, 
neighbourhood and land’ (De, Chapter 16, this volume).

The performative aspects of film are addressed by Nandini 
Bhattacharya’s chapter ‘Romancing Religion: Neoliberal Bollywood’s 
Gendered Visual Repertoire for a Pain-free Globalisation’. Bhattacharya 
focuses on the uneasy relationship between Hinduism and transna-
tionalism as played out in Bollywood cinema. She locates her argument 
in the popular culture, as it is a site where diasporic identifi cations 
are not merely displayed but also worked through. Moreover, as 
Bhattacharya argues fi lm is the paradigmatic medium for producing 
and therefore studying South Asian diaspora. It has been a power-
ful force both in Indian imaginaries of the diaspora and in diasporic 
understandings of contemporary India. Moreover, the growing sig-
nifi cance of Bollywood not only in Asia and in the Asian diaspora but 
the adoption of its ‘winning formula’ in fi lms like Moulin Rouge suggests 
that its power to form opinion extends beyond the Asian diaspora. Even 
amongst critics, Bollywood cinema can sometimes be celebrated as an 
instance where the third world is a transmitter of a globally recognised 
cultural product (Shohat 1997). Bollywood cinema is therefore a key 
player in (and product of) a globalising cultural milieu.

Unlike in earlier times, the locations, the narratives and the cine-
matic gaze offered to the viewer cannot be seen simply as the making 
of a celluloid occident (Kaur 2003), but rather as rooted in the alter-
native modernities of globalising middle and upper-class Indians. In 
India, ‘diaspora provides upper-class Indians with a space where they 
can simultaneously be Indian and Western, transnational subjects par 
excellence… The diaspora becomes a central site where the metro-
politan optic is trained, bringing together home and the world within 
the same frame’ (Moorti 2005: 59). Bhattacharya’s chapter (Chapter 17) 
offers a compelling account of the shifts in the ways nation is narrated 
in selected Bollywood fi lms and how these versions of the nation are 
thoroughly imbricated in the transnational belongings of a few upper-
class Indians located both within India and abroad.

However, as Bhattacharya shows us, Bollywood’s products are 
increasingly imbued with the privileges of a pain-free globalisation. 
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Unlike in some early Bollywood fi lms, religion is incorporated into 
more recent fi lms, not as consciousness-changing pain, but is folded 
into narratives of propitiation of Gods and Goddesses who bestow 
wealth on a globalised, often patriarchal family. Religion and patri-
archy are thus brought into interplay to produce a visual repertoire 
of a transnational India.

A different offering around pain, gender and text is offered by Sam 
Naidu in her chapter ‘Women Writers of the South Asian Diaspora: 
Towards a Transnational Feminist Aesthetic?’ Naidu offers a categor-
ical analysis of the writings of female authors from the Indian diaspora 
identifying what she considers to be some of the key characteristics of 
this literature. First, a consciously autobiographical approach seems 
to be a common strand adopted by many diasporic writers. For some 
of the authors writing may be considered to have been cathartic, while 
for others writing is an inherent part of the imaginative production of 
subjectivity. Second, the troubled territory of home—homelands and 
home-making—and the practices through which these multiple homes 
are produced seem for Naidu to be a central characteristic of such 
writing. Third, Naidu argues that many of these texts are populated by 
strong female imageries, by powerful agentic women whose complex 
and contradictory lives are hinted at by the authors. For Naidu, these 
authors then play a signifi cant role in overturning images of South 
Asian women that posit them as helpless victims of a patriarchal society. 
And in doing so these texts also unsettle dominant narratives of female 
sexuality, body and marriage, which are often otherwise surrounded by 
a constricting garb of normative heterosexuality. Naidu suggests that 
the authors splice together different texts, myths and legends with 
autobiographical narratives to produce a rich intertextual fi eld of 
ideas. Finally, the work of diasporic writers that Naidu draws upon also 
question the notion of diaspora, caught as it is in stories of continuity 
with a country of origin and of change in new locations. At its best 
‘diaspora’ is truly undone.

Jaspal Kaur Singh offers a very different reading of one of Naidu’s 
collective of female diasporic authors—Meena Alexander. For Singh, 
Alexander’s texts, particularly Fault Lines and Shock of Arrival, offer 
a misreading or at least a limited reading of diaspora. She argues that 
the validity of the memory of trauma enunciated by the author is 
virtually annulled by her privileged position within western academy. 
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For Singh, trauma is a too readily available trope that is appropriated 
by Alexander, denying the validity of the pain that other diasporics (such 
as Singh) have felt when faced with expulsion and fl ight. As a mobile 
agent who moved volitionally, Alexander’s migration is constitutive of a 
whole diaspora of hope, in contrast to the pain that marks the diaspora 
of despair experienced by refugees and the exiled. Moreover, Singh 
feels that the angst that Alexander’s characters express do not make 
room for the agentic subject that Naidu, on the other hand, identifi es 
in the same characters. For Singh, the versions of femininity on offer in 
Alexander’s writing are too restricted, too lose to the postures of Asian 
femininity that are available on tap for ‘western audiences’.

These two readings of Alexander’s texts show the polysemic nature 
of the text and the kinds of identifi cations that may be possible for 
audiences—diasporic and otherwise. At its best these multiple read-
ings of the same text can offer the readers a way of prising open the 
text, recognising the contested readings offered by the text. It can 
offer up a dialogic space between the author and its multiple readers 
who are all invited to bring their own subjectivities to bear on their 
readings. Moreover, these two reading of Alexander’s work offers us 
the possibility of recognising a text not just for its authorial strategy, 
but its modalities of incorporation by the publication industry, the 
literary world and by the academy, that is, the multiple worlds that a 
text inhabits. It enables us to move the argument about Alexander’s 
work away from her alone and towards the conditions of what gets pub-
lished and how and whose work gets heard and the responsibilities 
and dangers of writing when there are already some postures around 
third world women that are hegemonic.

Bernard Wilson continues the theme of complex female subject-
ivities (explored by both Naidu and Singh) in his reading of the fi nal 
part of K.S. Maniam’s trilogy Between Lives. According to Wilson, 
Maniam’s text traces the complexities of building a postcolonial 
nation within the context of a multi-ethnic society. Maniam addresses 
questions of continuity and change through the lives of two female 
characters, who come to embody tradition and forces of modern-
ity, respectively. For him erasure of the histories of indenture, of the 
troubled struggles over land and their reiteration in the tortuous 
path to modernity provide the backdrop in which the subjectiv-
ities of these women must be understood. The importance of land 
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(and of landscape) in rooting memory, belonging and claims to the 
future of the nation and its representation suggests the ‘inseparability 
of self and country’. Moreover, this analysis must be located in what Rai 
and Vadivella Bella in Section 1 (chapters 2 and 3, this volume) identify 
as the problematic facing diasporic individuals in postcolonialising 
nations, where independence movements that spark nationalistic 
fervour contradictorily exclude those who often suffered the most 
from colonialism—those exiled through indenture. Thus, a resurgent 
Malay nationalism that is framed with purist notions of ethnicity can 
be deeply inimical to Tamils in that country. In Bernard Wilson’s read-
ing of these rooting processes, answers to these conundrums come 
through an analysis of the different forms of historicity that are in-
volved in these selective/collective memories. Wilson suggests that the 
polymorphous existence of the nation may best ‘be managed through 
reference to Nietzsche’s three modes of history: remembering his-
torical lessons learned while attempting to forget past inter-racial 
grievances; breaking the chain of colonisation but, in response to the 
threat to the cultures of developing nations that globalisation poses, 
not severing—but revering—the disparate links to the origins of cul-
tural and artistic knowledge in this society’ (Wilson, Chapter 20, this 
volume). He suggests that a recognition and appreciation of the roots 
and the contributions of different cultures are a necessary part of the 
process of building a nation.

This theme of the diasporic space as one formulated between an 
originary culture and a dispersed transnational belonging is revisited 
in the last chapter in this volume in a most interesting way. The chap-
ter posits diasporic identity not in the familiar terrain of migration 
shaped by empires old and new, but on how these are reworked 
through further displacements. First, the relationship between differ-
ent empires is hinted at through the incorporation of Indian migrants 
into French colonies. Second, through its exploration of mixed-race 
dougla identity, the author questions the basis for diasporic affi liation 
in a world where identities are increasingly ethnically, nationally and 
racially interwoven. Through the medium of Laure Moutoussamy’s 
Passerelle de vie (The Bridge of Life), the author of this chapter, Brinda 
Mehta, explores the multiple displacements of a dougla woman from 
Martinique who is exiled in France. There she meets and fi nds con-
solation in her relationship with a German man. However, the death of 
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a friend reminds the protagonist of the book, Déméta, of the death of 
her father and the pain she felt at her inability to attend his funeral. 
Moutoussamy uses this to evoke the pain of biracial identifi cation, 
displacement and misrecognition. The unfulfi lled desire to belong 
hinted at through the novel is shaped by the forgetting of Caribbean 
diasporics, particularly those who moved to French colonies by an 
Indian homeland, by the limited space offered to such identities after 
decolonisation and the gendered dimensions of longing and belong-
ing that are erased through male-centred versions of cultural plural-
ism. Brinda Mehta’s reading of Moutoussamy’s novel and of Déméta’s 
search for home provides a provocative reminder of the multiplicity of 
the diaspora and the incompleteness of the maps of diaspora that are 
usually offered to us.

The section as a whole focuses on the representations of the dias-
pora, not as a simple form of representation, but the multiple versions 
of the Indian diaspora produced by them. Diasporic literature is thus 
not only a refl ection of diasporic life; it also plays a part in propagat-
ing ideas and ideals that shape diasporic identities. Together these 
chapters also move away from thinking of the diaspora as an unprob-
lematic or celebratory space, to one that is problematically constructed 
at the intersection between the imaginaries, policies and politics of 
varying actors, including, especially the inhabitants of the ‘Indian 
diaspora’.
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Re-domesticating Hindu Femininity: 
Legible Pasts in the Bengali American 
Diaspora

ESHA NIYOGI DE

‘Diasporas’, writes Khachig Tololyan in the inaugural issue of the 
American journal by that name, ‘are emblems of transnational-

ism because they embody the question of borders’ (Tololyan 1991: 6). 
Whereas the nation state is imagined in terms of bounded stability—as 
‘a land, a territory, a place that functions as the site of homogeneity, 
equilibrium, integration … [and] domestic tranquility’—diasporas are 
recognised and experienced as the ‘Others of the nation-state’ (Tololyan 
1991: 6). The implication of Tololyan’s observation is that, although 
historically the term ‘diaspora’ referred to people’s dispersion from 
homelands (primarily Jews’, Armenians’ and Greeks’), in our world of 
transnational capital, the diasporic cannot be understood nor confi ned 
in the terms of geographical displacements and re-settlements. To gain 
a comprehensive understanding of the contemporary phenomena of 
diasporans, we must focus on the practical and the intellectual con-
ditions which arise from existing at a distance from the (imagined) 
tranquility of home and national belonging. The study of diaspora, 
then, must theorise in what ways border-crossers negotiate territorial 
barriers and otherness, and how they re-conceive belonging in rela-
tion to experiences of alienation. As Tololyan elaborates, ‘diaspora’ 
should be seen to encompass a wide variety of national border-crossers 
including ‘immigrant, expatriate, refugee, guest worker, exile commu-
nity, overseas community, ethnic community’ (Tololyan 1991: 4). This 
broad-ranging perspective alerts us that what we recognise to be 
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diasporic consciousness emerges under various conditions of trans-
national mobility and perhaps also varies according to these conditions 
and conjunctures.

Building on Tololyan’s pioneering vision, this chapter explores the 
signifi cance of the changes I fi nd between two generations of male 
expatriate Indian imaginations. I explore how, between these gener-
ations, imaginations of communal belonging and home-making alter 
in response to the alienation imposed by state and capitalist agendas. 
Specifi cally, I study the signifi cance of the changes made to a woman-
centred anti-capitalist allegorical play written for both Indian and 
Euro-American audiences by the activist thinker Rabindranath 
Tagore—Raktakarabi/Red Oleanders (1924)—in an adaptation of the 
play recently performed at a Bengali American community event in 
California (2005). Placing this adaptation within the contours of that 
community event as a whole, I use it as a lens through which to con-
sider the interrelations and the contrasts between bourgeois male 
expatriate Indian imaginations born under, respectively, colonial glob-
alism and contemporary neoliberal transnationalism. Elsewhere I 
have emphasised that it is important to take a genealogical view of 
the interrelated eras of South Asia’s globalisation, while we also eschew 
periodisation (see Sarker and De 2002). Along those lines, this chapter 
studies the gender implications of the intertextualities between the 
two eras of Indian transnational mobility.

My point of studying these politics of intertextuality is not to sug-
gest that the contemporary adaptation somehow mistranslates and 
distorts the original Tagore text, or that I, as an academic, command 
the informed objectivity to narrate Tagore’s correct meaning. To the 
contrary, I would maintain that, being a bourgeois immigrant Indian 
woman myself, I am implicated in the socio-cultural processes from 
which these changes emerge. Furthermore, I see in the adaptation an 
accurate presentation of one core idea of the Tagore play, a challenge 
to masculinist capital in the light of a sustainable anti-capitalist and 
woman-centred form of communal belonging and home-making. 
What I also fi nd is that while some aspects of Raktakarabi and allied 
expatriate writings by Tagore seem to be legible and development-
worthy in this and similar bourgeois Indian immigrant contexts, 
others appear to have become blurred. Looking from a feminist per-
spective, I note that the adaptation on hand partially alters the role of the 
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female protagonist. This blurs the self-critical and dialectical struggles 
against masculinist capital and territorial governance characterising 
gender relations in the Tagore play. While the adaptation commem-
orates Tagore’s challenge to global capitalism, it reworks the challenge 
in a way that smoothens out its gendered complexities and internal 
dialectics. Seen another way, the challenge itself seems to be becoming 
canonised: it tends towards representing a dreamed-up ‘consensus’ 
(see Guillory 1992: 282) about the valuable way to belong (to India) 
and to be (Indian) in a racialised capitalist world.

My objective here is to retrospectively refl ect on what conclusions 
we can draw from discontinuities and continuities such as these in the 
way bourgeois Indians challenge racialised borders and re-conceive 
belonging in the consecutive eras of India’s globalisation. The over-
arching question is: could a genealogical exploration such as this 
provide one explanation for the heightening of homogenous (that is, 
imaginarily consensual) patriarchal and communalist conceptions of 
homes and belongings among contemporary Indian immigrants to 
the US?

BELONGINGS AND FEMININITIES IN THE 
ROUTES OF GLOBAL CAPITAL

Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd (1997: 11) have noted that transnational 
capital characteristically accumulates through the ‘differentiation of 
labor markets, material resources, consumer markets, and produc-
tion operations’ (emphasis mine). We are able to parse this concept 
of capitalist differentiation by drawing on Marxist geographer Edward 
Soja’s commentary. In Soja’s view, advanced capitalism produces and 
governs social space through a variety of structures that ‘fragment, 
homogenize, and hierarchically’ arrange human lives (Soja 1989: 92). 
In the eras both of colonialism and neoliberalism, world markets 
have homogenised and fragmented capital and labour—on the basis of 
race, class and region—in ways that directly affect postcolonial Indian 
border-crossers. Since at least the mid-nineteenth century, Indian 
bourgeoisie, for example, have been traversing or settling within terri-
tories dominated by the linguistic and racial capital of their colonisers/
ex-colonisers. While being homogenised as ‘others’ within racial 
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hierarchies, they also have been gaining social and economic advantages 
from the fragmented Euro-American routes of modernisation by vir-
tue of their command of English and valuable modern education. 
What I explore here through my reading of intertextual imaginations 
is in what ways and to what effect Indian expatriate and overseas 
people’s perspectives on borders and on belonging may be altering 
as the character of global differentiations alters between the colonial 
and the neoliberal eras of world market formation.

As scholars of migration frequently observe, re-creations of belong-
ing and habitation go hand-in-hand with experiences of borders and 
otherness. In the words of Ahmed et al. (2003) such processes of home-
building or ‘“homing” … depends on the reclaiming or reprocessing 
of habits, objects, names, and histories that have been uprooted—in 
migration, displacement or colonization’. In these reclamations, the 
affective and intellectual ‘qualities of home’ and belonging, which en-
compass memory and nostalgia, are at least as important if not more 
important than ‘concrete materialites’ (Ahmed et al. 2003: 9). At the 
risk of some generalisation, we should begin by noting that the con-
ceptual charge of reclaiming belonging can and has been met in two 
broadly opposite ways, both of which involve gender relations.

Experiences of otherness catalyse, on the one hand, a teleological 
restlessness to reclaim territories—at home, in the land—by way of sup-
pressing and superseding the problems of borders. To use the words 
of Rey Chow, the ‘transient’ wants to give way to the ‘permanent’ in the 
diasporic consciousness (Chow 1993: 15). This teleological drive for 
an integrated domestication tends also to be utilised by territorial-
nationalist and globalist state agendas both in host and in home 
countries. Under contemporary neoliberalism, for example, bour-
geois immigrant Indians are invited to feel stably affi liated and/or 
emotionally at home (as full-fl edged economic participants, property 
owners, community members) at once by the American and the Indian 
nation states and their respective markets, and by imagined nations 
that are spread across state boundaries (for example, of Hindutva or 
Khalistan). Even though under colonial capital the conditions of trans-
national mobility signifi cantly differed, expatriate Indian writings (such 
as Tagore during his travels in America) likewise accented the telos of 
homing and permanence in response to the uprootings brought on 
by colonisation. In short, one way in which bourgeois Indians have 
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crossed national borders in these consecutive global eras is by learn-
ing to reclaim homogenous territories that are defi ned in binary terms 
against otherness.

By now it is a theoretical truism that this teleological drive for a 
stable belonging typically construes the pure (bourgeois) woman as 
its symbolic embodiment. She is imagined to be both the affective and 
the practical worker who marks the ‘boundary’ (Gopinath 2003) of the 
(patriarchal) people’s authentic national spirit and tranquil home. In 
fact, Annanya Bhattacharjee’s important studies of the roots of do-
mestic violence among contemporary bourgeois Indian Americans 
clarify that, in the US, the diasporic Indian home inscribes multiple 
and interlocked boundaries. These are imposed simultaneously by 
postcolonial Indian family values, the racially biased US immigration 
system and a reactionary cultural nationalism. For the Indian American 
woman, being at home means conforming to the ‘heterosexual and 
patriarchal family … the extended ethnic community … [and] to their 
nations of origin, often shaped by nationalist movements and his-
tories of colonialism’ (Bhattacharjee 1997).

In contrast to this search for a permanent home and land is a non-
teleological process of crossing. This wants to challenge and to dismantle 
borders in the very course of experiencing them, and even partially 
complying with their dictates. This second kind of crossing not only 
wants to recognise and to work against territorial boundaries, but also 
wants to conceptualise and synthesise non-bordered forms of belong-
ing to contest and to rethink self-insulating forms of identifi cation 
and difference in the light of these alternatives. In other words, for 
postcolonial people who move in a world pervaded with coercive or 
violent uprootings, affective/intellectual re-conceptions of authentic 
community and domesticity (how sustainably to be with others and 
to be at home) can acquire an emancipatory charge. ‘Responsible’ do-
mesticity, notes Rosemary Marangoly George (1998), can very well be a 
site of ‘countertheorization’. Through it and in its light such ‘seemingly 
“larger” and unrelated institutions’ (George 1998: 3) as coercive nation 
states and masculinist transnational capital can be dismantled. Along 
similar lines, R. Radhakrishnan argues that we must be attentive to the 
political potential in the notion ‘authentic identity’. On occasion, 
the emotional/rational claim of authenticity—comprising ‘choice, 
relevance, and a feeling of rightness … [and] appropriate[ness]’ 
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(Radhakrishnan 1996: 162)—constitutes a multiply rooted ethical 
critique of ‘inauthentic’ (territorial) notions of domestic belonging 
and communal being.

It is my contention that central to responsible reclamations of be-
longing and authenticity is a radical reconception of how the woman 
acts in and relates to her home and community. In the teleological 
border-crossing, the relationship of the woman to patriarchal and 
masculinist notions of community and home is isomorphic. In the 
anti-teleological crossing, on the other hand, the woman’s relation-
ship with masculinist structures of togetherness grows tension-fi lled, 
dialectical and partially interventionist. The next section of this 
chapter will show that what I have just described as the opposite ways 
of reclaiming belonging while negotiating borders are not discrete but 
overlapping. I will conclude by considering under what global con-
ditions of fragmentation and homogeneity one way of reclamation 
gains precedence over the other in the bourgeois Indian diaspora.

LEGIBILITY AND CANONICITY: DIASPORIC TAGORES 
IN THE ERAS OF GLOBALISATION

In the Bengali American adaptation, performative vignettes of Tagore’s 
Raktakarabi and other Tagore songs and dances are placed within a 
romantic farce called Internet set in contemporary Kolkata. While the 
plotline directly involves the Tagore play by portraying that a group 
of friends are rehearsing the play for an amateur neighbourhood 
production, the farce as a whole is thoroughly intertextual with the 
theme of Raktakarabi and allied expatriate writings by Tagore. In brief, 
Internet presents a middle-class Bengali family’s efforts to arrange an 
upwardly mobile non-resident Indian (NRI) match for their daughter 
through advertisements on the Internet. Being deeply committed to 
preserving her native/Bengali roots, and to her loyalty to an upright 
and studious boyfriend who also is rooted in Kolkata, the daughter 
Nandini vigorously rejects the entire line-up of NRI suitors and family 
members. The line-up are caricatures of NRIs, shown as globe-trotting 
consumerists completely uprooted from Indian moral values and social 
practices. While this line-up turns out to be a hoax set up by the genial 
dada/big brother fi gures of the friends’ and family circle—in order to 
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safeguard Nandini’s emotional and moral rootedness and to disillu-
sion her parents about global upward mobility—the happy resolution 
is that after all Nandini herself is on her way to becoming an authentic 
(rather than false) NRI in the US. Having won a prestigious academic 
scholarship, her Bengal-rooted yet modern-science-educated boy-
friend prepares to marry and depart with her to California. Together 
they set out to establish an authentic form of Indian homing and be-
longing in the US diaspora.

Throughout the stage performance I attended, the affective qualities 
of this process of homing in a comfort zone of Bengali authenticity were 
evoked with powerful resonances. Replete with such familiar sights 
as the friends collectively consuming street snacks (jhalmuri or spicy 
puffed rice) as they bantered with each other, the stage took on the 
nostalgic hue of a Kolkata neighbourhood adda (customary chat circle 
of intimate friends). These sights and smells of corporeal comfort 
aided in breaking down the fourth wall and in eliciting muffl ed re-
sponses from the audience. They were encompassing the audience 
in the erotic charge of collectively remembering how the customs of 
orality and intimacy back there were being revivifi ed by the Bengali 
American addas out here. Like all such nostalgia-evoking immigrant 
community gatherings, the performance constituted a ‘place-making 
practice’ serving to ‘anchor’ the diasporic consciousness against the 
anxieties of global migration and social displacement (Ray 2004: 5, 12). 
Moreover, the beautifully enacted vignettes from the works of the popu-
lar bourgeois Bengali icon Tagore specifi cally empowered Bengali 
ethnicity at this gathering. As critics emphasise, such ‘reinvigorations’ 
(Katrak 2002) of ethnic community and identity through gatherings 
and customary performances sustain Indian immigrants’ participation 
in the public spaces of the American state (Katrak 2002: 77). Like all 
other immigrants of colour inhabiting those public spaces, Indians 
also are ‘produced’ (Brodkin 2000) and utilised as a particular race-
and-class category by American trans/national capital (Brodkin 
2000: 239); specifi cally, they have to cope with the subtle tensions 
of being a ‘racially indeterminate’ professional bourgeoisie (Ray 
2004: 9). All in all, the adda-resonant and Tagore-centred performance 
of communal/domestic belonging invoked by the staging of Internet 
was interrupting the ‘gravitational pull [of] the telos of productivity 
and development’ (Chakrabarty 2000: 204) at the same time that the 
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narrative portrayed mobility (Nandini’s and her partner’s) along the 
route of global capital. Seen another way, the affective framework of 
the production reinforced the narrative’s argument against global 
productivity and consumerism by opening up a nostalgic interval of 
community in Bengali immigrant lives.

So, which strands of Raktakarabi and related expatriate writings 
by Tagore did Internet decipher and develop, and which did it fi nd 
illegible? In my view, the adaptation continued and appropriated two 
aspects of Tagore’s approach to capital and gender while it forgot an-
other crucial aspect and rendered it opaque.

Both conceptually and affectively, the performance of Internet re-
membered and recontextualised Raktakarabi’s challenge to masculinist 
state and global agendas. Albeit working within the farcical romantic 
mode, the play itself recuperates Tagore’s way of levelling this challenge 
from the standpoint of a sustainable, woman-centred form of belonging 
to a community and being at home. What it also pulls out from Tagore’s 
postcolonial voice is the contradictory pursuit of a permanent cultural 
anchor, an authentically feminine community and home.

Like the contemporary farce, Tagore’s play centres upon Nandini’s 
namesake, a young woman portrayed to have been forcibly brought 
into the ‘Land of Yaksha’ (the spirit who guards gold in the depths of the 
earth in Hindu mythology) (Tagore 1924/1961). In this dystopian land, 
Nandini (whose name literally means ‘the giver of happiness’) fi nds a 
king who governs from behind an iron mesh, overseeing accumulation 
of gold that is dug out of the depths of the earth; she encounters men 
who are known by numbers rather than names incessantly toiling to 
dig the gold, or drowning their exhaustion in alcohol; and she meets 
a professor who cultivates scientifi c knowledge that is deemed useful 
for the state’s agendas. Like her reincarnation’s, Tagore’s Nandini’s 
words, action and affective appeal interrupt and challenge the telos 
of accumulation and coercive governance. She not only is the most 
colourful and erotically charged presence on an otherwise ‘baroque’ 
landscape strewn with ‘ruins’ bearing the ‘imprint’ of the progres-
sive accumulation of capital (Benjamin 1977: 180), but is also named 
as the embodiment of a time emptied of the ‘baggage of need’ (darkarer 
bojha) or instrumental reason (Tagore 1924/1961: 12). As the professor 
puts it, her visits rip apart his ‘net’ of goal-driven knowledge work 
(Tagore 1924/1961: 12). Moreover, both Nandini and her absent 
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companion, Ranjan (literally, ‘the act of giving happiness’) are por-
trayed to be people of the road resonating with the itinerant Vaishnava 
and sahajiya poets of Tagore’s rural Bengal. The only one with whom 
Nandini interacts in Yaksha Land is yet another sahajiya fi gure, the 
madman Bishu who hovers on the fringes. Thus the road and its fringe 
people, with the woman at the centre, stake a space-time that is at odds 
with the telos of organised accumulation pursued by the meshed-in 
governor, the instrumental-knowledge-netted professor and the 
encrypted gold-diggers. The play closes on a hopeful note with Nandini 
leading a struggle joined by the king himself, the professor and a host of 
other inhabitants of Yaksha Land. Collectively, they strike out to break 
down the coercive structures of state governance and accumulation, 
striving to re-build a human community in which all can belong.

That this play was conceived as a challenge to the borders between 
native and other imposed by capitalist nation states is evident not only 
from Tagore’s decision to choose this as one of the few plays to trans-
late and publish in Europe and America (as Red Oleanders, 1924), but 
even more obviously from his English commentary targeted to Euro-
American audiences. In a fi ery elucidation of the work, written in the 
Manchester Guardian in response to the charge of western audiences 
that the piece was too obscure, Tagore states that while Nandini is the 
play’s only ‘really individual person…, she is pursued by an “abstrac-
tion”’ (represented by the king and the professor) (Tagore 1924/1961: 
123). This abstract template of existence rests on such organising prin-
ciples of modern knowledge and capital as the ‘curiosity to analyse and 
know’, the ‘objectifi cation’ of passion, the intention to professionalise 
society (that is, to subject sociality to methodological discipline) and 
the drive to ‘coerce and acquire’ fuelled by a ‘hungry purpose’ (that 
is, the drive to possess and to use the world as an instrument of self-
gratifi cation) (Tagore 1924/1961: 120–21). These principles coalesce, 
according to Tagore, in such quintessential products of European civil-
isation as the League of Nations and its transnational counterparts, 
the Asian colonies which uphold European national ‘barriers [of] … 
race pride’ (Tagore 1924/1961: 121). Provocatively invoking the neo-
Kantian vocabulary of the autonomous individual (no doubt appro-
priated from the German and British Romanticisms in which he was 
well-versed) Tagore pits the ‘individual’ woman Nandini’s prophetic 
vision of a non-bordered human belonging against these principles of 
homogenisation and differentiation driving European capital.
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In a signifi cant way, this critique of masculine state and colonial 
capital in Rakakarabi/Red Oleanders falls within the purview of the 
migratory and diasporic consciousness theorised by such scholars as 
Khachig Tololyan and Sara Ahmed et al. It responds to experiences of 
colonial alienation and uprooting by challenging territorial borders/
‘barriers’ through re-conceiving a sustainable (feminine) home and 
belonging. As such, this play’s conceptual framework overlaps with 
such other well-known expatriate works as Tagore’s Nationalism and 
Personality lectures delivered in the US. As is customary to expatriate 
imaginations, Tagore’s ‘perspective’ on home and host (native and 
foreign) spaces ‘shifts’ and interrelates in specifi c ways in such writ-
ings (Kumar 2004: xiv). These works manifest at least two contradictory 
shifts typical to the uprooted consciousness.

On the one hand, these writings accent Tagore’s critique of the 
native–foreign/self–other binary produced by nation formations in 
the west, in India and elsewhere in Asia. Not only in Raktakarabi/Red 
Oleanders, but elsewhere in expatriate writings, the capitalist nation 
state and colony both are repeatedly depicted as driven by a muscular 
and public rationality to which the woman-as-an-individual and her 
authentic home present potential alternatives. A noteworthy example 
of the latter, which obviously prefi gures Nandini, is the portrayal of 
‘woman’ in Tagore’s American lecture by that name (Tagore 1917). 
In this lecture, Tagore depicts the ideal woman-centred ‘home’ as the 
opposite of the rational space of the ‘offi ce’ which, according to him, 
characterises a modern civilisation ‘based upon nationalism’ (Tagore 
1917: 180). Moreover, he posits that it is the ‘responsibility’ of the truly 
individual woman to inaugurate the ‘next civilization based … upon 
world-wide social cooperation … upon spiritual ideals of reciprocity, 
and not upon economic ideals of effi ciency’ (Tagore 1917: 182).

What these words reveal, on the other hand, is that while Tagore’s 
expatriate voice dissents with nation and imperialist capital, contra-
dictorily it shifts towards accenting the existential angst of a male 
subject socially uprooted by colonisation. It restlessly strives to 
reclaim the symbolic capital of a homogenous Indian home and 
community whose boundary is marked by the authentically moral 
woman. Similarly, Raktakarabi/Red Oleanders at times adopts a binary 
Orientalist–Romantic view of the authentic Indian home/community in 
which the woman becomes isomorphic with self-exoticised masculine 
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and patriarchal conceptions feminising India’s supposedly superior 
moral philosophy of love, for example, Tagore himself states in his 
English commentary that the play reveals how the last ‘treasure house’ 
of this pure notion of love is the heart of the (Indian) woman. He claims 
that none other than she is able to bring back authentic human com-
munity to the ‘desolated’ world pervaded by ‘utilitarian’ modern man 
and his bordered rational nation (Tagore 1924/1961: 123). No doubt, 
Tagore’s own experiences of being exoticised in the international cir-
cuit as a ‘minor canon’ of Oriental literature before and after winning 
the Nobel Prize (1913) exacerbates his quest for self-Orientalised capital 
in this and similar writings.

As my description here illustrates, Internet recontextualises, through 
artful intertextual moves, Raktakarabi’s challenge to transnational cap-
ital. It sets within the framework of contemporary globalism Tagore’s 
attack on the ruins of human space and time under the system of colo-
nial capitalism, specifi cally the system of natural resource extraction 
governed by the techne (Foucault 1984) of accumulating wealth at a 
metropolitan centre. The space-time of the colonial capitalist state is 
aptly transformed into that of a global consumerism which produces 
the ruined human beings depicted as NRI caricatures. An even more 
subtle re-contextualisation of Tagore’s attack is the portrayal that 
cyberspace has called up these ruins of the human. In effect, Internet 
challenges the contemporary capitalist phenomenon of the ‘univer-
sal mediatization of life’ through which ‘mass is overtaken by forces 
of speed’ (Chow 1993: 170). The work nicely demonstrates how the 
phenomena of speed and virtuality decimate the individual and col-
lective ‘human body—with its capacity for consciousness, concentration, 
and voluntary memory’ (Chow 1993: 170). As such, the intellectual/
affective revivifi cation of place and home in contrast to speedy up-
ward global mobility takes on an emancipatory charge. Centring upon 
the colourfully reincarnated Nandini and her nostalgic Tagore per-
formances, which also spotlight her non-consumerist and Bengal-
rooted boyfriend playing the role of the madman Bishu, the play’s 
invocation of authenticity certainly interrupts and criticises Indian 
transnational mobility. The performance as a whole created for the 
Indian community a site of belonging together and being at home in 
an interval/respite of bourgeois American public life characterised by 
speed and atomisation, on the one hand, and subtle reinforcements 
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of centre-and-margin (of race and social mores) on the other. Clearly, 
what Internet also revives and emphasises—despite the superfi cial 
gender equality amidst its Indian professional audience—is the 
strand of self-Orientalist Indianness (pitted in a binary way against 
the western capitalist ‘other’) in Raktakarabi’s depiction of femininity 
and community.

What then does the contemporary adaptation fi nd to be illegible in 
Tagore’s expatriate conceptualisation of borders and belonging? More-
over, what might this unreadability have to do with other aspects of 
Indian bourgeois diasporic consciousness under transnationalism?

The one crucial strand of the Tagore work that both the text and the 
performance of Internet fail to decipher is the (partial) interventionist 
role played by the woman (-as-an-individual) in reconstructing com-
munal belonging. It canonises (that is, dreams up a consensus about) 
the way to recontextualise Tagore’s work—and similar migratory 
writings—within contemporary transnationalism by re-domesticating 
the interventionist woman in a patriarchal home and community. 
Reworking narrative and image, it metaphorically brings Tagore’s 
woman-of-the-road, portraying a radical mobility, back into a home 
that is isomorphic with the dominant group identity (familial, clan-
located, national).

Two crucial alterations amply illustrate this intertextual and inter-
generational canonisation of gender relations. First, while Internet’s 
Nandini repudiates the social and ethical uprooting enforced on her 
home and community by western colonial capital, her performance of 
this repudiation is directed and masterminded by the paternal fi gures 
of the neighbourhood and the family (the dada/big brother of the adda 
and an uncle band together to stage the parade of false NRIs). The upshot 
of this confl ation is that the (unconcluded) gender dialectic in Tagore’s 
conception—which presents the feminine prophet of a non-bordered 
community as the antithesis of masculine statism and accumulation 
(represented foremost by the king of Yaksha Land)—is suppressed. 
The new Nandini’s interests harmonise with the patriarchal fi gures’. 
Notably, it is confl ated with the big brother’s of the homosocial adda 
who also plays the role of king in the vignettes from Raktakarabi (on 
stage, this role was performed by the playwright himself). Furthermore, 
this patriarchal reclamation of Raktakarabi’s feminine dialectic—which 
in Tagore’s work is antithetical to the instrumental ‘offi ce’-governed 
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and border-enforcing state—is spearheaded by no other than a hetero-
sexual male technocrat. It is as if Raktakarabi’s scientist professor, whose 
instrumental knowledge is denounced because it enables the rational 
machinery of accumulation, reappears as the new Nandini’s future NRI 
spouse. This potential technocrat commands the marketable know-
ledge to immigrate and claim citizenship rights in a global Northern 
nation state. Note also that—being romanticised as a non-consumerist—
this character steps into the shoes of Tagore’s Bishu in the vignettes from 
Raktakarabi. In effect, this masquerade by the male Indian technical 
professional contains and normalises the dialectical consciousness 
of that metaphorical ‘madman’ on the fringes of capital.

All in all, while Internet reinvigorates (affectively and intellectually) 
the Bengali ethnic community’s challenge to global displacement, 
at the same time it contains challenge within a self-righteous schema 
of patriarchal collective identity. It does so through reducing Tagore’s 
partial self-critique of masculine capital (national, colonial, Orientalist), 
from the representational perspective of the interventionist woman, 
to an aestheticised nostalgia spatialised in terms of the authentic 
home, neighbourhood and land. What the iconography of stage props 
at the performance revealed is that these patriarchal territories also 
are imagined to be quintessentially Hindu.

Three parallely placed images on the stage, which represented 
the living room of Nandini’s home in Kolkata, sketched a narrative of 
Bengali heritage that extended into other strands of the programme. 
On stage, a Tagore portrait was placed in a balanced order with an-
other portrait of Swami Vivekananda and a batik painting of the 
goddess Durga. This iconic schema semiotically entwined with other 
strands outside the performance. The event as a whole, which included 
devotional Odissi dance numbers, was a fund-raiser for the erection 
of a temple and centre for a Hindu missionary organisation (Bharat 
Sevasram Sangha). The principal, saffron-clad speaker, from the 
American chapter of the mission, waxed eloquent about how such 
community events and sites (that is, the proposed temple) educate the 
second-generation youth in their ‘Indian heritage’ at the same time 
that they are becoming models of achievement in American schools 
and workplaces. He rounded off the speech by leading the audience 
in chants of ‘Bande Mataram’. As such, the play’s iconographic frame-
work was conjoining with these other elements of the programme to 
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invoke two key signifi ers of the contemporary Hindutva movement. 
One is the saffron-clad holy leader. Foremost among such leaders, espe-
cially in the American diaspora, is the celebrated exponent of Hinduism 
at the World Parliament of Religions in 1893, Swami Vivekananda; by 
presenting Hinduism as a monolithic ‘rational and masculine’ faith 
(Lal 1999: 157) whose superiority lay in its (modern) ‘tolerance’, (Basu 
et al. 1993: 8) Vivekananda had won over the fi rst cast of western 
devotees. The other is Bankim Chatterjee’s hymn, Bande Mataram, 
which has come to map the ‘magical wholeness’ (Sarkar 2001: 279) 
of the Hindu motherland in fundamentalist narratives both in India 
and the diasporas.

In a nutshell, the semiotic and rhetorical resonances between the 
performance and the rest of the programme suggest that Tagore and 
his work were being adapted into a teleological narrative. This at-
tempted to reclaim and integrate the ‘heritage’ of Bengal and India 
into a mystical Hindu fundamentalist territory, implicitly defi ned in 
binary terms against an other. Since all such mappings of Hindutva 
belonging are marked by an imagined ‘thousand-year-old struggle of 
Hindus and Muslims’ (Basu et al. 1993: 2) it is not surprising that the 
inimical Muslim hovers on other side of this group’s boundary. Not 
only do the cyber networks of the Bengali bourgeois community of 
southern California at times join voice with the American Christian 
right in profi ling the Islamist terrorist (in binary opposition to the 
supposed democratic tolerance of enlightened Hindu Indians), on 
and off the Internet, Bengali intellectual history is reinvented in dichot-
omous terms. For example, while such (Nobel-endowed) intellectual 
celebrities as Amartya Sen and Tagore himself are represented within 
the telos of a triumphal Hindu history of tolerance and reason, they 
are so reclaimed by casting to the historical margin such other relatively 
‘crude’ Bengali writers as the anarchist Muslim intellectual and poet, 
Kazi Nazrul Islam. It is arguable that the marginalisation of Bangladeshi 
immigrants (many of whom are merchants or working class people) 
by professional Bengali Indians both in south California and else-
where in the US colours this class-based communalist prejudice levelled 
against such a foremost voice of modern Bangla literature as Nazrul.

By now, it is of course widely accepted by scholars that Indian dias-
poras in the US and Europe are showing strong trends for Hindu 
fundamentalist revisions of the cultural past. My point of this study is 
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to emphasise one key factor contributing to this escalation of funda-
mentalist nationalism. This is that radical and self-critical approaches 
to gender relations within the modern ‘Indian’ family, home and com-
munity—which had emerged from the dialectic of decolonisation—
are being reinvented and canonised by historical memory under 
contemporary global capital. Specifi cally, what are getting written 
out are the elements of male self-critique and feminine autonomy 
that permeated the more radical decolonial strands of nationalist 
imagination, such as Tagore’s. As I noted at the start of this chapter, 
my overarching contention is that this erasure and homogenisation 
of self-challenge has to do with the way that transnational capital, 
and Indians’ mobility within its routes, has altered between the co-
lonial and the neoliberal capitalist era. I conclude by elaborating this 
contention.

IN CONCLUSION: INDIAN BELONGING AND GENDER 
IN THE ERAS OF GLOBAL CAPITAL

Between these eras, the differential character of transnational capital 
has altered in ways that have changed the implications of bourgeois 
Indian diasporic mobility. In Tagore’s era, the differential mode of 
production and consumption was ‘discoordinated’ (Lowe and Lloyd 
1997: 14). On the one hand, colonial capital defi ned sharp borders 
of class, ‘religion, culture, language, and especially race’ (Lowe and 
Lloyd 1997: 14). Expatriate Indian bourgeoisie were encountering fl ag-
rant racialisation, comprising both a developmental and an exoticist 
vocabulary. Because of the politics surrounding the Nobel award to a 
person from the colony, Tagore’s experience of these border-enforcing 
languages was particularly acute. On the other hand, colonial capital 
was amassed in an uncoordinated way by maintaining and utilising 
non-capitalist ‘historical temporalities … [and] indigenous social 
forms’ (Lowe and Lloyd 1997: 14). All emerging-modern Indians 
experienced these discoordinated spaces and times. However, such 
critical intellectuals as Tagore were self-consciously attempting, even 
though with partial success, to look across cultural times and spaces 
in the endeavour to fi nd ways to think against the dual formations of 
imperial and orthodox national capital. As my account here suggests, 
Raktakarabi speaks to this endeavour.
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There is no doubt that contemporary neoliberal transnationalism 
revives and utilises selected colonialist borders such as those around 
development, race and religion. Nonetheless, its novel fl exible forms 
of accumulating capital and differentiating labour are comparatively 
better coordinated than the colonialist in their teleology. As Jean and 
John Comaroff (2005) point out, the ‘autonomic impulse’ of neoliberal 
capitalism at the millennium is to decontextualise and distantiate 
bourgeois knowledge producers and global consumers from ‘place and 
its sociomoral pressures’ (Comaroff and Comaroff 2005: 182). This 
means that both ‘organic’ solidarities as well as the tensions of post-
colonial place—such as ‘the workings of power, the meaning of politics 
and [of critical] national belonging’ (Comaroff and Comaroff 2005: 
183)—have become blurred, ‘even spectral’.

Precisely neoliberal capital’s production of autonomous diasporic 
Indianness, which makes the individual isomorphic with collective 
identity, accounts for the containment of the challenge to capital which 
I have studied in this chapter. What happens in the Tagore adapta-
tion, then, is that the gendered self-critical challenge to transnational 
capital turns into an erotically charged spectre of permanence. The 
feminised and authentically Indian home is dreamed up for an en-
chanted moment of decontextualised affect. Such affective spectres 
largely help to reaffi rm both men and women, in this and similar dias-
poric Indian contexts, in the collective pursuit of an essentialist Hindu 
bourgeois patriarchal (upward) mobility.
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17
Romancing Religion: Neoliberal 
Bollywood’s Gendered Visual Repertoire 
for a Pain-free Globalisation

NANDINI BHATTACHARYA

I fi rst began work on this chapter in the fall of 2003, when the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) government was in power in India. For a while I 

had been pondering the relationship between the latest Bollywood fi lms 
and politics in India, making note of Bollywood’s self-refashioning in 
an era of ‘militant Hindutva [which] seeks to homogenize India’s multi-
religious society into its neo-fascist image’.1 Probing such refashioning 
led to examining how gender ideology is a primary modality in which 
ethnic and religious nationalisms and violence are lived within the 
Bollywood visual repertoire as well as in neoliberal India.2

At its inception, however, my inquiry had assumed a singular and 
unilateral connection between Bollywood’s redistilled imagery and 
the BJP/Hindutva-specifi c phenomenon. After October 2004, with the 
toppling of the BJP government from central power, I feared I was an 
author in search of an argument. However, sadly in real terms, this state 
of rhetorical homelessness was shortlived. The fi lms kept coming, and 
they retained that modern neonationalist touch.

The paired logic of globalisation and neoliberalism as new economic 
policies in India started to become evident as a material backdrop for 
the paired imagistic of a ubiquitous culture of representation and re-
presentation of culture—the Indian nation and the Bollywood fi lm—
which has marked and subtended Indian national and diasporic life. 
Richard Falk writes of global neoliberalism that ‘our future is being 
primarily shaped by numerous interactions among the many varieties 
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of technocratic globalist, social reactionary and mean-spirited trad-
itionalists, a strange interplay between advanced sectors of electronic 
capital (for example, Bill Gates’ Microsoft) and various backlash phe-
nomena associated with a variety of nationalist, ethnic and religious 
extremisms’ (Falk 2002: 93). The triad of globalism, neoliberalism and 
the non-resident Indian (NRI) also subtend the recent Bollywood 
imagistic of ‘Indian’ gender and family identity as simultaneously 
late capitalist and ethnocentric. Moreover, the refi guring of global 
‘Indianness’ as capitalist, paternalist and also predominantly Hindu 
ethnocentric evidences the truth of an emerging scholarly perspective 
that religious nationalisms and fundamentalisms are fundamentally 
economic and political, not religious phenomena. This is especially 
evident in the NRI-conscious and NRI-oriented fi lms of the 1990s and 
the early twenty-fi rst century.

In contrast with Bollywood of the 1970s and 1980s, where gendered 
religiosity took a far more non-state or anti-state form, the 1990s’ NRI-
oriented Bollywood fi lm has regenerated piety as neoliberal social 
deterministic reorganisation: the domestic male Hindu icon and the 
fl ash of global money. Also, in the very imagistic processing of mobil-
ised gendered identities within the religious nationalist paradigm, 
the NRI-oriented Bollywood fi lm has suppressed three related social 
categories: women, religious minorities and the working class. This new 
Indian self-fashioning is a neoliberal modernity that shirks the chal-
lenges of a more nuanced role for civil society (Falk 2002: 93–94).

That such modernities are frequently genocidal as well as gen-
dered paternalist is evident in the dilemma posed to Indian feminists 
in the BJP’s embrace of a demand for a uniform civil code as its gesture 
of support for Muslim ‘women’ during the landmark Shah Bano case 
in 1986. The party and its precursor Hindutva-centric political clusters 
in India have long been vocally claiming that Muslims enjoy rights 
unavailable to the dominant majority as a form of minority ‘appease-
ment’ (Varshney 2002: 8). The BJP’s apparent and paradoxical cham-
pionship of Muslim ‘women’s rights is not only a snake in the basket 
for Indian feminists, but it also embodies the political statement of the 
BJP that ‘“Muslim appeasement” … is the cause of communal confl icts 
in India.’3 This particular indirect form of paternalist mobilisation of 
women proceeds hand in hand with other forms of ‘Hindu’ mobilisation 
of women including fanning anti-minority, even genocidal sentiment 
among Hindu women themselves (Bacchetta 1996: 138).
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The BJP’s alignment with the zeitgeist of neoliberalism persists in the 
mobilisation of a transnational and diasporic Indian modernity. This 
mobilisation makes an evocation of an Aryanised Hindu pantheon 
at a crisis in the neoliberalised Bollywood fi lmic story a condition of 
representing ‘Indianness’. It is also non-negotiable that women must 
become mobilised yet subordinate non-agents in the fi lms.4 It is, fur-
thermore, mandatory that conspicuous consumerism must be a major 
aesthetic element of the fi lms that evoke and invoke mobile trans-
national capital and a capitalist class (Desai 2003: 47).

The neoliberal mobilisation of a transnational and diasporic Indian 
modernity engineers the political transformation of foreign/NRI 
investments into an emotional and cultural nationalism. This is repre-
sented in Bollywood’s mediation of the event of diasporic return or 
visit home. Such returns are often intended to rebuild a transnational 
‘family’ as a hypernationalist act based on fairly blatant paternalist 
mobilisations and manipulations of women. In this regard, it is im-
portant that we consider the signifi cance of location in neoliberal 
Bollywood imagistic. In Dilwaale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge [The Brave 
Heart Will Take the Bride] (1995, directed by Aditya Chopra), Yaadein 
[Memories] (2001, directed by Subhash Ghai, Mukta Arts Productions) 
and Pardes [Foreign Land] (1997, directed by Subhash Ghai), the green 
fi elds and waving crops of Punjab served as an imagistic location for 
the NRI’s reabsorption into ‘Indian’ life, as in the famous opening 
sequence of Dilwaale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge.

The choice of Punjab as the new Bollywood space for renegotiating 
late capitalist modernities can be explained by a polythetic analysis. 
The Punjab of the Green Revolution signifi es prosperity mythicised 
as neoliberal and entrepreneurial when it is really a result of environ-
mentally degrading structural subsidies (Ramakrishnan 2002: 246–51). 
Punjab is also the birthplace of the Bhangra, an eastern cultural form 
proven capable of ideal syncretic fusion with lucrative western beats. 
Finally, moreover, a political rationale underpins and subtends these 
cultural ideoscapes. Until the 1990s, secessionist Sikh nationalism had 
made Punjab threatening and unavailable to the national imaginary 
(Varshney 2002: 79–80). After the suppression of Sikh nationalism in 
1990, Punjab was reopened, and Bollywood’s mythicising and feti-
shising of Punjab—Kashmir, alas, had meanwhile been lost—coincides 
with the recovery, one might say, of an entrepreneurial part of the 
Hindu extended family feared lost.
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A fusion of the capitalistic and the political in the renationalisa-
tion of the diasporic Indian is also found in Ek Rishtaa [The Bond of 
Love] (2001, directed by Sunil Darshan),5 wherein Indian megastar 
Amitabh Bachchan appears as a Fordist industrialist whose foreign 
MBA-holding son takes on the factory’s labour boss in a bloody fi ght 
sequence and thus proves that post-Fordist capitalists are right and 
have the better social plan after all.

Such citations of the technologised west and the NRI are nothing 
new in Bollywood. However, the neoliberal imperative of renation-
alising the NRI has engendered a heightened re-mediation of the 
iconography and choreography of fi lmic piety. The construction, 
invention or recuperation of religious identity in Bollywood fi lms 
used to be enacted by the solitary believer, often a woman or even more 
generally a mother or wife, pleading with a familial deity. The alter-
native scenario of piety and prayer would depict a male worshipper 
who might be found making his case to the gods in a public setting such 
as a communal temple. The fi rst critical feature of the altered mise-en-
scene of religious activity is the prominent appearance of the usually 
transnational familial tableau—or a representation of patriarchal 
hegemony—as a central imagistic of the representation of transnational 
piety. Within this representational logic, domesticity has acquired 
publicity. The family, as headed by a powerful patriarch is also the mat-
rix for intensive crossweavings of economic and interpersonal drives. 
The second critical feature of the altered scene of piety is the absence 
of physical trauma in the individual’s negotiations of gendered iden-
tity and politics. These two representational changes in Bollywood’s 
religious mise-en-scene, or pooja as it is known in several Indian lan-
guages—reauthorising a strong and fl ourishing paterfamilial structure 
as negotiator of social power and as publicised identity, and erasing 
individual trauma—are concurrent with the institutionalisation of 
globalisation-friendly economic liberalisation in India since the 1990s 
(Varshney 2002: 72), the diasporisation and new look (Dwyer and 
Patel 2002: 30, 173–182) of Bollywood fi lm, and most especially the 
reconfi guration of transnational Indian ethnicity as violently Hindu-
centric, patriarchal, culturalist6 and proselytising.

The diaspora constitutes a critical deterritorial space for the recon-
stitution of Bollywood cinema since at least India’s economic lib-
eralisation policies in the early 1990s. Of the Indian diaspora in the 
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United States (US), Arvind Rajagopal writes, ‘Indians in the US tend 
to seek a religio-cultural defi nition of their identity, partly because of 
a desire to side-step this issue of their racial marginality, and partly 
because of a well-established pattern of reformulating cultural differ-
ence through religious affi liation…’ (Rajagopal 2000: 489–90; see 
also Dhooleka Sarhadi Raj 2000: 535–58; Aihwa Ong 1999: 5). The 
complex linking of national and diasporic transnational identities 
and exchanges—cultural and fi nancial—join together what might be 
called in Stephen Gill’s helpful term the mythic structures of ‘market 
civilization’ (Gill 2002: 123–51).

Allow me then to begin my refraction of the new civilisational 
and familial hegemonies of Hindutva—identifi ed Indian national-
ism (Van der Veer 1994: 134) in Bollywood by examining one of those 
notorious and bathetic song-and-dance sequences in ‘formula’ Bolly-
wood fi lms. I have picked a scene from a 1985 Amitabh Bachchan fi lm 
Mard [Real Man] (directed by Manmohan Desai). To understand 
the construction of a suitable viewership for this scene one must of 
course recognise Bachchan’s iconic status with Bollywood audiences 
worldwide7 (see plates 17.1 and 17.2). Mard depicts the struggles of 
Raju/Mard, a child tragically separated at birth from his patriot 
father who carved the name ‘Mard’ on the infant’s chest at birth. 
Raju/Mard grows into a world of neocolonial nativist hegemony still 
dominated by ‘foreign’ and colonial infl uences. In the pooja scene, 
Raju/Mard waits in the temple of Sherewaali Ma (Tiger Goddess) for 
his long-lost mother whom he has found in the native neocolonial 
thugs’ secret labour camp. Raju/Mard’s mother miraculously escapes 
the prison guards through the kind offi ces of the Goddess’ sacred 
animal, the tiger or sher. Meanwhile, Goddess Sherewaali and Raju/
Mard/Bachchan lock gazes in a visual dynamic wherein Raju is abjectly 
masochistic as well as demandingly confrontational. The populist 
and idealised mise-en-scene of the temple and its congregated wor-
shippers provides a grass-roots community backdrop for the primarily 
solitary struggle of Raju/Mard. Raju/Mard/Bachchan repeatedly 
wounds himself and daubs the goddess with his own blood.

From this point, strengthened by renegotiating agency with the 
maternal power or Shakti form, Raju/Mard/Bachchan inexorably 
triumphs over the thugs and villains. First, reimagining subaltern-
ity as heroic hypermasculinity cathected through the mother offers 
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PLATE 17.1 Amitabh Bachchan in Ram Balram, 1980

PLATE 17.2 Amitabh Bachchan in Naseeb, 1981
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ample opportunities for mediating spectacular displays of individual 
masochistic excess as popular and anti-hegemonic discontent. Second, 
postcolonial subaltern crisis is crudely represented here as self-
mutilating pain against the backdrop of an empathic but non-familial 
collective, a feature of civil society. The anonymous communal tableau 
in this scene emphasises not the power of the unambiguously united 
familial collective but the family imaginable only via representations 
of trauma, abjection and triumph as serialised challenges to gendered 
sources of social authority. Such scenes disappear, I believe not coin-
cidentally, from the neoliberal Bollywood fi lm. They are replaced by 
scenes of calm plenitude depicting familial tableaux wherein Hindutva-
inspired civilisationalism, if challenged at all, are never diegetically 
overturned.

Hindutva is best described as ‘Hindu-ness’; a sometimes presentist, 
ethnocidal, reactionary socio-political ideology in India and abroad; 
it is at least equal parts piety and civilisationalism. Its major think 
tank is the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) whose political arm 
in India is the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The cultural arm of the RSS 
is the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP [World Hindu Forum]), which 
has many outreach outfi ts in the Indian diaspora.8 Most of the RSS 
and VHP’s offshoot organisations welcome and benefi t economically 
from globalisation and neoliberalisation.

Smita Narula writes that ‘The RSS … reportedly runs upwards of 
300,000 shakhas… Shakhas recruit young boys and men, fi fty to one 
hundred for each cell, providing them with extensive physical train-
ing and indoctrinating them with the Hindutva ideology’ (Narula 
2003: 5; see also, Sengupta 2002; Thapar 2004). This leads to a famil-
ialisation of the doctrine of ethnocidal hegemony by the shakhas and 
by RSS training. In this matter, as Tanika Sarkar has shown, RSS 
women do not lag behind: ‘Krishna Sharma, the leader of the Delhi 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) Mahila Mandal, has justifi ed the tearing 
open of wombs of pregnant Muslim women by Hindu rioters and the 
gang rapes of Muslim women that are said to have been videotaped’ 
(Sarkar 1998: 102; see also, Basu 1998b: 176–84).

Hindutva and neoliberal Bollywood’s imagistics refl ect a practiced 
and common sleight of hand enshrining traditional gender ideologies 
as tradition.9 The protection of tradition then requires the demonisation 
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of ‘other’ women and other men’s ‘women’ (Kannabiran 1996: 33). 
The fl ip side of a violently politicised Hindutva in the era of economic 
liberalisation is the genesis of a diasporic as well as territorial Hindu 
identity whose common matrix is capital-conscious consumerism.10 
The capital-conscious, consumerism-struck, upwardly-mobile popu-
lations who largely undergird the BJP in India have their counterparts 
in the diaspora populations abroad (Mukta 2000: 448, 458). Indeed, 
these upwardly-mobile groups now fi nd a self-representational im-
agistic in Bollywood’s peripatetic plots and lavish ‘international’ life-
styles (Dwyer and Patel 2002: 24). It is noticed and noticeable that 
‘family’ fi lms like Yaadein, Taal (1999, directed by Subhash Ghai), and 
Hum Aapke Hain Kaun! (HAHK!) (1994, directed by Sooraj Barjatiya) 
blatantly cited product ads as backdrop as well as plot engine: In Taal, 
the hero and heroine simulate a fi rst kiss by sipping coyly out of the 
same prominently viewable Coke bottle. In HAHK! glittering candy 
bar wraps and home personal computers (PCs) also play lead roles as 
romance as well as suspense apparatuses.

Primoridal civilisationalism as piety plays a signifi cant role in this 
new Bollywood, either interpellating the cosmocrat or cosmocratic 
family, or as a medium for fl ashing of modernity. Modernity is here 
primarily imagined as romance and technology, or the technology of 
romance, or the romance of technology, as for instance in Yaadein. 
In a brief pooja scene in this fi lm, we are shown a fabulously wealthy 
diaspora family gathered around their household shrine worship-
ping Laxmi, the goddess of wealth. Our frame allows us to see mainly 
the assembled family and the priests, that is, the politics of prayer. In the 
middle of the pooja a cell-phone rings and the paterfamilias’ secretary 
hands over the phone to the paterfamilias, who chats with someone in 
New York about shares and stocks. The family’s transnational business 
acumen is thus plentifully invoked.

Despite the look of glazed devotion on the actors’ faces, the visual 
absence of the deity denies them and the spectator the darshan—or the 
direct vision of the deity—that one would expect from a pious locked 
gaze encounter with deity characteristic of Mard. Darshan is the direct 
encounter with deity that characterises Hindu spiritual subjectivity. 
Darshan also has connotations of the full frontal encounter with the 
male ‘megastar’ in fi lms (Dwyer and Patel 2002: 44). Darshan is never 
granted in this scene to the viewer except when it is also granted to 
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the young male challenger to the dominant paterfamilias: the young 
tech-savvy nephew played by Hritik Roshan, a Bollywood scion. The 
viewer’s perspective must become identical and aligned with the male 
youth. Presumably, then, darshan is delayed in this scene in order to 
maintain the pious gaze as the dynastic dynamic of the screen/mirror/
male/deity cathexis.

These new representations of pooja and piety should now be mapped 
against contemporary presentist defences of Hindutva-guided atrocities 
against territorial minorities such as Muslims, Christians, western mis-
sionaries and other foreigners as retaliation for the supposed sexual 
runs of such communities upon Hindu women (Mukta 2000: 460, 462). 
These gender fundamentalist doctrines can be matched with Hindutva 
youth organisations’ forcible re-abduction of women who were ‘raped’ 
into love marriages with Muslims, the resurgence of the practice of 
Sati or widow-burning in Rajasthan (offi cially abolished since the 
1820s),11 or with propaganda at Hindutva meetings in the US where 
the prevention of exogamy was the focus (Rajagopal 2000: 476).

In Yaadein, the entire pooja scene is based upon visual and material 
cathexes of paterfamilial players. The scene makes women standing in 
the circle of piety superfl uous, dominated and chastised by overbearing 
men. A signifi cant change observable in scenes of worship is precisely 
the replacement of the female or the solitary male by the paterfamilial 
tableau gathered around the icon. The newer confi guration of pooja 
in the new Bollywood appears to be at least largely a mechanism to 
silence women by engulfi ng them. And the profi ts of such patriarchal 
familialisation of devotion are clear from the imagistic constellations 
of pleasure and prosperity that provide the mise-en-scene of this new 
piety. Thus, gender and consumerism are, indeed, twinned modalities 
within which Hindu religious nationalism defi nes itself. Its violence 
is in any case already about gendering, neutering, even engendering, as 
by rape (Copelon 1995: 197–214; Menon and Bhasin 1996; Kannabiran 
1996: 32–41). However, violence is also about econocide (Jayawardena 
and de Alwis 1996: ix; see also xi, xxi, and Sangari and Vaid 1996: 
260–66, 283).12

My argument in this chapter is, among other things, also an argu-
ment about the look of modernity even as it excavates tradition to shore 
up its representational logic. Take, for instance, how the cinematic 
image has been visibly indebted to new technology since the 1990s, 
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becoming slick and digitalised. This modernisation and postmod-
ernisation of cinematic form are, moreover, indebted to a Bollywood 
alchemy whereby ‘the modern hero doubles up as the premodern hero 
from the nation’s epic past’ (Mishra 2002: 16). Slick montage can easily 
be matched with the ability of the VHP ‘to forge a sense of Hinduness 
world-wide’.13 As recent infl uential scholarship has suggested, mod-
ernity is to be understood as several overlapping and disjunctive con-
fi gurations of alternative and adaptive modernities (Appadurai 1996: 
132–34, 136–37; Ong 1999: 35; Raj 2000: 538; Varshney 2002: 76–84, 
106–11). Amitava Kumar describes the violently modern RSS youth 
thus poignantly: ‘those youth are as modern as I am. We are both prod-
ucts of the same forces. I left my small town and went abroad. I learned 
to speak the language of the world. They caught hold of the idea of 
nationalism and of citizenship—powerful, modern ideas—and they 
are now using them in a narrow way for their own ends in the small 
space left open to them’ (Kumar 2005: 182–83).

Civilisationalism, thus, is no less problematic than fundamentalism 
if it takes this essentialist and determinist trajectory (Radhakrishnan 
2003: 128). In the case of the diaspora, the so-called ‘pure’ religious 
identity is a response not only to perceived fl uxes of economic iden-
tity and experience, but to perceived racism from the postcolonial 
metropolitan state. The diasporic Hindu nationalist is interpellated into 
being by this non-religious identity, in response to non-religious threats 
to personhood, livelihood, security, etc. Hence diaspora performa-
tivity is crucial to the concept of diaspora nationalism, and gendered 
religious performativity creates and reifi es these high patriarchal and 
‘familiar-familial’ images of identity-in-community,14 as refl ected 
particularly in the Virat Hindu Sammelan (Great Hindu Gathering) 
held in Milton Keynes in 1989. Hindutva’s own practiced culturalism—
as defi ned and masterminded by the VHP—also makes its connections 
with globalised Bollywood’s imagistic of the nation profi table and 
intuitive, as the VHP’s own articulation ‘does not arise simply out of 
the fi eld of religiosity’ (Mukta 2000: 446).

Indeed, the telltale sign of the collectivist masculinisation of the 
familial religious moment is the prominent emergence of the cult of 
the God Ram, the mythical Aryan ruler of Ayodhya, India, who de-
feated the indigenous demon-king Ravana and rescued his abducted 
wife Sita from Ravana’s kingdom, Lanka.15 The Aryan God Ram’s 
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imagistic hegemony is symbolic of paternalistic Hindutva’s power to 
dominate lower-caste, non-Hindu groups.16 The protection and rescue 
of the family’s women from unclean and ethnically impure outsiders, 
a central interpretation of the Ram story (the Ramayana) since its 
inception, lends additional fi llip to the story that Hindutva tells of 
the familialisation of worship refl ected in neoliberal Bollywood im-
agistic of pooja.

Religion interpellates exegetic diaspora identity in ways that en-
compass disturbing affective responses and behaviours such as ‘Hindu 
hurt’ and ‘Hindu denigration’.17 These are terms used to mobilise dias-
pora Hindutva nationalism in the face of what is seen as the racisms 
and imperialisms of adoptive western homelands such as Britain and 
the US (Mukta 2000, 444, 446, 450). Hence, ‘the dominant religious 
community [Hindu, both in the east and the west], given a political 
voice by the Bharatiya Janata Party, is said to be under siege…’ (Mukta 
2000: 443).

Ashutosh Varshney argues in his excellent book Ethnic Confl ict and 
Civic Life (2002) for a ‘way of life’ civil society that is inter-communal and 
associational, and critiques precisely the stranglehold of Hindutva’s 
cultural determinism by taking culture’s performances into the fi eld 
of the economic, social and associational where, moreover, religious 
identities are also largely revealed as based on economic interests and 
experiences, and religious fundamentalism as fundamentally more 
economic than religious.18 Varshney has itemised fi ve characteristics 
of civil society (Varshney 2002: 41, 42–46). These fi ve characteristics 
are, fi rst, space between state and family levels; second, interconnec-
tions between individuals and families; third, independence from the 
state; fourth, formal association, intra- and inter-ethnic; and fi fth, and 
most important, voluntaristic, not ascriptive associations (Varshney 
2002: 39–40). In Mard, and in the Bachchan-dominated pre-globalised 
era as a whole, it was clear that the state, ideally and necessarily a non-
player in Varshney’s list of civil society attributes, was indeed absent 
or, at most, a challenged hegemon in Bollywood’s political imagin-
ation. Mard and Amar Akbar Anthony, another hilarious Bachchan 
starrer (1977, directed by Manmohan Desai), presented ascriptive 
ethnic identities as constructed and as institutionally derived and 
instrumentalised by non-state actors (criminal cartels, the police, 
the law).
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Because the state was a non-agent, if not a non-player, the fi lms of 
the 1970s and the 1980s interpellated civil and communal life, responsi-
bility and justice through the male protagonist’s initial powerlessness 
and subsequent communally witnessed recompensation (however 
tenuous). Mard could attain social justice for marginalised people. Amar 
Akbar Anthony could gesture at a non-ascriptive familial politics of 
minority empowerment. With the fi lm Bombay (1995, directed by Mani 
Ratnam), the emergence of state-sponsored inter-ethnic violence—as 
in the Bombay riots of 1993—was vividly, spectatcularly cinematised. 
It is worth noting that Bombay is a type of Hindi fi lm different than 
the genre of Bollywood film discussed throughout most of this 
chapter; the fi lm’s signifi cance for this discussion lies, however, in 
its visual melding of nationalist and communalist themes, something 
that neoliberal Bollywood has tended to ignore or repress. Bombay’s 
watershed moment is signifi cant because of its foregrounding of intra-
ethnic ascriptive identifi cations as the cause of ethnic violence, and 
of voluntary inter-ethnic associations—like the fi lm’s Hindu–Muslim 
marriage and family—as the engine of ethnic peace.19 Since Bombay, 
ascriptive identifi cation and state involvement are civil-society dis-
rupting factors both avowed and disavowed in Bollywood.

The nation state not only creates the political imagination of a na-
tional media monolith like Bollywood, but also creates migrants (and 
non-migrants) and their mental and physical spaces as cultural sub-
jects of globalisation (Kamat et al. 2004: 6, 19). This gendered citizen is 
generated by education policies of the Indian state and immigration 
policies of the US government.20 Increasingly, this state-sponsored de-
territorialised audience has become the grande syntagmatique and the 
mirror/screen21 of the cinema. The resurgence of state-sponsored ascrip-
tive ethnic identifi cation has taken commodifi ed, well-packaged shape 
in ‘diaspora delight’ fi lms like Dilwaale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge, Yaadein, 
Pardes, etc. These new NRI-dominated imagistics refamiliarise patri-
archal and paternal gender ideologies in the guise of rehumanising 
them (Desai 2004: 47; Mankekar 1999). The associational power of 
early Bollywood—indeed, its claim to be a civil association or civil so-
ciety building institution in postcolonial India—has capitulated to 
two civil society disrupting forces: state sponsorship of anti-minority 
feelings, and the reinforcement of ascriptive ethnic identities. Dis-
allowed their natural linkage, the economic and the political fi nd 
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new mediation in the category of ‘ethnic’ or ‘religious’ nationalism, 
and this forcing of a much larger set of (generally) secular problems, 
regulations, institutions and mechanisms through the narrow neck 
of the ethnic and religious produces neoliberal fundamentalisms in 
the guise of nationalisms.

Varshney has demonstrated that civil life with inter-ethnic associ-
ations—many of them business-related—discourage ethnic violence 
and segregation of ethnic groups. The lack of civil societal structures is 
the cause of ethnic violence.22 Bollywood mimics this phenomenon in 
depicting, in fi lm after fi lm, the family saga as the battle between good 
and evil rewritten as the battle between insiders and outsiders in a 
strongly ethnicised and Hinduised (by default, often) staging of iden-
tities. In fi lms like Yaadein, Pardes, or Ek Rishtaa, generally Hindus 
associate or do business with other Hindus and retain, despite occa-
sional failed experimentations with alternatives, paternalistic and 
capitalistic structures intact.

I will conclude with a consideration of the neoliberal Bollywood 
fi lm par excellence HAHK! (1994), a mega-blockbuster in the history 
of Indian cinema (see Plate 17.3).23 This fi lm was discreetly recognised 
as a ‘brand-name’ fi lm replete with signs of consumerist fantasies. 
Its characters drink Coke, eat expensive candy-bars, rollerblade, wear 
expensive though garish designer clothes, use computers, and drive 
fast cars. One writer called it ‘a three-hour wedding video about a 
family with a house the size of a cricket stadium’ (http://www.uiowa.
edu/~incinema/humaapke.html). The patriarchal family romance 
plot is upheld by ‘Hindu’ values and by a media-friendly religiosity.24 A 
central architectural presence in this fi lm is the idealised Hindu temple 
near and around which the heroine’s family seems to have designed its 
identity and habitus. This temple and its highly idealised reconstruc-
tion of a specifi cally Hindu antiquity—pious and splendid—could be 
a model for or replica of many Hindu temples in North America.

In this fi lm, an older sister is fi rst married to the elder nephew of 
her father’s best friend. After the birth of a son, she dies in a tragic and 
highly improbable staircase accident just as her younger sister and her 
brother-in-law are preparing to announce their own romance to the 
two families.25 Her younger sister fi nds herself cast by both families 
as her sister’s replacement and her brother-in-law’s intended second 
bride. Despite the highly modern era and aura of the fi lm, at this point 
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the younger sister and the younger brother become curiously inept at 
the most standard modes of communicating their wishes. It is under-
stood that the family—still portrayed as utterly benevolent—has the 
ultimate say, and the young couple are virtually silenced by the fam-
ilies’ consensual mandate.

The day is saved in the end by a faithful retainer whom the younger 
sister has been teaching English, and by a dog named Tuffy who clearly 
has powers of extra-sensory communication with the household 
deity.26 The family retainer attends the second wedding cognisant of 
the sundered couple’s pain, but as a feudal subaltern has no author-
ity to speak of his knowledge. This leads him to appeal, through a direct 
frontal gaze, to the deity. In this moment of tearful frontality and dir-
ect appeal, like Raju/Mard’s in its pathos but unlike Raju/Mard’s in 
its distinct embeddedness in feudal familial hierarchy, the deity re-
sponds in a moment of darshan, of direct and unmediated connection 
with the worshipper (giving darshan) and relays an ethereal command 

PLATE 17.3 A Still from HAHK!
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to the dog Tuffy who at once rushes to the heroine writing her secret 
fi nal missive to her lover, the younger brother who is a guest at his 
brother’s second wedding. The interception of this letter by her in-
tended husband and brother-in-law leads to the discovery of the prior 
romance and the happy ending.

The apparent subjectifi cation of subalterns is presented as a reac-
tivation of communication, of transmissibility, of the romance of a 
theology that transcends technology. It is mediation in its purest 
form. From the direct and conspiratorial gaze of the servant upon the 
audience the camera cuts to an equally direct gaze between the viewer 
and the household deity, an Aryanised image of Lord Krishna, and from 
thence to the dog Tuffy who then becomes the focus of the camera. 
HAHK!’s deity is instrumental in restoring the fl ow of communica-
tion, and in reuniting the family in the paterfamilial pleasures of piety 
and pathos. Mard’s scene differs from that in HAHK! on two crucial 
counts: fi rst, the intensifi cation of Mard’s scene is not by faith alone 
but by a challenging defi ance defi ned by effectively solitary masoch-
ism; and second, because the unifi cation anticipated is individual but 
framed within community values, not yet defi ned by brand-name 
publicity offered as ideal domesticity.

The narcotic piling of transnational consumerist effects was con-
spicuously absent in Bollywood cinema of the 1970s and the 1980s: no 
Coke or computers in Mard, only wonderdogs and carthorses. The 
lading on of trauma as an affect in the worship scene from Mard sig-
nals the pre-liberalisation ‘Indian’ cinema’s low-budget negotiations 
of social and political power, as well as pain’s constitutive value in 
the production of gender and subalternity. The contrasted absence of 
pain in diaspora or neoliberal fi lms’ mise-en-scene of the ‘religious’ 
and its attendant cathexes of familial and political power is notable. 
Also notable is the absence of violence and the political as modes 
of negotiation in the neoliberal diasporic Bollywood imagistic. In 
contrast, the real Hindutva movement’s political engagement has 
been signifi cantly characterised by recourse to violence and bodily 
pain, real or ritualised.27

Mard’s representation of the masochistic construction of hyper-
masculinity within the religious mise-en-scene of sundered family 
and renegotiated social power therefore refl ects an earlier and more 
territorialised national construct of civic crisis and political action. 
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In HAHK! and in Yaadein, however, the negotiation of power and the 
constitution of gendered identity emphasises the familial tableau, 
the kinship ties that bind even in absence, which has been the mantra 
of diaspora or globalised, ‘deterritorialised’ Hindutva-based Indian 
nationalism.

Gender is the borderland, and borders are gendered. Dotting the 
surreal landscape produced by these two intermeshed liminalities are 
ruined mosques, fallen soldiers, executed terrorists, prosperous cap-
italists, fabulous mansions in the middle of fi elds east and west, and 
non-negotiable identities. Through the rising smoke and waving corn 
one sees the dim certainties of a paternalist consensus on faith as a 
master ruse of global neoliberalism and late capitalism. Women them-
selves are co-opted or commandeered into furthering the agendas 
of male and ethnocidal violence (Jefferey and Basu 1998: ix–x). 
The structure of repetitions, deeply loved and ardently enshrined 
in the Bollywood formula, has ceased to yield the political potential 
outlined by Walter Benjamin’s mass art or the postcolonial aesthetic 
suggested by Fredric Jameson; I believe it once did so (Benjamin 
1999; Jameson 1986). The power of liminality lingers only in the indi-
vidual romance plot far too quickly subsumed into the saga of the 
globalised neonationalist Hindu family.28

NOTES

1. See Rao, ‘Globalisation and Bollywood’; http://imagineasia.bfi .org.uk/guide/surveys/
globalization/index.html

2. An excellent overview of Hindu, Muslim and other communities’ personal law 
structures and geneses is to be found in Agnes (2004: xxxiii, xlii–xliv). On ‘appease-
ment’ see also Varshney (2002: 64) and Hasan, (1998: 76–78, 80–82).

3. See Paola Bacchetta’s (1996) excellent analysis of the Rashtra Sevika Samiti. Also 
see Basu in Jeffrey and Basu (1998a: 10, 11) and Sarkar (1998: 98–102).

4. As Jashodhara Bagchi has written, women are drawn to fundamentalist confi gur-
ations because those offer them models of empowerment or ‘Shakti’—however 
instrumentalised—unavailable elsewhere (Bagchi 1996: 115), and these models 
are fundamentalist as much as ‘modern’ (Bagchi 1996: 124).

5. A fan on Sulekha writes about the fi lm Ek Rishtaa: ‘Amitabh [Bachchan]’s deep 
voiced dialog [sic] delivery remains as impressive as ever and would be a reason 
alone to watch any Bollywood movie twice. Many people don’t know he is half a 
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 Sardarji, his mother was a Sikh [sic]. Another great thing in Bollywood movies is 
the increasing use of Punjabi as a deference to the biggest NRI group outside India 
and whenever it is said the Punjabis always laugh in appreciation for eg [sic] when 
the policeman says to Monish “Yaar tu aadmi hai ki pajama?”’ (http://www.sulekha.
com/movies/moviereview.aspx?cid=119629&rvid=132072&pageno=22).

 6. For instance, as Arvind Rajagopal has written: ‘In India, the invocation of religion 
summons up the unresolved debates between nationalism and social reform, 
and presents Hinduism as an implicitly conservative force. By contrast, in the US, 
Hindu religion is more self-consciously a medium of cultural reproduction’ 
(Rajagopal 2000: 467).

 7. He continues to cast his long shadow over neoliberal Bollywood in such mega-
starrers as Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham (K3G or Sometimes Happiness, Sometimes 
Sorrow [my translation], 2001, directed by Karan Johar, Dharma Productions). 
This fi lm’s now (in)famous motto, incidentally, is ‘It’s all about the family.’

 8. Thus Smita Narula writes: ‘A November 2002 report, The Foreign Exchange of 
Hate: IDRF and the American Funding of Hindutva, documents the fi nancial ties 
between the Indian Development and Relief Fund (“IDRF”) a U.S.-based charity, 
and Hindu nationalist groups in India that have been linked to attacks against 
Muslims and Christians, forcible conversions of tribals to Hinduism, and other 
atrocities’ (2003: 2). At home, the VHP’s purging scrutiny naturally extends to 
Bollywood fi lms; a VHP leafl et reads: ‘Boycott wholeheartedly fi lms in which 
Muslim hero–heroines act! Throw out fi lms produced by these anti-nationals!’ 
(Narula 2003: 11, n. 53).

 9. See Desai (2003) and R. Radhakrishnan who describes ‘the concept of “authenticity” 
and why it occupies such a central role in the diasporan imaginary’ (Radhakrishnan 
2003: 119, 123, 127).

10. Malik writes that in India, ‘very upwardly-mobile urban and small town middle 
classes … constitute an important part of BJP’s constituency… The “Baniya [small 
trader] base” has led to the BJP being awarded the epithet “Party of Shopkeepers.” 
By the late 1980s, it was wearing this as a badge of pride’ (Malik 2003: 28).

11. Vividly and analytically dramatised by Anand Patwardhan in his documentary 
Father, Son and Holy War (1994). See also Mukta (2000: 449, 451) and Kumar 
(2005: 50–53).

12. Sarkar in Jeffrey and Basu (1998: 103–4). Her views are supported by recent articles 
in Indian newspapers about the new female consumer in India, ‘Ad leaders bristle at 
survey snub about women’ (http://www.telegraphindia.com/1051105/asp/nation/
story_5438897.asp)[cited on 5 November 2005].

13. Mukta (2000: 445). See also Sangari and Vaid (1996: 283). As one reviewer of 
the fi lm Diwaale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge on the Sulekha website writes: ‘Direction? 
Well, the movie is split into two halves, one part entirely shooted [sic] in Europe 
(well, almost) and the other half, in India. The intermission occurs exactly at the 
borderline. The two parts are so well-separated, yet woven together to make it a 
complete movie’ (http://www.sulekha.com/movies/moviereview.aspx?cid=3053
42&rvid=309389&pageno=30).
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14. Mukta (2000: 453–55) and Kumar (2005: 184–85). Other examples and analyses 
of such performativity in the contexts of temple gatherings, community camps 
and purifi cation ceremonies are found in Rajagopal (2000: 471, 474, 475, 476, 
480–484). Indeed, Rajagopal believes that ‘the Hindu Right in the US is focused 
most intently on expanding the numbers of people congregating under Hindu 
auspices, and using its programmes of Hinduized pedagogy oriented to the domestic 
sphere’ (2000: 475; emphasis mine).

15. See Mukta (2000: 460) on the Aryanist cult of Ram in the diaspora.
16. See also Bhatt and Mukta (2000: 428, 429); and Kumar (2005: 236–38).
17. Mukta eloquently writes that ‘the Hindutva movement … must be situated within 

the rise to power in India of a political party which has embraced the economics 
of liberalization [and internal colonialism] while speaking in the tongue of a reli-
gious indigenism [and anti-imperialism]’ (Mukta 2000: 447). See also Rajagopal 
(2000: 468).

18. Varshney writes that ‘ethnic groups often fi ght over economic resources … ethnic 
confl icts are not always about identities… Essentialism makes it hard to explain 
why, if animosities are so historically deep and so rooted in cultural differences, 
tensions and violence between groups tend to ebb and fl ow at different times, or 
why the same groups live peacefully in some places but fi ght violently in others’ 
(2002: 26–28).

19. The city of Bombay has been the location of the greatest number of riot-related 
deaths between 1950 and 1995—1137 in all—and is thus one of India’s most riot-
prone cities, according to Varshney (2002: 7, 106).

20. Kamat et al. (2004: 7, 13–17). The colonial doctrine of ‘we want your labour, not 
your bodies’ (Kamat et al. 2004: 17) has of course reached hyper-real fulfi lment 
in the phenomenon of outsourced services in global production, telecommuni-
cations and fi nance.

21. On the spectator as mirror/screen see Metz (1999: 800–32, especially 803–05).
22. Varshney (2002: 3–4, 8–9, 11–12, 46; see also 23). His thesis on religious national-

ism has strong convergences with the critique of international neoliberalism 
outlined by David Long and others (Long 2002: 43–45, 52).

23. The International Business Overview Standard records in its Trade Note section 
that the fi lm did ‘2,341 shows in 847 days of its run at Mumbai’s Liberty cinema. It 
ran 105 weeks in regular shows and 16 weeks in noon shows’ (http://ibosnetwork.
com/fi lmbodetails.asp?id=Hum+Aapke+Hain+Kaun). The HAHK! web site of 
Rajshree Productions (http://www.rajshri.com/hahk.html) calls the fi lm ‘A Tribute 
to All the Families of the World!’ It is also described in the web site as ‘the biggest 
hit in the history of Indian cinema.’

24. One of the scenes depicts the pious families of the loving young couples and their 
friends relaxing in the young men’s sumptuous home. The evening’s entertain-
ment proves to be a ‘musical chair’ of highly performative series of imitations of 
Bollywood by these Bollywood actors. The specifi c songs, dances and dialogues 
that the actors mimic also convey the affective strands between various characters. 
In thus choosing Bollywood performance as an imagistic for its accomplishment 
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of a Bollywood-derived narrative function, HAHK! as meta-text clearly cites 
Bollywood and reifi es it.

25. Dwyer and Patel have called the grand staircase a liminal space in Bollywood 
fi lms (2002: 11).

26. In a fi lm titled Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (1998, directed by Karan Johar, Dharma 
Productions) which I have omitted from the larger discussion here, a child en-
gages in intense and telepathic worship to reunite her father with his lost college 
friend, her entire agency being subsumed in brokering the father’s heterosexual 
romance plot.

27. The Ramjanambhoomi movement in Ayodhya, a case of intense anti-Muslim 
violence in recent Indian history has been well described in Charu Gupta and 
Mukul Sharma (1996). Anand Patwardhan’s documentary Father Son and Holy 
War (1994), recent nuclear testing in India, the Godhra anti-Muslim massacre case 
(2002), and Rajagopal’s summer camp experiences are all accounts of the coded 
or unmasked violence of this political engagement in India and abroad.

28. An excellent series of critiques of neoliberalism are to be found in Hovden and 
Keene 2002; see especially the essays by David Long, John Macmillan, Stephen 
Gill and Richard Falk.
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Women Writers of the South Asian 
Diaspora: Towards a Transnational 
Feminist Aesthetic?

SAM NAIDU

INTRODUCTION: WOMEN WRITERS OF THE 
SOUTH ASIAN DIASPORA

Women writers of the South Asian diaspora have, in recent decades, 
found prominence in the international literary arena. These 

writers may be new immigrants to their diasporic homes, migrants who 
divide their lives between far-fl ung homes (for example, Anita Desai, 
who lives in India, the United Kingdom [UK] and Germany), or de-
scended from nineteenth-century immigrants, as is the case of South 
African authors like Farida Karodia and Agnes Sam. The most prolifi c 
diasporic locations, in terms of this literary activity, not surprisingly, 
are the United States of America (USA), the UK and Canada where the 
most established and successful publishing industries as well as a 
large readership of English literature are to be found. Since the 1980s, 
these authors have become widely published and read, and they have 
received recognition and accolades from popular critics and the acad-
emy alike. For example, the works of Anita Desai, Monica Ali and Jhumpa 
Lahiri have been nominated for or have won coveted literary awards 
such as the Booker Prize, the Pulitzer Prize and the Orange Prize. In 
addition, their works are now included in literature syllabi at tertiary 
institutions, are reviewed widely, and are causing waves in many an 
urban or parochial book club.
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The writers who have published substantially in recent decades have 
tended, on the whole, to write prose narratives. The favoured genres 
are short stories, novels, autobiographies and memoirs. Moreover, the 
writings display many similarities in terms of writing style, thematic 
concerns and political orientation and in this study I aim to offer an over-
view of some of these commonalities. At this point it is worth noting 
that the similarities I present here are neither comprehensive nor 
uniform—rather they are broad trends within the corpus. Further, 
a thoroughgoing description of this aesthetic would not omit an in-
vestigation of the differences between authors and their works. There-
fore, I identify not only some of the similarities that may partially be 
ascribed to some notional ‘origin’ within a specifi ed geographic region, 
but also how these writers who have migrated to the far corners of 
the globe are confronted with geographic, climatic, culinary, linguistic, 
political and economic differences, to name but the obvious ones. These 
writers have been positioned differently within the diaspora and these 
differences and the struggles to negotiate these differences too occupy 
centre stage in this literature.

However, there are striking similarities, most notably the authors’ 
shared preoccupation with the female subject’s struggle to negotiate a 
path between the exigencies of her two very different homes: the dias-
poric home and the homeland. The theme of the displaced heroine’s 
efforts to integrate her cultural identity is prominent in works as diverse 
as Bharti Kirchner’s popular romance novel, Shiva Dancing (1998), 
and Meera Syal’s bildungsroman, Anita and Me (1996). Roger Bromley, 
whose study of diasporic writing focuses on the authors’ search for a 
home, points out that the

…narratives are mostly produced by women and shaped by what might 
be called bi-culturalism in the sense that they are born of two worlds (or 
more), expressions of marginalisation which emerge from migrant ex-
perience and cultural border zones: plural and fractured voices, multiple 
personalities struggling with placelessness and the rootedness of old, 
hollowed-out belongings. (Bromley 2000: 4)

In Kirchner’s and Syal’s novels, the narratives revolve around the 
‘biculturalism’ of their respective heroines (interestingly, they have 
almost identical names), who fi nd themselves, in very different ways, 
marginalised, fractured and embroiled in old, homeland traditions1 
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and allegiances. Kirchner’s heroine, Meena Kumari is a thirty-fi ve-
year-old systems analyst in cosmopolitan San Francisco who returns 
to India after 18 years to reclaim her childhood bridegroom and cul-
tural heritage. In a somewhat grittier and semi-autobiographical comic 
novel, Syal creates an adolescent, fi rst person narrator, Meena Kumar, 
who is coming to grips with being the only Asian child in Tollington, a 
small coal-mining town in a racist and conservative 1960s England.

Another conspicuous similarity in this body of literature is the de-
ployment of autobiography and other forms of life-writing. By writing 
her own life-story, or incorporating elements of it into her fi ction, 
the woman writer takes charge of her subjectivity and is able to resist 
imposed subject positions. In what is obviously a political move, the 
stereotypical gender and ethnic roles often ascribed to ‘South Asian 
cultures’ are explored, challenged, negotiated and often rejected by 
the author. This feminist strand of the narrative is enmeshed with her 
accounts of reconfi guration of self and adaptation to her diasporic 
community. More often than not, these narratives end with the author/
heroine taking up her self-defi ned and often painfully negotiated 
position as a transnational subject. A prime example of such a narra-
tive is Meena Alexander’s memoir, Fault Lines (1993). This memoir 
details Alexander’s life from her childhood in Kerala to her present 
position as a poet, writer, wife and mother in New York. A large portion 
of this memoir deals with Alexander’s ambivalent relationship with 
her mother. The portrayal of this relationship functions as a spring-
board for Alexander’s feminist critique of what she sees as the strait-
jacketing female roles of ‘traditional’ Malayali culture. Fault Lines 
derives most of its political impact from its self-refl exive exploration of 
the value of writing. To write a memoir, that is, ‘to invade, to confront, 
to seize’ (Alexander 1993: 202) in the present, is for Alexander, an act 
of empowerment and liberation. To fi nally be able to see her refl ection 
drawn in the memoir, which comprises myriad selves, is a testament 
to the power of the autobiographical process which offers a ‘kind of 
liberation … since it is the ultimate tool for self-representation: telling 
your own story, giving birth to yourself, and thereby claiming agency 
and uniqueness’ (Gudmundsdóttir 2003: 128). Even in texts that 
combine autobiography and fi ction, for example, Syal’s Anita and Me, 
the signifi cance of this process for self-actualisation is clearly evident. 
This aesthetic element, the use of autobiography and other forms of 
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life-writing, is explored further in the section on ‘The Aesthetic Pattern’, 
which presents the various other elements of the aesthetic.

WHAT IS MEANT BY A TRANSNATIONAL 
FEMINIST LITERARY AESTHETIC?

Underpinning this overview is the claim that an informal guild exists, 
comprising women writers from the South Asian diaspora. Further, this 
guild, however tenuous in formal organisational or overtly articulated 
terms, exhibits, in literary terms, a transnational feminist practice. A 
description of this literary aesthetic which binds these authors, reveals 
an alternative feminism at work, one in which diasporic women have 
found eloquent voices to enunciate themes and concerns specifi c to 
their gender, and to express the dilemma of the diasporic writer who 
walks a tight-rope between two (possibly more) cultures. But before 
such a claim can be expounded certain key terms need to be explained 
and defi ned.

Transnationalism and Diaspora

The term transnationalism, in its simplest guise, refers to the relations 
between citizens of different nation states, and the networks which 
link them (Vertovec and Cohen 1999: xx). When used as an adjective 
to describe a literary aesthetic, the term then points to the aesthetic 
being located in various nations across the globe. Diaspora, in its basic 
form, refers to a population that has originated in a land other than 
which it currently resides (Vertovec and Cohen 1999: xvi). Used in this 
sense in this chapter, diaspora refers to the various populations of 
South Asians resident in different nations across the globe. But what 
is crucial to both these defi nitions of Vertovec and Cohen is that 
they emphasise the heterogeneity and diversity that characterise both 
transnationalism and diaspora. Defi ned as such, transnationalism 
and diaspora are regarded as giving rise to sites of dynamic social and 
cultural change.

For Paul Gilroy, diaspora re-shapes how space and time are con-
ceived in theories of cultural identity. Using metaphorical language that 
alludes to the etymology of the word diaspora, Gilroy argues that the 
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seeds in the pod (individuals who comprise a community) are simi-
lar but when they travel through space and time and germinate in 
different locations with different, often adverse, conditions, they may 
differ as to how they grow. In this organic capacity for change and what 
Gilroy calls the ‘sameness within differentiation and the differenti-
ation within sameness’ (1999: 295), he sees the de-stabilising and sub-
versive effects of diaspora. Both Vertovec and Cohen’s prosaic defi nition, 
and Gilroy’s more fl amboyant one, point to the heterogeneity and 
tensions of diasporic cultures, which nonetheless cohere. Stuart Hall 
describes this succinctly as ‘Difference … in and alongside continuity’ 
(1999: 304). Sandhya Shukla’s account of this phenomenon is specifi c 
to the South Asian diaspora. She describes it as:

… the apparent paradox of the amazing persistence of South Asian trad-
itions and forms of expression around the world and the increased visibility 
of innovative renderings of national, regional, and religious identities under 
the sign of ‘South Asianness’, or ‘Indianness’. (2001: 552)

The literature by women of the South Asian diaspora is concerned 
with this paradox: the tensions between homeland and diasporic loca-
tion, between the local and the global, and between the ‘modern’ and the 
‘traditional’ (often resulting in the subversion and dismantling of these 
binarisms). Mainly, these tensions are positively represented as creating 
new choices with self-affi rming consequences, yet the banner of South 
Asian or Indian is never entirely relinquished.

Feminism and Women’s Writing

In the context of this study, the term feminist describes the achievement 
of women writers of the South Asian diaspora who, in their respective 
cultural contexts, seek to resist and challenge patriarchal oppres-
sion through their explicit articulation of female subjectivities.2 This 
literature is categorised as women’s writing because it draws atten-
tion to women writers as agents, who in a process of self-defi nition, 
create keen and cogent cultural critiques. The women represented 
in women’s writing are not constructed by patriarchy but are self-
constructed within and in opposition to cultural formations. Women’s 
writing is writing by women, mainly about women, but not necessarily 
just for women readers. Through a literary strategy of appropriation, 
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self-representation and articulation of new narrative forms, a feminist 
aesthetic is inscribed by these women writers.

Aesthetics or Hierarchies within Literary Strategies

Miki Flockemann, a South African feminist and diaspora scholar, ar-
gues that in certain types of literature, an ‘aesthetics of transformation’ 
is employed. Based on a theory of ‘grounded aesthetics’,3 her central 
argument is that

…the aesthetics of transformation is concerned primarily with represen-
tations of transformative processes in relation to gendered subjectivities, 
geo-political identities and hegemonic language and knowledge systems. 
(1998: 9)

Flockemann explains that such literary representations of trans-
formative processes offer ‘utopian glimpse[s] of an alternative’ world 
(1998: 65). Most pertinent for my argument, Flockemann views ‘the 
textual strategies employed here, particularly in relation to symbolic 
acts of creativity as a form of personal and cultural survival’ (1998: 
12–13). Viewed in this way, aesthetics as an analytic concept comes to 
mean a type of literary strategy with a distinct political aim.4 It can be 
argued that women writers of the South Asian diaspora are concerned 
primarily with representations of transformative processes in relation to 
gendered subjectivities and geo-political identities, and simultaneously 
with the ‘beauty’ of their creations. In other words, they are engaged in 
producing transformative cultural forms (literary narratives) that of-
fer a utopian glimpse of a world in which female subjects resolve the 
tensions of diaspora. Thus, when describing the transnational femin-
ist aesthetic inscribed by women writers of the South Asian diaspora, 
analysis of literary stylistic devices, although obviously necessary, 
is somewhat overshadowed by an accompanying assessment of the 
political effi cacy of the literature.

THE AESTHETIC PATTERN

Based on a reading of a wide cross-section of autobiographies, memoirs, 
novels and short stories by authors from the USA, the UK, Canada and 
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South Africa, these are the aesthetic elements (with some overlap) that 
I identify as marking many of these works. For purposes of brevity 
only one or two textual illustrations are given per aesthetic element, 
but readers who are familiar with this literature will certainly recognise 
these elements in texts they have read.

Remembered Selves: Autobiographical or Memoir 
Style of Writing

Many of the writings are drawn from the author’s personal experiences 
and deeply intimate concerns. Thus it often relies on personal memory, 
and sometimes on the synthesising of facts, events, people, settings 
from the author’s own life, with imagined/fi ctional characters and 
events. This overt blending of fi ction with autobiography results in a 
hybrid literary form that has found particular favour amongst some 
South Asian diasporic women writers.

Often these narratives are set within the grand narratives of geopol-
itical formations such as colonialism, the Partition or, in the South 
African context, apartheid. The stories contain a strong sensory dimen-
sion. Most of the memoirs and autobiographies make conscious use of 
memory, for example, the insertion of childhood anecdotes to explore 
how they were experienced at an everyday level. These often very per-
sonal narratives, give the impression that they operate as a record or 
a tribute to those who went through these experiences but also play a 
cathartic function for the authors. This personal element affects the 
tone of the writing, imbuing it sometimes with a mournful or wistful 
mood, and sometimes with a celebratory, commemorative mood.

For instance, throughout Fault Lines, we see that Meena Alexander is 
haunted by her past in Tiruvella, her beautiful and paradisical ancestral 
home in Kerala, especially when she considers her traumatic separation 
from it. In recalling her idyllic childhood there she also recounts the 
narrative of European colonisation of India. Her fi rst descriptions of 
Tiruvella include a contextualising account of how the Portuguese 
‘set fi re to an entire ship, all souls on board, as a sign to the Indian 
princes not to oppose them later’ and how the British ‘shot hundreds of 
unarmed men, women, and children, who had congregated for a meet-
ing in Jalianwalabagh’ (1993: 7–8). For a long time, Alexander uses this 
memory of a ‘shining past’ (1993: 201) to anchor herself, to root herself 
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in the face of many migrations, and as an inspiration for her poetry. But 
as she writes her memoir she begins to realise that that construct has to 
be re-evaluated: ‘In Manhattan, I am a fi ssured thing, a body crossed 
by fault lines. Where is my past? What is my past to me, here, now at 
the edge of Broadway?’ (1993: 182).

Alexander’s metaphor of the self being like the earth, an entity multi-
ply ruptured and composed of fragments, is echoed by scholars who 
attempt to capture the specifi c multiplicity of the diasporic subject. 
Bromley refers to this subject position as ‘biculturalism’ (Bromley 
2000: 4), and Vertovec has posited the theory that diaspora may re-
sult in ‘fractured memories’ or ‘a multiplicity of histories, “commun-
ities” and selves’. This ‘multiplicity’, according to Vertovec and Cohen, 
used to be viewed as schizophrenic or pathological but it is being 
‘redefi ned by diasporic individuals as a source of adaptive strength’ 
(1999: xviii–xix).

Later in Fault Lines, during the course of an imaginary conversa-
tion, Alexander fi nally shatters the memory of Tiruvella which had been 
a crutch to her for so long, but which she had outgrown in her new life 
in Manhattan. Finally she accepts that this past has to be discarded and 
a new one imagined through the act of writing this memoir:

It worked for a while and quite beautifully. It was a usable past for me 
in poetry …. It’s all exploded now into little bits: house, courtyard, well, 
guava tree, bowl, pitcher. Just words really like subway track, newspaper, 
bread, water. (1993: 200–201)

Alexander experienced a crisis in which she was unable to see or 
articulate herself. The crisis, precipitated by the writing of her life-story, 
and caused by the contradictory cultural forces which shape her, is alle-
viated by the forging of a new relationship with the past, and an easier 
acceptance of the present. The resolution,5 according to Alexander, 
is the recognition of multiple selves, and an appreciation of the roles 
of both the past and the present in the formation of subjectivity, and 
it is the writing of her memoir which facilitates this recognition and 
appreciation.6

This agonised attempt to write oneself into coherency and stabil-
ity has not been sympathetically received by all readers and critics. 
Alexander’s tortured lyrical prose, used to describe her victimhood 
and marginality, is regarded (for example, see Jaspal Kaur Singh’s 
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‘Memory of Trauma in Meena Alexander’s Texts’, Chapter 19, this 
volume) as a self-aggrandising ploy. Alexander’s identifi cation with 
the ‘oppressed third world woman’ (Chow 2005: 603) of India is seen 
as a false, perhaps even fraudulent, subject position aimed at enhanc-
ing her claims to alterity, a valuable attribute for an aspiring postcolo-
nial poet and academic in the USA.

But in my reading Fault Lines, Alexander does not confl ate herself 
with a homogenised, oppressed group of third world women. Rather, 
she offers vignettes from her childhood and more recent past, which 
represent specifi c women, including her mother, grandmother and 
nanny, empathetically and refl exively. As the author emphasises, she 
is not just a privileged western intellectual. Her past selves are always 
present, informing her present subjectivity. She is all her selves at once, 
and that includes being a ‘dark female body’ (1993: 202), an Indian 
woman subject to various forms of oppression, as well as a relatively 
autonomous postcolonial artist and academic. The narrative of Fault 
Lines is aimed at representing the many selves of its author along the 
journey to its present location. Her identifi cation with lives encountered 
along the way, lives imaginatively recollected in the narrative, may 
well be evidence of Alexander’s empathetic apprehension of suffer-
ing. Alexander’s fractured perspective in Fault Lines is indeed indicative 
of privilege, but it is the privilege earned by a postcolonial, diasporic 
woman writer who is attempting to wrench personal stability from the 
multiplicity of subject positions she occupies.

Titillating Tastes and Domestic Heroism

In this body of literature small objects or trivial events are described in 
minute detail. The richness of home living and the domestic spaces of 
women are evoked. In these spaces women are shown to have know-
ledge, expertise, traditional skills; here they are free from oppression 
albeit temporarily. Redolent descriptions of food abound. The power of 
food to evoke the homeland in the exilic imagination is one of the most 
effectively rendered of the common aesthetic elements. Food and its 
accompanying rituals feature prominently in these narratives, stirring 
the senses and the emotions of the characters. The female domestic 
spaces are offered in contrast to other male-dominated, often public, 
spheres where women are either silenced and abused, or complicit in 
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the structures which suffocate their gender. Also, because many of the 
characters are diasporic subjects, there is a huge emphasis on mobility, 
movement through space and movement from location to location.

An effective utilisation of this aesthetic element is evident in Jhumpa 
Lahiri’s novel The Namesake (2003). Here Lahiri uses food as a trope 
to explore the vicissitudes of the diasporic consciousness. The novel 
opens and closes with a scene in a kitchen. In the fi rst scene, Ashima 
Ganguli, a new immigrant to the USA is pregnant and homesick. The 
passage is a lengthy description of her attempts to reproduce ‘the 
snack sold for pennies on Calcutta sidewalks and on railway platforms 
throughout India’ (2003: 1). In what is obviously a mirroring device, the 
fi nal section of the novel opens with a lengthy description of Ashima, 
widowed and now aged 53, preparing food for a Christmas party (2003: 
274). Again the reader is given a detailed, step-by-step account of the 
preparation of the dish, and again the food operates as a catalyst for 
Ashima’s memories and as a symbol of her desire for the homeland. 
From the outset food is used to indicate Ashima’s feelings of alienation 
in the diasporic location. She is repulsed by bland ‘American’ food, and 
her enthusiastic culinary endeavours are her attempts to recreate home. 
But these evocative, sensuous scenes also convey Ashima’s expertise, 
dedication to her family and her ability to adapt. With good humour 
she learns to roast turkeys for Thanksgiving ‘albeit rubbed with garlic 
and cumin and cayenne’ (2003: 64), and to make ‘yoghurt from half-
and-half and sandesh from ricotta cheese’ (2003: 276).

Sara Suleri too uses food as a trope in her witty and ironic portrayal 
of her life and Pakistani politics in Meatless Days (1987). Most of her 
childhood is related through stories about food. Using her particular 
brand of quirky humour, Suleri tells a tale of sibling malice in the story 
of ‘what the kidney said’ (1987: 27). This moment of discovering that 
the kidneys on her plate are indeed the organ in the body that ‘make 
pee’ is a signifi cant moment in the young Suleri’s life as it is her fi rst 
experience of betrayal. In a typical stylistic gesture, Suleri transfers the 
betrayal from her sister, Ifat, to the kidneys, and thus food takes on a 
particular, sinister implication for Suleri:

Betrayed by food, I let her go, and wept some watery tears into the kidney 
juice, which was designed anyway to evade cohesion, being thin and in its 
nature inexact … Then I ran out to the farthermost corner of the garden, 
where I would later go to hide my shame of milking-time in a retch that 
refused to materialize. (1987: 26)
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In the same section of the memoir, Suleri describes how she ‘had to 
go back to where [she] belonged and—past a thousand different meal-
times—try to reconstruct the parable of the kapura’ (1987: 24). As an 
adult living in New Haven, Suleri discovers from her sister, Tillat, that 
kapura are testicles. This revelation astounds her. However, it is not just 
her culinary sensibility which is affronted, but also her cultural identity 
as a Pakistani living in the USA which is also called into question:

I must have always known exactly what kapura are, because the conversa-
tion they provoked came accompanied with shocks of familiarity that 
typically attend a trade of solid information. What I had really wanted to 
reply, fi rst to Tillat and then to my Pakistani friends was: yes, of course, 
who do you think I am, what else could they possibly be? (1987: 27)

Details of domestic life such as attitudes to food, its preparation 
and consumption, are thus crucial to Suleri’s subjectivity, as the title 
of her memoir suggests. Later in the section, the parable of the kapura 
takes on another function as Suleri extrapolates from her life to the 
life of her ‘home’ nation. Here Suleri uses the food trope to comment 
on the vicissitudes of Pakistani politics:

So, long before the kapura made its comeback in my life, we in Pakistan 
were bedmates with betrayal and learned how to take grim satisfaction 
from assessing the water table of our outrage. There were both lean times 
and meaty times, however; occasionally, body and food would sit happily 
at the same side of the conference table. (1987: 29)

In Meatless Days, Suleri’s use of this aesthetic element does not have 
the effect of sentimentalising her ‘home’, nor of expressing a profound 
sense of loss and nostalgia. Rather, Suleri’s pointed style, idiosyncratic 
humour and unusual use of metaphor, enrich her memoir, inter-weaving 
her life-story with commentary on national politics, gender roles, fam-
ily dynamics and the process of migration to the USA.

In Praise of Exemplary Female Relatives

In what might be described as a typical feature of women’s writing, these 
authors represent female characters with strength, wisdom, capacity for 
suffering and a talent for storytelling. Sometimes the praise or reverence 
is in the form of characterisation (the older female relative, usually a 
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grandmother or widowed aunt is mentor to the female protagonist), 
sometimes it takes the form of overt tribute to an actual relative, living 
or dead. Moreover, power dynamics within patriarchal family struc-
tures too frequently comes under the spotlight. In particular, woman-
to-woman relationships within families are intensely dramatised.

Zuleikha Mayat, South African author of A Treasure Trove of Mem-
ories: A Refl ection on the Experiences of the People of Potchefstroom (1990), 
has written a narrative that is more a memoir of a community than of 
the self.7 In this memoir, Mayat recalls the arrival of her grandparents 
from India and their settlement in the town of Potchefstroom in the 
late nineteenth century, and then she describes the life of this com-
munity in apartheid South Africa. The double dislocation of Indian 
immigrants in South Africa (from the ‘homeland’ and then within the 
new ‘home’ due to forced removals8) made the need for continuity even 
more urgent in this particular diasporic location. Women, according 
to Mayat played the major role in preserving traditional cultural prac-
tices in the diasporic location. She describes how the women of her 
family used memory to keep the image of the past ‘home’ alive. These 
memories were transformed into stories, narrated by the women whilst 
performing domestic chores, extending their role of nurturers to that 
of educators as well:

It wasn’t story telling, but a more sacred duty that mothers and aunts 
seemed to be performing. As sustainers of family traditions, we learnt 
the fundamentals of our faith in their laps. Before being handed over to 
a teacher or Maulana, we already knew our kalimas duas and the Arabic 
alphabet. (1990: 63)

In these vignettes, Mayat praises her female relatives, describes do-
mestic scenes and everyday life, and expresses her views on the pre-
servation of ‘traditional’ cultural practices, lauding some elements of 
tradition as reconstructed through memory while simultaneously de-
constructing the notion of a traditional housebound Muslim woman 
that may be offered up by simplistic notions of tradition. This com-
plexity is clear in this portrayal of her mother:

As custodians of family and community traditions, they were busy cook-
ing, entertaining, sewing, arranging receptions and keeping daughters in 
tow. This was my mother’s life too, when she had arrived from India, heavily 
cloaked in a burkha, but as long as I can remember, she was a picture in 
motion. (1990: 158)
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Mayat’s mother, who migrated from India, had to adjust to life in 
South Africa and to her husband’s assimilation into the host culture. 
She is, like Meena Alexander’s amma, mindful of her prescribed gender 
role, and ironically cultural change is fi rst brought about for Mayat’s 
mother, through adherence to old conceptions of wifely duty:

His … insistence that they sit at a table, and instead of the communal 
khooncha, eat from separate plates! All this was new to her. Daily she 
adapted to a new situation. She never protested nor questioned the pro-
nouncements. To obey your husband was to win his love and confi dence. 
(1990: 71)

However, Mayat’s mother is not hampered by ‘traditions’—her 
adaptation to the diasporic home was prompted, paradoxically, by 
an adherence and defi ance to tradition. Alexander, in the fi nal section of 
her memoir made a similar revelation about her mother, amma. Here, 
amma is allowed to tell her own story and thus reveal her hitherto im-
perceptible strong will. Amma illustrates this with an anecdote about 
how she sold her valuable wedding sari and then donated the funds 
to a mission hospital and school. In a similar gesture of self-sacrifi ce 
and defi ance, Mayat’s mother, as a result of an economic depression 
in South Africa, decides to take off her burkha and help in the family 
shop in town, becoming the fi rst Muslim businesswoman there to do 
this. She achieves this in addition to domestic chores such as cook-
ing. In contrast to Alexander’s writing, Mayat’s narrative lacks an overt 
feminist critique of gender roles (however, fl awed or limited Alexander’s 
critique may prove to be). Instead, Mayat’s more subtle style is to pre-
sent the portrait of an adaptable, competent, transnational woman, a 
purveyor of ‘traditional’ culture who is also capable of a defi ant feminist 
gesture, stepping from the world circumscribed by the burkha into 
the world of male versions of trade and commerce and reconfi guring 
both in the process.

The notion of sisterhood is also a common theme this literature. 
In Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Sister of My Heart (1999) and The 
Vine of Desire (2002) the lives of central characters Anju and Sudha 
are narrated. They are cousins whose sisterly bond surpasses all other 
loyalties and desires. In Monica Ali’s Brick Lane (2003) the hugely di-
vergent lives of sisters Nazneen and Hasina are narrated, mainly 
through their epistolary relationship, but Nazneen’s is the central 
consciousness developed in the novel. A similar dual formation is found 
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in Farida Karodia’s Daughters of the Twilight (1986) and Other Secrets 
(2000). The eponymous daughters are Meena and Yasmin, sisters 
growing up during South Africa’s twilight years of apartheid. It is the 
character Meena whose interior life is explored in the narrative, but 
the external actions of Yasmin drive the plot of this novel. This repre-
sentation of female relationships, matrilineal formations and suppor-
tive sisterhoods is an important political element of the aesthetic, as it 
depicts a solidarity and sorority despite differences between women.

There is a danger that this glorifying and celebration of women as 
domestic heroines and as custodians culture may well be a lingering 
symptom of the patriarchal practice of confi ning women to the home 
or designating their role as domestic drudges. Such designations may 
prove counterproductive and limiting for diasporic women, as Sandra 
Ponzanesi warns us:

There is a particular cult of domesticity which tends to fi xate women to home 
as a timeless space whereas men tend to be associated with mobility and 
notions of progress. As far as the condition of migration and diaspora is con-
cerned women are often called to preserve their nation through the restor-
ation of a traditional ‘home’ in the new country. This idea of home entails 
the preservation of traditions, heritage, continuity; there is even an intense 
emotive politics of dress for some communities. (Ponzanesi 1998: 7)

But the appreciation of women by women writers is by no means 
facile or without a nuanced critique of the limitations and triumphs 
which result from such a ‘cult of domesticity’. As Mayat’s portrait re-
veals, her mother was in constant motion, challenging the notion of 
non-agentic Muslim women. In many of these texts, diasporic South 
Asian women are shown to make their own choices regarding the 
preservation of homeland culture and the adaptations to modernity 
which their dislocation necessitates. Ultimately, what is highlighted, 
perhaps even celebrated, is not the triumph in one or other sphere, but 
the multiplicity of talents and infl uences that these women wield in 
their new homes.

Intertextuality and Cultural Translation

This element is used evocatively, sometimes effusively, to capture the 
richness of a culture, and to enact its preservation, to allude to its eso-
teric concerns, to set up contrasts, or to zoom in on sensory details. 
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The themes of cultural continuation and perpetuation are woven into 
narratives of change, often dramatic geopolitical change or territor-
ial dislocation. References are made to deities, local legend, ancient 
myths, Hindu or Islamic scriptures or musical traditions but these are 
not mere backdrops to the main narrative but are embedded into the 
plot and into the narratives of the characters’ lives. They thus have an 
aetiological or ethnographic value, and they reveal the tentacles that 
tie South Asian women to their cultural origins. In many instances, 
storytelling is thematised in these narratives. There are writers who 
emphasise their South Asian literary infl uences, thereby affi rming and 
elucidating their traditional homes. But, in some instances, when the 
descriptions or intertextuality has been unsubtle and intrusive in terms 
of the narrative or have failed to explore the fl uidity of ‘tradition’, these 
authors have been accused of cultural packaging and exoticisation.9

In the title story of her collection, On the Fringe of Dreamtime and 
Other Stories (1987), Jayapraga Reddy tells the heartrending tale of dis-
placement and loss caused by forced removals in apartheid South 
Africa. The unnamed central character, now an old man, returns to his 
childhood home to reminisce but is met with suspicion and fear by the 
new white owners. The past, the joy of ownership, the sense of home 
and security, the connectedness to place, all become a dream and he is 
cast into the periphery of his world. Here Reddy captures the tragedy 
of a past injustice that will haunt generations to come. She uses a de-
scription of ritual and ceremony to capture this tragedy. The old man 
pauses dramatically in front of the ruins of a Hindu temple as he shuffl es 
away from his former home:

Nothing remained of it now except the ruins for the inner sanctum. He 
stood there and heard once more the prayers and songs of a thousand 
devotees. The blackened ruin conjured up the fragrant smoke of incense 
and fruit offerings. Here he had accompanied his family during festivals 
and special occasions. At such times, the spirit of sharing and oneness was 
strengthened. (1987: 66)

This description contrasts with his present status as intruder and 
alien. In the past he belonged and was secure in the bosom of his fam-
ily and community. The details of this description also serve an ethno-
graphic function, reinforcing the cultural identity of the protagonist, 
an identity that has been eroded by the appropriation and destruction 
of his home.
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Alexander too makes use of this aesthetic element, but her incor-
poration of mythology and classical Indian literature into her narra-
tive has a feminist motive. In Fault Lines, Alexander describes how her 
adored grandfather, Illya, would ‘make up his own tales with a special 
girl, Susikali, playing the heroine’10 (1993: 31). These made-up stories 
were a form of katha, tales ‘recited in a deep singsong voice, in a for-
mal standing position …[or] told simply, with a child on one’s knee’ 
(1993: 31). Illya’s kathas have the texture and resonance of myths. They 
contain elements of local geography and lore:

Susikali had a knack for fi nding trouble. She raced through paddy fi elds in 
pursuit of rakshasis, those demon ladies with long black hair. Sometimes 
she stole food, or plucked the ripest mangoes in someone else’s orchard and 
black birds chased her all the way up the Nilgiris. Sometimes she witnessed 
fearful things. She saw a man of God from Patananthita, a priest of great 
faith, pick up his cassock, tuck it in his waist, and chase after her. Or so it 
seemed at fi rst. He had long iron nails held fi rmly in his hand. He swung 
a wooden mallet. (1993: 31)

In this katha, the rakshasi is violently attacked by the man of God. The 
subtext of this katha is clearly discernible. Susikali, the young heroine 
is complicit with the man of God in the persecution of the rakshasis 
who are wild, free-spirited women. As can be expected, the spell-bound 
Alexander identifi es with the adventurous heroine, but there is a twist. 
The four-and-a-half-year-old Alexander is a budding feminist:

She didn’t like the look on the face of the man of God. That much was 
clear. She was me. I was she, Susikali, exact replica of my four-and-a-
half-year-old self granted the boon of magical powers. But I was also the 
rakshasi. I loved the fi erce glitter of that mad woman, the power that let 
her leap over the rice fi elds swollen with water, bolt up the highest Indian 
mountain. (1993: 32)

Even though Alexander is grateful to Illya for entertaining her and 
nurturing her ripening imagination, she subtly weaves into her katha a 
feminist critique of Illya’s Susikali kathas. Both Susikali and the rakshasi 
transgress the bounds of traditional female roles, the latter in a more 
extreme way, and Alexander identifi es with both female characters, 
delighting in their respective power and freedom.

Alexander also synthesises Judean-Christian mythology with 
classical Indian literature. She recalls fi rst how Illya read to her the 
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Malayalam or Hindi translation of the story of Adam and Eve from 
the Book of Genesis. Eve’s burden reminds Alexander of another female 
character who suffers bitterly because of an inadvertent mistake. The 
character is Shakuntala, eponymous heroine of the famous play by 
Kalidasa, a poet and playwright from the city of Ujjain in India who 
lived sometime around the fi fth century.

And how sweet her hand was. It was the hand of his beloved holding out 
the apple but as he bit into the sweetness, all hell broke loose. And thinking 
of the hand of Awa [Eve], I thought too of Shakuntala, Kalidasa’s heroine, 
whose sweet hand had touched her lover in the forest. (1993: 42)

Not only does Alexander’s splicing of two similar tales from different 
sources comment on the richness of her cultural heritage, but it also 
furthers her feminist project which is to expose the injustice of a so-
cial system (in this instance, two very different ones) which associates 
a woman’s body and sexuality with shame and guilt, thus rendering 
her physically and emotionally vulnerable. Eve, the arch temptress 
unleashes death and destruction on humankind because of her wan-
tonness, and the fantastically beautiful Shakuntala who has sex out of 
wedlock is punished for her transgression. This use of mythology and 
literature, which would have been familiar to Alexander as a child, is 
also effective in capturing the richness of her Malayali, Syrian Chris-
tian, middle-class background. These embedded narratives are not 
mere backdrops to the main narrative.11 They are interwoven with the 
narrative of Alexander’s life and they serve a thematic function too, 
as the feminist content of the myths and tales testify. Further, in the 
representation of Illya’s kathas, storytelling itself is thematised. In this 
way, Alexander employs this aesthetic element to also comment on the 
role of the imagination in her life.

Sex, the Body and Marriage

The prevalence of this theme is indicative of the feminist commitment 
of the literature. For instance, there are countless narratives of varying 
lengths and merits that detail the hardship, and often the horrors, of 
forced marriages. The woman’s body as a site of control and violence is 
vividly and emotively portrayed, for example, through the relationship 
between the daughter-in-law and the mother-in-law, who, in contrast 
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to the revered grandmother or aunt, has become a stock character in 
this literature, a symbol of the internalisation of patriarchal law and 
complicity (or in more nuanced portrayals, of the patriarchal bargain 
that mothers-in-law have to make).

Jhumpa Lahiri’s award-winning short story collection Interpreter 
of Maladies (1999) contains a story that gazes back from the diasporic 
location to the homeland, in particular to the plight of women there. 
‘The Treatment of Bibi Haldar’ has an overtly feminist theme, and it 
explores an unusual form of resistance and a unique female subjectiv-
ity. The story is narrated in the fi rst person plural, creating the sense 
of a distinct community, which accordingly highlights the marginal-
ised position of Bibi. This community is described as female (although 
this is not explicitly stated) and the domestic space and activities of this 
community are strongly evoked. But the aesthetic element at the cen-
tre of this narrative is the theme of marriage, the woman’s body and 
female sexuality.

It is not clear whether Bibi is a hysteric12 or not, but she does suffer 
from a mysterious, seemingly incurable illness which renders her an 
outcaste in her community. At fi rst Bibi expresses a strong desire to be 
married and to give vent to her repressed sexual and emotional needs. 
She also desires to belong socially, to conform and take her place in 
the community of other wives and mothers. But her disability and 
her impoverished state thwart these desires. As a result, she lives in an 
abject state of dependency and vulnerability. She is at the bottom of 
the social ladder: a disabled, poor, unmarried woman. However, Lahiri 
has created a character with unusual will and resolve. Bibi has been 
denied even the commonplace role of a woman in her society, that of 
a wife and mother within the parameters of patriarchal law. Never-
theless she achieves her aims through unconventional means and 
seeks empowerment and fulfi lment outside those parameters. She en-
gages in an illicit relationship, the details of which remain a mystery, 
and bears an illegitimate child. Her sexual and emotional needs met 
for the fi rst time, Bibi is cured. Furthermore, Bibi is shown to be an 
entrepreneur, capable of earning her own living and providing for her 
child. Surprisingly, she is not shunned by the community but suc-
coured by them in her hour of need, thus achieving social acceptance 
as well. Although this conclusion to a tragic tale might seem too glib 
and triumphantly feminist, it is recouped by an otherwise harsh and 
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penetrating feminist critique of the ill-treatment of women such as 
Bibi Haldar in India.13

The Paradox of Continuity and Change

Some of this literature reveals a profound anxiety about dislocation 
and adaptation to the host culture. Here the primary focus is the dias-
poric condition and gender becomes a secondary consideration. The 
diasporic subject, as represented in this literature, suffers from the ten-
sion caused by multiple affi liations but is also shown to develop in 
new and invigorating ways as a result of this multiplicity.

Monica Ali’s fi rst novel, Brick Lane (2003) traces the life of Nazneen 
from her ignominious birth in a Bangladeshi village to her maturity 
as an independent and assertive woman in a council estate in London. 
The social detail is expansive, covering immigrant life in London and 
rural and urban life in Bangladesh, for various classes. The characters 
span three generations, and the political scope of the novel includes 
racism in England and the repercussions of 9/11. At the heart of the 
narrative is the construction of an empowered female subjectivity and 
the articulation of a diasporic female voice, but the novel also contains 
sensitive portrayals of male characters such as Chanu and Dr Azad.

Nazneen initially experiences life in the diasporic home as impri-
sonment. One recourse is to dream of Gouripur, the village of her birth, 
to recreate it in her imagination and to idealise her childhood spent in 
the company of her sister, Hasina. But as Nazneen realises the truth 
about her mother, the circumstances of her death and the psycho-
logical stranglehold she has had over herself, the dreams of Gouripur 
fade out of the narrative. Thereafter, Nazneen takes up her position as 
an agent in her new location and with this new stance her longing for 
the homeland is assuaged. She breaks out of the prison imposed by 
‘traditions’ transplanted from the homeland to the diasporic location; 
she transforms herself from a village girl to an assertive breadwinner 
and protector of the home. But she does not abandon her cultural heri-
tage altogether. She still cooks Bangladeshi food, wears a sari and greets 
fellow immigrants with a respectful ‘Salaam Ale-Koum’ (2003: 485).

As a member of the immigrant community, Nazneen also manages to 
look out from within its confi nes, to the world outside. She is a newcomer 
to London, to the ‘west’ and so her perspective is novel. She is puzzled 



Women Writers of the South Asian Diaspora 387

and fascinated by this alien world and its apparent contradictions. 
She cannot, for example, understand why the tattoo lady, a neighbour 
at the council estate, was both poor and fat: ‘To Nazneen it was unfath-
omable. In Bangladesh it was no more possible to be both poor and fat 
than to be rich and starving’ (2003: 53). Nazneen’s view of the metro-
polis is refreshing in that it focuses on the unfamiliarity and hostility 
of London. From Nazneen’s point of view, it is the imposing cityscape 
and its stressed, white inhabitants that are exotic. In Chapter Three 
of the novel, Nazneen bravely plunges into the midst of the city and 
is startled by her observations as well as her ability to negotiate this 
alien world.

They could not see her any more than she could see God … She began to 
scrutinize. She stared at the long, thin faces, the pointy chins. The women 
had strange hair. It puffed up around their heads, pumped up like a snake’s 
hood. They pressed their lips together and narrowed their eyes as though 
they were angry at something they had heard, or at the wind for messing 
their hair. (2003: 56–57)

The full extent of Nazneen’s resilience is revealed a little later in the 
narrative when a fi t of anger against her husband, Chanu’s ineffectual-
ity, causes her to celebrate internally her achievement as a non-English 
speaking Bangladeshi woman lost, alone and pregnant in London:

Anything is possible. She wanted to shout it. Do you know what I did today? 
I went inside a pub. To use the toilet. Did you think I could do that? I walked 
mile upon mile around the whole of London, although I did not see the 
edge of it. And to get home I went to a restaurant. I found a Bangladeshi 
restaurant and asked directions. See what I can do! (2003: 62–63)

This ability to adapt, assimilate, blend cultural infl uences, defy stereo-
types and fi nd fulfi lment is what confers upon Nazneen the status of 
heroine in this novel. What is also signifi cant is that Nazneen, like Hasina, 
arguably the other heroine of the novel, learns to exercise her will and 
take risks in order to fulfi l her desires. The closing, incongruous image 
of the novel is of Nazneen, in a sari about to physically step onto an ice-
rink (2003: 492). Her fantasies about ice-skating were about to become 
a reality, but the underlying signifi cance of the fantasy had already been 
realised. Nazneen had achieved freedom, mobility, stability, form and 
grace in her new home, all the while clad in a durable sari.
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CONCLUSION

Although an overarching pattern of aesthetic elements is discernible in 
a wide cross section of prose literature by women of the South Asian 
diaspora, there are also some notable differences between writers and 
locations. A closer look at South African South Asian writers, for ex-
ample, reveals that, despite common tropes and stylistic elements, these 
daughters of apartheid, express a much more overt and fervent engage-
ment with racial and political themes than their counterparts in other 
diasporic locations. Another difference is the growing production of 
popularised romance-style novels in the USA. These ‘chick’ novels 
combine elements of the conventional romance novel genre with a 
fashionable postcolonial and feminist verve, often resulting in a crude 
commodifi cation and exoticisation of South Asian cultures. Signifi -
cantly, these differences testify to the very different migratory patterns 
which comprise the South Asian diaspora, and they serve as a warning 
against treating South Asian women’s writing as a homogeneous 
literary category.

Indeed the texts’ merits vary tremendously, ranging from instances 
of crude polemic to subtle and poignant evocations of both feminist 
and diasporic concerns. Some texts produce stock characters and gen-
eralisations which detract from the obvious aims of the authors. Other 
texts are guilty of perpetuating east–west binarisms or of setting up ‘trad-
ition’ and ‘modernity’ in a simplistic relationship of opposition. This is 
of particular danger to the diasporic writer who has led a life of privilege 
in South Asia and for whom migration has been comfortable and easy. 
Attempts by such writers to act as spokesperson for the less privileged or 
less fortunate is sure to provoke the ire of postcolonial feminist critics. 
More obviously, the tendency to jump on the bandwagon of trendy, 
Indo-chic popular literature raises the issues of cultural translation 
and authenticity.

However, when viewed as a distinct body of literature, these writers’ 
engagement with diasporic dislocation, with notions of ‘tradition’ and 
with gender roles deserves praise and recognition. This praise and 
recognition is especially due because these authors, to a lesser or greater 
extent, belong neither here nor there, but where one is able to write 
and thus create a home.
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NOTES

1. In this chapter the term ‘tradition’ refers to practices which originate in and are 
still largely prevalent in South Asia; in some instances the term refers to orthodox 
cultural practices; the term is not meant to suggest pure origins or homogeneity.

2. Feminist scholars as diverse in practice and affi liation as Elaine Showalter, Julia 
Kristeva and Trinh Minh-ha have stressed the importance of the construction of 
female subjectivity through language. This agency, wrought through the constitu-
tion of subjectivity in language, signals within feminist scholarship, a shift in the 
focus from the past, and past injustices, to the present and present achievements.

3. The notion of a ‘grounded aesthetics’ may be viewed in opposition to the term 
as associated with the nineteenth-century aesthetic movement, mainly in France, 
concerned with the supreme value of art and the perception of beauty.

4. Susie Tharu and K. Lalitha also use the term aesthetic in a similar but much broader 
way in their introduction to Women Writing India: 600 BC to the Early 20th Century 
(1991). They believe that their anthology initiates the development of an aesthetic 
which

 …must undo the strict distinctions between the literary and the social text, 
abdicate the imperious functions it has been charged with over the last cen-
tury and a half, and redesign itself to orchestrate contradictions and cherish 
the agonistic forms of insurgency and resistance … It is also an aesthetic that 
holds the promise of the many worlds that will appear as the old universalism 
fades and begins to look dull and simplistic.… (1991: 36)

5. Alexander’s tortured account of her re-negotiation of the relationship between the 
past and the present through writing is echoed by Homi K. Bhabha in The Location 
of Culture (1994):

 Such art does not merely recall the past as social cause or aesthetic precedent; it 
renews the past, refi guring it as a contingent ‘in-between’ space, that innovates 
and interrupts the performance of the present. The ‘past-present’ becomes part 
of the necessity, not the nostalgia, of living. (1994: 7)

6. See also Koul’s The Tiger Ladies: A Memoir of Kashmir (2002) and Kamdar’s Motiba’s 
Tattoos: A Granddaughter’s Journey into her Indian Family’s Past (2000).

7. Caren Kaplan proposes that transnational women autobiographers are devising 
what she calls an ‘out-law genre’. One such ‘out-law genre’ is cultural autobiography 
which renegotiates ‘the relationship between personal identity and the world, 
between personal and social history’ (1992: 130).

8. The Group Areas Act was one of the main apartheid laws. Introduced in 1950, it 
separated residential areas according to race, forcibly removing black people from 
their homes and re-locating them in designated areas, usually far away from the 
centre of cities.

9. See Huggan’s The Postcolonial Exotic: Marketing the Margins (2001).
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10. The made-up name Susikali, has the suffi x, kali or Kali—the most feared deity 
in the Indian pantheon, the goddess to whom powers of death and destruction 
are attributed. The Kali fi gure also represents the usually repressed energies of 
the female psyche, whose release during festivals transgresses social hierarchy and 
normative gender roles.

11. A much more effusive example of this element can be found in Kirchner’s Shiva 
Dancing (1998), where clumsy and laborious accounts of the Hindu myths of 
Shiva and Sita are slotted into the narrative as a form of cultural translation. These 
ethnographic digressions obstruct the fl ow of the narrative, and appear forced 
and self-exoticising.

12. Bibi’s ‘illness’ is cured by a change in her circumstances, not by medical inter-
vention, which suggests a psycho-social disorder akin to hysteria.

13. See also Anjana Appachana’s short story ‘Bahu’ in Incantations and Other Stories 
(Appachana 1992).
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Memory of Trauma in Meena 
Alexander’s Texts

JASPAL KAUR SINGH

Many Indian writers have contributed to the rich tradition of 
English literary studies, and in the postcolonial era, their con-

tributions impact reader not only in South Asia, but also in many other 
parts of the world, particularly, and for the purpose of this chapter, 
North America. The taste for Indian writers and texts have spilled over 
from academia to the mainstream public, as can be seen from the avail-
ability of South Asian texts to the popularity of South Asian fi lms in 
the diaspora. Not all texts, however popular their appeal, should be 
easily added to the list of writers contributing to this rich tradition, 
or if they are added, a postcolonial theoretical framework should be 
provided to readers, particularly to students of English literature, so 
they can accurately place such writers within neocolonial and western 
imperialist spaces.

One such popular writer is Meena Alexander, a poet and a novelist, 
who was born in Allahabad, India, lived in Sudan and England, and 
now resides in the United States (US). Alexander, in her texts, manages 
to provide a fairly credible representation of the Indian immigrant ex-
perience, yet, it is within the gaps and excesses in the narratives that 
her biases and neocolonial and westernised assumptions resurface, 
allowing a postcolonial critical reading. In her autobiographical novel, 
Fault Lines, Alexander writes: ‘I am, a woman cracked by multiple mi-
grations. Uprooted so many times she can connect nothing with nothing’ 
(1993: 2). In these reconnections, she manages to fetishise and provide 
reductive and stereotypical images of Indian cultural practices and 
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gender relations. I will examine her texts to locate her diasporic ex-
periences of revising memory and history where she adds to auto-
biographical elements in her fictional representations. For my 
postcolonial critical analyses, I will focus on her themes of migration, 
dislocation, relocation and habitation, which form ‘fault lines’, frag-
mentation and fractures between her past and her present selves, 
allowing the author to invent and reinvent, represent and misrepre-
sent, construct and reconstruct to such an extent that she has become 
one of the most taught writers in the western academia.

Let us examine the many tactics the author uses to reinvent, revise 
and represent (or misrepresent) Indian womanhood through her 
diasporic experiences in the west. In the Shock of Arrival, for example, 
Alexander states, ‘The shock of arrival is multifold—what was borne 
in the mind is jarred, tossed into new shapes, an exciting exfoliation of 
the sense… What the immigrant must work with is what she must 
invent in order to live’ (1996: 3). This shock shows that the question 
of race, ethnicity, gender and nationality are all arbitrary signs to be 
contested and revised, so that one can reconstruct oneself anew. Colo-
nialism and the subsequent decolonisation movements intersect with 
ideas of American ethnicity for Alexander. She attempts to write about 
Indian women who are not only mad, but who through madness re-
write themselves in a maddening space produced by violence. She does 
not write only about women who jumped into wells to drown; the 
women she attempts to write about are the ‘well jumped women’—
women with ‘saris swept up shamelessly, high above the ankles, high 
above the knees, women well jumping: jumping over wells’ (1996: 206), 
even if the western audience only wants to hear about ‘palm trees and 
back waters’ (1996: 206) of Kerala. She claims that she attempts to bring 
strong Indian women characters to her texts, yet, Alexander is fi nally 
unsuccessful in negotiating the fi rst world academic and privileged 
territories in order to bring ‘well jumping women’ to the western 
audience, for she falls into the trap of fetishising ‘oppressed third world 
women’ for a western audience, leading to voyeurism, as I shall show 
throughout the rest of the chapter.

Alexander’s poetry shows her fragmentation in complex ways. For 
example, the poet writes: ‘My back against the barbed wire/snagged 
and coiled to belly height… Slow accoutrements of habits/and of 
speech/the lust of grief/the savagery of waste/fl icker and burn… 
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Come ferocious alphabets of fl esh/splinter and raze my page/that 
out of dumb/and bleeding part of me/I may claim my heritage … to 
cacophony’ (1996: 15). Such reclamation of the past to reconstruct a 
new identity after a traumatic dislocation, either due to colonialism or 
exile, is practiced by many writers. For example, many postcolonial 
poets use the hybridised third space (Bhabha) to reconstruct and re-
turn to ‘claim [their] heritage’ after the trauma of alienation. While an-
alysing Cesaire’s poetry, for example, Michael Dash asserts that ‘he 
re-enacts the need to reintegrate the exiled subject in the lost body 
[and] imagines the journey of the disembodied subject across the 
estranging waters and the eventual reintegration of the body with 
the pays natal’ (Dash 1995: 332). Dash suggests that for the subject to 
be reintegrated, it must fi rst ‘overcome the initial revulsion … [and] 
must radically redefi ne notions of time, space, beauty and power 
before return becomes possible, and must strip away all illusions … 
empty consciousness of all pretensions’ (1995: 332). Many male writers 
have used ‘verbal muscularity’ for the ‘spiritual awakening expressed 
in images of revitalized physicality’ (1995: 334). To feel whole, to be 
reintegrated, to be ‘fulfi lled is a ceaseless task of the psyche,’ claim 
Peterson and Rutherford (1995: 189). Thus, for many displaced and 
dislocated postcolonial and diasporic subjects, various tactics are 
used to ‘reintegrate’ the ‘splintered’ psyche.

Alexander, too, explores the ‘liberatory space’ found through na-
tionalism in third world countries as well as in the diaspora in order 
to question, reconstruct and reinscribe the ‘mutilated and dismem-
bered’ female body (Dash 1995: 334), not only her own but also many 
oppressed third world women. For reanimation of the castrated and 
dismembered male body, poets use the liberatory space found in re-
volutionary movements. Alexander suggests that she uses the diasporic 
spaces created by border crossings to rewrite herself. In these border 
crossings and new multicultural spaces, she fi nds herself marginal-
ised and thus oppressed as a ‘third world woman’. She ‘borrows’ idioms 
from subaltern subjects and the wretched of the earth to tell her own 
story and to construct herself in an alternate space—yet, a space that 
has many privileges—the western academy. How far can we take inter-
textuality in terms of writing on the ‘mutilated’ body of the displaced 
and alienated subject? This question is particularly important for the 
diasporic writer, such as Alexander, who by her own testimony was 
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never wrenched from her home but crossed the ocean out of choice? 
How is it that this artist who belongs to the ‘diaspora of hope’ uses the 
words of subjects who belong to the ‘diaspora of despair’ and ‘terror’ 
(Appadurai 1996)? The fi rst diaspora—the diaspora of hope—is chosen 
willingly, while the last two—diasporas of despair and terror—are 
never willingly or knowingly entered into.

Alexander claims and uses the memory of oppressed third world 
women in the diaspora to reconstruct herself anew in the fi rst world. 
Again, many artists and writers of trauma use memory as a tool. However, 
one must ask—Is that memory ‘heteropathic’ or ‘idiopathic’ (Silverman 
1996: 185)? Let me elaborate. In ‘Projected Memory: Holocaust Photo-
graphs’, Marianne Hirsh (2002) elaborates on Silverman’s terms by 
explaining that in ‘heteropathic’ identifi cation, the remembering sub-
ject identifi es with the victim at a distance, whereas in ‘idiopathic’ iden-
tifi cation, it appropriates the victim’s suffering, where the ‘distances 
disappears, creating too available, too easy an access to [a] particular 
past’, thereby creating an ‘appetite for alterity’ (2002: 408). The artist 
who remembers the painful events in the lives of victims must ‘resist 
appropriation and incorporation, resist annihilating the distance be-
tween self and other, the otherness of others’ (Hirsch 2002: 407), other-
wise, due to the ‘appetite for alterity’, the remembering subject will 
construct itself as a ‘surrogate victim’ (Hirsch 2002: 414). Alexander 
becomes the surrogate victim when she collapses the boundaries be-
tween herself and the ‘oppressed’ third world women who suffer gender 
and sexual oppression.

Alexander argues that the female Indian body, after nationalism, had 
to ‘bear the pitiful burden of repressed desire and the pain of withdrawn 
sexuality’ (1996: 182). As nationalism constructed the female Indian 
body as self-sacrifi cing and asexual in opposition to colonialism’s 
western/westernised and sexualised liberated female body, many 
Indian women internalised such myths, and indeed continue to per-
petuate such colonial myths. All the repressed sexuality of women in 
India is in Alexander’s memory for she says, ‘The voice that is other 
grows great. It bursts through the body. It sings. The world that [women 
writers] wrote from is not far from me. I bear it within. It becomes 
part of the memory I need for knowledge of this new world, part of a 
migrant music’ (1996: 192).

Alexander’s idiopathic identifi cation with the sexually repressed 
and oppressed collective female Indian bodies constructs for us a 
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pastiche of the Indian woman body, be it in India or the diaspora, 
as she rewrites herself anew in the new world through ‘projection … 
over-appropriation’ (Hirsch 2002: 411) at the cost of the real victims of 
oppression in postcolonial spaces. While her images are powerful and 
she shows that rewriting and reimagining can occur through violence 
and the eruptive narrative spaces, she does not belong to the ‘dias-
pora of despair’ (Appadurai 1996) as she would like her audiences to 
believe. Alexander comes from an upper-middle-class background, 
and because of her privileged background, she does not belong to 
the ‘diaspora of despair’, but the ‘diaspora of hope’, as she was never 
‘wrenched’ from her homeland, but took to the many border crossings 
for personal and individual gain and empowerment.

Let us explore some examples of her ‘idiopathic identifi cation’ 
(Silverman 1996) and her easy construction of a pays natal that for 
many Indians, born in Myanmar or what is now Pakistan, for example, 
was brutally wrenched from them. In the Shock of Arrival, Alexander 
calls ‘history a mad, mad joke’ (1996: 119). She is a person of the dias-
pora of hope, in Appadurai’s terms (1996), as ‘[she] did not leave [her] 
motherland because of terror or political repression. [She] was not 
torn away from [her] ancestral home by armed militants (1996: 116). 
Instead, her story is that her well-educated and well-to-do father 
wanted to teach in another country, ‘far away’ ‘across an ocean and a 
sea … a country in North Africa’ (1996: 116).

Growing up in a well-to-do Syrian Christian family in Kerala, 
Alexander recalls her childhood of contradictory plentitude marred 
by memories of sexual abuse. When she was fi ve, her father took the 
family to Sudan, where she grew up, and, at the young age of 13, at-
tended the University of Khartoum. Eventually, she studied in England 
at the University of Nottingham for her Ph.D. She taught at Delhi 
University, Central Institute of Hyderabad, Hyderabad University. 
Now, she is a professor at Hunter College and the Graduate Centre of 
the City University of New York. Yet despite of all these possibilities, 
she writes:

What might it mean to look at myself straight, see myself?… My voice 
splintered in my ears into a cacophony: whispering cadences, shouts, 
moans, the quick delight of bodily pleasure, all rising up as if the condition 
of being fractured had freed the selves jammed into my skin, multiple 
beings locked into the journeys of one body. (Alexander 1993: 1)
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So how does she write herself back into wholeness? What are her 
traumas, besides going through multiple migrations? Her repressed 
sexual abuse by her grandfather splintered her sexuality, but her frag-
mented identity, which she claims is due to her multiple migrations, 
and which she ‘sutures’ back with the ‘thread of memory’, seems fl awed 
as it fails to recognise the privileges that clearly help her in this enter-
prise. While her images are powerful and she shows that rewriting and 
reimaginings can occur through violence and the eruptive narrative 
spaces, she does not belong to the ‘diaspora of despair’ (Appadurai 1996) 
as she would have her audiences believe. For in spite of belonging to the 
diaspora of hope, she continues to ask, ‘am I a creature with no home, 
no nation? And if so, what new genus could I possibly be’ (1996: 116). 
What genus, exactly? What becomes of people who are part of these 
diasporic sensibilities, who for one reason or another, whether they 
acknowledge it or not, are interpelleted due to ‘modernity at large’, be-
longing to the diaspora of hope, despair, or sorrow (Appadurai 1996)? 
Do these three dwell in separate spaces, or do these spaces collide, 
intermingle and cross fertilise?1

In spite of the awareness that no one forced her out of India, in 
Alexander’s fragmented psyche ‘words [recoil] back into a vacant space … 
[which is a] place of waste, dingy detritus of a life uncared for, no images 
to offer it hospitality’ (1996: 116). As a woman, this fragmentation has 
led her toward ‘tale telling’ where she has to ‘unlearn the fi xed pos-
itioning she was taught’ (1996: 117). Unlearning takes place in many 
parts of the world that she travels to. Alexander cites the tipsy houses 
that she dwells in, ‘houses to be born in, houses to die in, houses to 
make love in wet, sticky sheets, houses with the pallor of dove’s wings, 
houses fragrant as cloves and cinnamon ground together,’ yet she 
is unable to name any of the houses as empowering, for ‘her tongue 
has grown thick’ (1996: 119). This thickness occurs due to the suf-
fering she witnesses. In Sudan, the acrid smell of tear gas invades 
her shivering body. In England, she writes a thesis about memory, 
‘while [her] mind cuts loose from her body and circles empty space’ 
(1996: 120). In Palghat, in her ancestral home, she ‘becomes mute’, 
wrapped in ‘reams of paper’ and shit (1996: 120). In New York, where 
her house is ‘split through, a fault in the ground where she stands, [her] 
soul is auctioned off’, and this split and fragmented psyche, looking 
for its home, calms down through the remembered road between 
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‘Tiruvella and Kozhencheri’ and the feeling of home this road pro-
vides (1996: 121). The alienated subject remembers an idealised space 
for reconstruction.

Still, whenever she crosses a border, she dies a little (1996: 93) and 
out of this death, a new life emerged ‘tearing up the old skin’ toward 
a new consciousness (1996: 93), which includes a desiring sexual-
ised subject. Alexander states that when the body turns into a ‘brutal 
instrument’ in the ‘surreal theater of cruelty that fractures identities, 
[leading] to the sudden eruptions of sexual desire [and] small explo-
sions of pleasure, the second language of violence serves to force into 
visibility the longing for love’ (1996: 86). The body becomes the site 
for cruelty, the site of passion and longing and the site for sexuality. 
When the body sinks into nothingness, into a void, it forces ‘us back 
into the fraught compact between body and language’, and it is only 
‘in the teeth of violence that we can speak the unstable truths of our 
bodies’ (1996: 78). Alexander interchanges the meaning of the body 
and the soul, as she sees woman as ‘prisoner of her sex’ (1996: 67), like 
her imaginary ‘mad’ aunt Chinna (1996: 52).

The new consciousness born of violence leads Alexander into marry-
ing a white American man and moving to the US and eventually making 
it to the ivory towers in New York. Here, in this new space, eruptive and 
volatile, she can name herself and even her sexuality anew. ‘And the 
possibilities for female expressivity becomes multifarious, even verging 
on the explosive’ (1996: 83). She must translate herself anew in these con-
fl icted spaces. Sexuality or the lack of it becomes the trope of modernity 
for her. Even though in the History of Sexuality, Foucault envisions a 
space for ‘bodies and pleasures’ that go beyond ‘sex desire’, he laments 
that for the modern person, ‘truth’ is inscribed in the body and soul 
and can only be recovered ‘through sex’ (1990: 155). Each person, argues 
Foucault, must pass through sex ‘in order to have access to his own 
intelligibly (since it is simultaneously the hidden element and the 
productive principle of sense), to the totality of the body (since it is a 
real and menaced part of it, and symbolically constitutes the whole), 
[and] to his identity (since it joins to the force of an impulse the sin-
gularity of history)’ (1990: 155–56). He adds that while in earlier times 
it was love that the west discovered and deployed,

[bestowing] on it a value high enough to make death acceptable … now-
adays, it is sex that claims this equivalence, the highest of all. And while 
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the deployment of sexuality permits the techniques of power to invest 
life, the fi ctitious point in sex, itself marked by that deployment, exerts 
enough charm on everyone for them to accept hearing the grumble of 
death within it. (1990: 156)

Examples of such investments in sexuality, even through the ‘grum-
ble of death within’ the subject as it comes into words are abundantly 
present in Alexander’s texts.

In America, Alexander sees modern and sexualised subjects, who 
reclaim their bodies, sexualities and souls as ‘the [women] who [were] 
permitted everything’ (1997: 2) and compares them to the third world 
women—‘whose veins were etched with centuries of arranged mar-
riages, dark blue blood pouring through. Sandhya, the protagonist of 
Manhattan Music, could point to a plot of land bounded by granite 
walls and name ancestors who had owned land for generations… 
Then too, she remembered the cemeteries where her grandparents 
were buried, the houses that held them, the rites under which they 
were married’ (1997: 4). Draupati, her modern intellectual friend, 
the hybridised and diasporic subject, permitted sexual freedom, must 
bring Sandhya, the oppressed Indian women, into her sexuality and 
identity. Draupati will ‘learn’ her to be a liberal and sexual Indian woman 
in the west, as in the west, potential sexual fantasies are actualised, lead-
ing to ‘liberation’ and ‘true’ womanhood, or so the myth goes! While 
the mythical Draupati’s unveiling and shaming failed due to her 
‘purity’, the unveiling or sexual liberation of the westernised Draupati 
is to be emulated by diasporic Indian women, especially Sandhya! 
Female sexual liberation as western and to be emulated is represented 
in Manhattan Music, while Fault Lines showcases oppressed third 
world women with their oppressive arranged marriages and abusive 
husbands.

And while the author herself roams the earth as if it belongs to her—
‘Allahabad, Tiruvella, Kozencheri, Pune, Khartoum, Cairo, Beirut, 
Jerusalem, Dubai, London, New York, Minneapolis, Saint Paul, New 
Delhi, Trivandrum’, she claims to be suffering the trauma of exile and 
its consequent fragmentation, while trying to rewrite herself back into 
a whole through memory. She calls herself ‘a nowhere creature’, who 
has no ‘home, no fi xed address, no shelter’ (Alexander 1993: 30). When 
she left India, she writes: ‘My life shattered into little bits and pieces. In 
my dreams, I am haunted by thoughts of a homeland I will never fi nd. 
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So I have turned my lines into a different aesthetic, one that I build up 
out of all the stuff around me, improvising as I go along’ (Alexander 
1993: 27). She is an improviser, she can rewrite herself anew, from 
fragments to wholeness, from nothing—‘a woman cracked by multi-
ple migrations [who] can connect nothing to nothing’ (Alexander 
1993: 2)—to all the privileges of the fi rst world!

Alexander’s prose is full of descriptions of places she travelled to, 
the well-known people she had met along the way; it is also liberally 
peppered with vignettes of the suffering masses and oppressed women, 
for whom she suffers. But fi rst, her own pain is refl ected in comments 
in her ‘Khartoum journal’ from Fault Lines that she provides as wit-
ness to the misery she went through: ‘If you want me to live as a woman, 
why educate me?’ ‘Why not kill me if you want to dictate my life?’ ‘God, 
why teach me to write?’ She suggests that these lines are not really aimed 
at God, but at her mother. ‘The fault’, she writes, ‘lay in the tension 
I felt between the claims of my intelligence—what my father had 
taught me to honor, what allowed me to live my life—and the require-
ments of a femininity my mother had been born and bred in. Essential 
to the latter is an arranged marriage’ (1993: 102). While it would appear 
that she fi nds, as an educated woman in Sudan attending parties, meet-
ing boys, and sensing her sexual desires, the idea of arranged marriages 
might not appeal to her, but in actuality, she fi nds fault with the very 
institution of arranged marriages. In fact, she admits to her mother, 
‘Amma, those dreams of an arranged marriage almost destroyed 
me’ (1993: 208). She cannot understand why her mother settled for one. 
Even her maternal grandmother had married a ‘man of her choice’ 
(1993: 208)! She asks her mother bluntly, ‘So how did you feel when 
your own marriage was arranged’ (1993: 206)? She seems to indicate 
that she married David Lelyveld to escape such a fate. In between the 
narrative, we read about bride burning:

As adult women we were facing the reality of women in arranged mar-
riages—housewives and government workers, college lecturers and doctors, 
all young women married in accordance with their parents’ wishes—who 
were being burnt to death when their families of origin could not meet the 
demands of extra dowry. An exploding stove here, a burst can of kerosene 
there, matches that mysteriously caught fl ame when held to a dupatta or 
a pallu. (1993: 209)

While such crimes as dowry deaths are a burning issue and need to 
be addressed, her confl ation of arranged marriages with crimes against 
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women suggest that if arranged marriages were to be replaced with 
‘love’ marriages or marriages of choice, crimes against women will dis-
appear. Additionally, when such crimes are explained away as a ‘Punjabi 
thing’ by her mother, and not much to do with poverty or the scramble 
for material goods in the social climbing milieu of New India, Alexander 
persists in her exposé of the oppressed third world women: ‘in your 
days’, she states, ‘there were women wells. Women jumping into wells’ 
(1993: 209), pregnant and unmarried women jumping into wells ala 
Maxine Hong Kingston’s ‘No Name Woman’ in The Women Warrior 
(1989).

In Khartoum, she thinks about the possibility of marrying the rich 
Samir and being driven around in a car, living in the large house in 
Khartoum North, and as other married Sudanese women do, she 
would indulge in

… shopping trips to Alexandria and Beirut for slippers and cosmetics, 
even Rome and Paris every now and then; I could have the sweet-scented 
halava run over my legs and arms ripping off the small hairs, so my skin 
felt as smooth as a newborn baby; I could place cotton balls with rose attar 
or Chanel No. 5 on my skin. (1993: 134)

But something gives her pause: ‘But what would become of me, my 
mind, myself?’ Positing the ‘traditional’ lifestyle of married Sudanese 
women as mindless and in order to escape the ‘web of traditional 
life’ in India, she chooses an exhilarating life of ‘adventure’—‘go to 
England, young woman, they all said. Then you can return to India’ 
(1993: 135).

What can she do as a woman of the Indian diaspora to empower 
herself? She can ‘make herself up, and this’, she says, ‘is enticement, the 
exhilaration, the compulsive energy of America. But only up to a point. 
And the point, the sticking point’, she continues, is her ‘dark female 
body’ (1993: 202). This dark female body is yet again confl ated with the 
dark female bodies of oppressed women in the third world, the ones 
that are cliterodectomised in Sudan, the bodies that jumped into wells 
in Kerala, the Punjabi women who are burned for dowry, even the 
women picking up ‘shards of glass’ in the aftermath of the 1973 fl ood 
in Pune: ‘women picking up bottles, wire, paper, anything but stones, 
to recycle them for a few paise, this with the right hand while the left 
scrounged around for scraps of food that might have been thrown 
out of the houses nearby: rice, dal, chapattis, half-cooked vegetables’ 
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(Alexander 1993: 144). Her idiopathic identifi cation and ‘appetite for 
alterity’ enters her body, making her a surrogate victim. She writes, 
‘Seeing all this, I could not eat and grew very thin’ (1993: 144). External 
violence resonates with internal violence, leading to irruptions, allow-
ing the narrator to construct a history through identifi cation, but not 
‘at-a-distance’ (Silverman 1996). In the US, her fragmentation and exile 
come in such forms as the dirty subway system and the homeless man 
wandering in the cold night air in Manhattan—her identifi cations 
with the ‘third world’ in the fi rst world. ‘My life was so torn up into bits 
and pieces of the actual that depended on the poems, irruptions of the 
imaginary to make an internal history for me’ (Alexander 1993: 125). 
In this new history, Alexander is the surrogate, oppressed third world 
woman, who, through her own individual endeavour, has liberated 
herself from oppression.

There had been an ongoing critique within postcolonial studies 
regarding the reception and consumption of literary text written by 
diasporic authors within the western academy. Dirlik argues that ‘the 
intellectual brain drain from the Third World to First World was 
itself a specifi c effect of global capitalism, although the “benefi ciaries” 
obfuscate their class privileges by opportunistically appropriating 
subaltern or marginal positions’ (2005: 540). Alexander’s voice be-
comes a metonym for the oppressed and marginalised Indians and 
Indian women in India as well as in the US, thus eliding her many 
privileges. She was part of the First World in the Third World, and 
plays the part of the Third World in the First World.

Dirlik elaborates upon the common cultures of such people who 
share in privileges, regardless of where they are located.

The globe has become as jumbled up spatially as the ideology of progress 
has temporally. Third Worlds have appeared in the First World and First 
Worlds in Third. New diasporas have relocated the Self there and the 
Other here, and consequently borders and boundaries have been con-
founded. And the fl ow of culture has been at once homogenizing and 
hydrogenising: some groups share in a common global culture regardless 
of locations even as they are alienated from the cultures of the hinterlands. 
(Dirlik 2005: 581)

As a postcolonial artist and intellectual, who teaches at an élite in-
stitution in the US, her claim to marginality is troubling. Alexander’s 
claim to the status of victim as an oppressed and displaced Indian 
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woman mocks and indeed elides the problem that many immigrant 
Indian women face. For example, Indian female domestic workers who 
are brought to the US just to work for the élite Indians are often ill-
treated yet their problems go underreported and unacknowledged. 
This is not to deny the ruptures and issues that migration offers but to 
recognise that the issues facing women are also ruptured by class, by 
the conditions of migration and a range of other factors that intersect 
with gender. The danger is then not that Alexander gains sympathy but 
she becomes the mythic migrant fi gure in whom resides trauma and 
suffering—she becomes the spokeswoman for the oppressed Indian 
women elsewhere.

‘To put it bluntly’, states Dirlik, ‘postcoloniality is designed … to 
cover up origins of postcolonial intellectuals in a global capitalism of 
which they are not so much victims as benefi ciaries’ (Dirlik 2005: 581). 
While looking at the ‘transnational cultural production and recep-
tion’ of texts by postmodern and postcolonial feminists, Grewal and 
Kaplan critique ‘certain forms of feminism [that] emerge from [the 
feminists’] willing participation in modernity with its colonial dis-
course and hegemonic First World formations that wittingly or un-
wittingly lead to the oppression and exploitation of many women’ 
(1997: 2). I argue that Alexander ‘misrecognize and fail to resist 
Western hegemonies’ (Grewal and Kaplan 1997: 2), which actually 
reinforces eurocentricism; instead of debunking and destabilising 
stereotypes of the passive and suffering Indian womanhood, Fault Lines 
and Manhattan Music ‘authenticate’ them because a ‘genuine’ Indian 
woman feels them on her body and then inscribes them in the body 
of popular texts. Thus, the idea of the west as liberal and liberated 
becomes dominant and hegemonic. And ‘for this hegemony to be 
sustained, its boundaries must be rendered more porous in order to 
absorb alternative cultural possibilities that might otherwise serve as 
sources of destructive oppositions’ (Dirlik 2005: 582). Hence space is 
created for Alexander and her texts, which, while seemingly critiquing 
colonial and neocolonial power structures, are actually helping in 
reinforcing them.

Rey Chow critiques the postcolonial intelligentsia writing about the 
‘oppressed third world woman’, suggesting that when they write and 
discuss such oppression, they need to ‘unmask [themselves] through a 
scrupulous declaration of self-interest’, because their acts are ‘tied less 
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to the oppressed women in [third world] communities “back home” 
then to [their] own careers in the West’ (Chow 2005: 603). They must 
write ‘against the lure of diaspora’ (2005: 605), for ‘any attempt to deal 
with “women” or the “oppressed classes” in the “third world” that does 
not at the same time come to term with the historical conditions of 
its own articulation is bound to repeat the exploitativeness that used 
to and still characterizes most “exchange” between “West” and “East”’ 
(Chow 2005: 605). How can Alexander reframe her writing to face up 
to her ‘truthful relationship to those “objects of study”’ (Chow 2005: 
603) and create some critical space with them so as not to continue 
such exploitation?

Since Alexander seem to lack critical distance from the ‘objects of 
study’, and because of her ‘idiopathic identifi cation’, distances seem 
to disappear; within this desire, past and present, self and other, East 
and West, appear to merge. Because of Alexander’s ‘overappropriate 
identifi cation’ with the other, boundaries collapse, creating a too avail-
able and easy access. In such a scenario, she is unable to work through 
her sexual abuse and only ends up ‘acting out’, through her rhetoric of 
otherness, which leads to retraumatising—for example, her nervous 
breakdown in England (1993: 141)—due to her lack of self-refl exivity 
and critical distance from the Other. When one lacks critical distance 
from the other, one represses what is real and turns instead to idealisa-
tion (Silverman 1996: 74–75). Alexander’s idealisation of her ‘choices’—
her marriage to David Lelyveld, her writing, her work, etc.—the 
‘normative nature of unconscious idealization’ allows for ‘libidinal’ 
affi rmation of what is culturally accepted. She tells her mother she 
married David, so that she could come home (1993: 208). Idiopathic 
identifi cation allows for such affi rmation. Although Alexander does 
not ‘depoliticize’ the relationships of self and other, of fi rst world 
exploitation and third world oppression, she ‘[masks] the pleasure’ 
(JanMohamed 1995: 23) she derives from her position in the western 
Academy.

Alterity is fetishised (JanMohamed 1995: 20) as Alexander is unable 
to keep the distance from the oppressed and fetishised objects she gazes 
at and interweaves into her own history. She ends up ‘acting out’ rather 
than ‘working through’ her trauma of sexual abuse, exile and alienation 
(Hirsh 2002: 414). I suggest that Alexander’s fractured gaze becomes 
complicit with the west’s desire for its other as she lives in the fi rst world 
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and functions ‘not only as [native] but spokespersons for “native” (and 
I add native women) in the “third world”’ (Chow 2005: 589). This is be-
cause in the western Academia, many intellectuals of colour achieve a 
particular status due to their positions ‘as cultural workers/brokers in 
diaspora’ (Chow 2005: 589). Such intellectual and writers, taking their 
‘“raw materials” from the suffering of the oppressed’ become ‘exotic 
minors’ (Chow 2005: 601).

Throughout this reading, I have shown Alexander’s ‘appetite for 
alterity’ (Silverman 1996: 188) where she is unable to separate the 
pain of the other from her own, and in her overidentifi cation, her at-
tempted critical analysis of neocolonialism and neoimperialism are 
rendered ineffective; such texts reinforce eurocentricism where the 
writer stands in as a representative of the oppressed and exploited 
Other. To be truly critical, Alexander must ‘retroactively’ read Indian 
women to ‘painstakingly reverse the processes through which [she has] 
arrogated to [herself] what does not belong to [her], or displaced onto 
another what [she] did not want to recognize in [herself]’ (Silverman 
1996: 118); otherwise, she only ends up repeating the scenario of op-
pression. ‘Such a re-viewing can have only a very limited effi cacy … it 
is a necessary step in the coming of the subject into an ethical or non-
violent relation to the other’ (Silverman 1996: 3). Alexander is unable 
to acquire that distance from India and is unable to ‘respect the other-
ness of the [third world] bodies’ (Silverman 1996: 2) and hence her 
gaze simply confi rms ‘dominant values’ of western desires. She must 
consciously acknowledge that she is the agent of representation, other-
wise, her ideals of marriage and love, of freedom and choice, oppres-
sion and liberation ‘congeal[s] into a tyrannizing [exoticizing] essence’ 
(Silverman 1996: 2). In spite of moments of critique of colonialism, 
neocolonialism and globalisation, her representations exploit the 
marginalised and fetishised others due to her positionality, which 
destabilies and subverts the political possibilities of The Shock of 
Arrival and Fault Lines. If Alexander declares her self-interest in her 
representations of the oppressed third world woman, if she ‘unmasks’ 
herself, will her texts be rendered any less problematic and voyeuristic? 
I do not believe so, for

…such declaration does not clean our hands, but it prevents the con-
tinuance of a tendency, rather strong among ‘third world’ intellectuals 
in diaspora as well as researchers of non-Western cultures in ‘fi rst world’ 
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nations, to sentimentalize precisely those day-to-day realities from which 
they are distanced. (Chow 2005: 603)

Such distances lead either to idealisation or to re-remembering, 
the outcomes of which are ‘competing narratives’ of ‘“development” 
or “underdevelopment”—one of celebration, [and] the other of crisis’ 
(Gikandi 2005: 609). Additionally, and ultimately, as postcolonial intel-
ligentsia and artists in the west, what women of colour ‘can do without 
is the illusion that, through privileged speech, [they are] helping the 
wretched of the earth’ (Chow 2005: 605). Thus, for a postcolonial crit-
ical reading and teaching of Alexander’s texts, we, as academics and 
critics, need to provide the audience with an accurate and correct socio-
cultural and political context of not only the texts, but also of the 
writers, who, as agent of representation, are really in positions of power 
vis-à-vis the exploited subaltern subject that they come to embody.

NOTE

1. In my case, as a woman who was born in Burma or Myanmar, who lived in India, 
Iraq and now the US, not all of these migrations were willingly undertaken. My 
parents, who were born in Burma, ‘returned’ to India during 1946, only to fl ee from 
Rawalpindi due to the partition of India, back to Burma. My forced departure from 
Burma to India due to the brutal Ne Win régime, and as a stateless citizen even 
in the land of my ancestors, makes me a person who belonged to the diaspora of 
despair as well as terror (Appadurai 1996). In Iraq, where my son was born during 
the Iran–Iraq war, I saw despair and death everyday, as the tankers rolled and jets 
sortied while I awaited the birth of my son. Then I was forced to move out of Iraq 
due to the terror of the continued war, back to my adopted nation, India. In the US, 
where I came in 1984, not because of political persecution, even though the Sikh 
massacre touched each and every Sikh person, I became part of the diaspora of 
despair and terror, twice exiled, ‘homeless’ in India and fi nally marginalised in the 
US. Such trauma and alienation, refl ected and appropriated in Alexander’s texts, 
seem to wound the author, leading to retraumatisation due to the repetition 
compulsion. (Hirsch on Trauma, Hirsch 2002)
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Meta-Mobilis: The Case for Polymorphous 
Existence in K.S. Maniam’s Between Lives

BERNARD WILSON

And this—as I see it—is also the role of the author within his ancestral 
background: he is the complex ghost of his own landscape of history or 
work. To put it another way, his poem or novel is subsistence of memory. 
(Wilson Harris 2000)1

It is good to have an end to journey towards, but it is the journey that 
matters in the end. (Ursula K. Le Guin 1987)

INTRODUCTION

The Indian-Malaysian novelist, playwright and academic, K.S. 
Maniam has been his country’s most highly regarded English lan-

guage writer over the last quarter of a century. The thematic concerns 
of Maniam’s oeuvre have increasingly refl ected the dilemma, not just 
for Malaysia’s diasporic Indian population, but for all of its principal 
ethnic groups: the angst which so often accompanies transformation, 
and the hope for an often intangible but nevertheless crucial sense of 
unity—the transformation of cultures and, in many instances, the 
socio-political repression of languages—but also the forfeiture of the 
opportunity for soul-sharing and a style of existence sans frontières 
which has its roots in past mythologies and, equally as importantly, the 
landscape itself. It is through simultaneously negotiating the present, 
past and future, through journeying back to lost myths and narratives 
while creating new ones, Maniam suggests, that one may regain a lost 
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sense of the multiple layers of self and begin to imagine the Malaysian 
nation as a polymorphous yet truly collective entity.

K.S. Maniam writes from a state of perpetual transience, addressing 
a complex sense of discordance that resides not only within Malaysia 
but within himself, and it is this at times overwhelming but artistically 
fertile diasporic strangeness that ensures that his prose comprises an 
array of competing and often seemingly incompatible voices and his-
tories. Maniam fashions parables of the Indian émigré, of renunciation, 
return and re-birth, and it is absence that propels his fi ction: absence of 
human connection, of belonging, of equality, of voice. Maniam’s ap-
proach to Indian diasporic existence, then, is paradoxical in its positive 
and negative connotations but also multitudinous in its application 
in that to be geographically mobile is to seek to eliminate borders: 
borders that are cultural, national and racial, but also borders that are 
spiritual, temporal, chronological. In light of these considerations and 
recent postcolonial theory dealing with cultural location and diaspora, 
this chapter will analyse K.S. Maniam’s Between Lives (2003),2 a text 
which in itself is an exploration of the sacred spaces that connect an-
cestral heritages, competing histories and environment as a vision 
towards the rediscovery of a polymorphous self and the possibility 
of nation.

The novel, Between Lives constitutes the third installment of a dias-
poric narrative that began with the bildungsroman, The Return (1993a), 
two decades previously. In a departure from the dominant perspec-
tives of The Return and In A Far Country (1993b), however, Between Lives 
provides a distinctly female vision, weaving the principal narratives—
one fi rst person, one third person—of two Malaysian women of 
Tamil-Indian descent: Sumitra, a young urban professional who in 
her position in the Social Reconstruction Department (SRD) counsels 
and relocates ‘subjects’, (the SRD’s specifi c and reductive term for per-
sons unwilling to accede to the Department’s modus operandi) and 
Sellamma, one such ‘subject’, an elderly woman who refuses to vac-
ate her rural dwelling in the face of encroaching resort development. 
The novel spans, through overlapping stories, British colonisation, 
Japanese occupation, Independence, Insurgency and contemporary 
Malaysia, but uses these conventional historical signposts as an 
almost incidental milieu for the more problematic historicity that is 
revealed through Sellamma’s story of her family’s attempt to belong to 
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the landscape (a theme which, despite some variations in approach, 
remains prominent in all three novels) and Sumitra’s gradual realisation 
of the problems that beset contemporary Malaysian society. Familial 
reconciliation, the partial resolution for the protagonist of In A Far 
Country, remains central to this text, and the use of Hindu mythology 
as fertile ground for Malaysian allegory, present in much of Maniam’s 
writing, is expanded in Between Lives in which the Ramayana forms 
a key touchstone to understanding the novel’s purpose and inner 
mechanisms. The second crucial function of the text is to provide a 
socio-political commentary (in particular through the depiction of 
the Social Reconstruction Department, or SRD, and its machiavellian 
practices) which denounces what Maniam views as the insidious 
forces that constitute a neocolonialist modern Malaysian society. 
The depiction of totalitarian methodology, more briefl y alluded to In 
A Far Country, is now central to the confl ict within the narrative; the 
SRD reinforces the pervasive climate of denial in Malaysian society, a 
state of disavowal that is shown to derive not purely from political- or 
self-censorship, but as much from a societal malaise which decentral-
ises self-identity in its denial of origins and neglect of the land on (and 
in) which Malaysians live. Though the dialogue of political and social 
propaganda, inseparable as it is from the exhortation to modernise, is 
implicitly denounced by Maniam, it is the silences—the unquestion-
ing acquiescence born of apathy or fear, the willing submission to the 
seductive forces of consumerism and global ideologies—that contain 
greater mistruths and betrayals because they embody an abrogation 
of individual and communal responsibilities.

POLYMORPHOUS EXISTENCE

I have discussed in other essays focusing on South-east Asian literature 
the problematic position of the diasporic individual and his or her 
need to paradoxically remember and forget moments of origin while 
looking toward a collective future, a journey to nationhood which 
guards against the obliteration of personal history.3 In Between Lives 
the forgetting that the nineteenth-century French theorist, Ernest Renan 
advocates as essential to forging nationhood (and the elimination of 
the histories of immigrant or colonised ethnic groups that this entails) 
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is clearly the overt imperative of the hegemonic political mechanism, 
despite its superfi cial celebration of ethnic difference (Wilson 2003: 
391 –92). This strategy, combined as it is with the increasingly material-
istic pursuits of modern society, insulates the dominant culture and 
is contrasted with Maniam’s belief that nation can only be realised 
through a kind of polymorphous existence that entails a complete 
exploration of memory combined with the retention of a physical 
and spiritual connection to the Malaysian terrain. As such, Maniam’s 
commitment to acknowledge the individual and his or her heritage 
and ancestral mythologies does not endanger collectivity, but ap-
proaches nation in similar terms to the historian John Lukacs, who 
defi nes it as ‘manifest[ing] certain personal traits, especially since it 
is a more organic phenomenon than a state. Its character traits are 
nothing more and nothing less than tendencies: but these tendencies 
underlie, and on occasion supersede, other tendencies, other historical 
conditions’ (Lukacs 1968: 216). In essence, Maniam is depicting dias-
poric existence as a form of cultural and chronological osmosis: his 
characters exist in, and travel through, multiple modes of history and 
narration, the interaction of the variant and competing discourses that 
form individual and national consciousness. Within the Malaysian 
context, but with broader ramifi cations, he focuses on what Foucault 
terms a:

…more radical history, that of man himself—a history that now concerns 
man’s very being since he now realizes that he not only ‘has history’ all 
around him, but is himself, in his own historicity, that by means of which a 
history of human life, a history of economics, and a history of languages 
are given their form. (1994: 370)

In an introduction that may be thematically bracketed with the grand-
mother, Periathai’s emergence from the land in The Return and which 
provides an ironic variation to that portrait of immigrant arrival in 
colonial Malaya, the elderly woman, Sellamma, is described by Sumitra 
as an obstruction to the progress of modern, materialist Malaysia. The 
prose immediately establishes the territorial concerns that provide 
the key confl ict and bond between the two principal characters:

The old woman lives, or should I say, hovers about the land, valuable land, 
according to some quarters, stretching from the laterite trail to the river 
and to the fringes of a jungle. It’s a bit of scenic country, which I suppose 
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gives it its value, and sits there right in the middle of their plans for a few 
blocks of condominiums, and a theme park. I’ve been given the task of 
persuading her to leave the land, and get her into the welfare home in 
town. (2003: 1)

The novel provides a gradual narrative unfolding of Sellamma’s and 
Sumitra’s entwined past and present—women who, gender and race 
apart, are seemingly antithetical; the elder woman exists almost en-
tirely through the memories of lost family and community, while 
the younger is dedicated to ‘redefi ning’ these memories to expedite 
Sellamma’s acquiescence to development and relocation. Guilty of, 
in Department-speak, ‘Obstructive Occupation of Land’ (2003: 15), 
Sellamma’s passive resistance rapidly provides an obsessive focus for 
Sumitra, who thereby comes to understand the need for a deeper 
national consciousness. Unlike Lloyd Fernando’s tragic symbol of na-
ture and nurture, Sally, whose willingness to embrace linguistic and 
racial heterogeneity results in her betrayal and destruction in the 1976 
novel, Scorpion Orchid,4 Sellamma (similarly to Periathai in The Return) 
acts as a conduit through which to re-establish links with ancestral 
identity and landscape in the face of a sterile present, a recognition of 
ancestry which Maniam clearly advocates as a necessary touchstone 
for all ethnic groups and, paradoxically, the only way in which one 
may negotiate a contemporary hybrid identity. Like Conrad’s Kurtz 
(1902 [1995]), but in antithesis to that archetype of imperial aggres-
sion and environmental destruction, she articulates an organic heri-
tage forgotten—a voice that ‘seems to come from a bodiless source, 
steadily, mesmerizingly … from a great distance’ (2003: 3) and provides 
an alternative to the sanitised versions of social and political progress 
in Malaysia.

SACRED LANDSCAPES

I want, initially, to examine Maniam’s treatment of the Malaysian land-
scape and, in particular, his use of Hindu mythology as interconnected 
diasporic paths to rediscovering self and achieving nation. Despite his 
strong interests in Hinduism and animism, Maniam is less concerned 
with organised religion per se than with its fabric of mythology and cul-
tural narrative. Though Hinduism is a well from which Maniam has 
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drawn in previous writings—the cosmic dancer Shiva Nataraja as a 
key motif in The Return is one such example—Between Lives is more 
closely imbued with Hindu mythology than previous texts. Aspects 
of the exile of Rama are mirrored not only in the personal journey 
of Arokian and his family, but also in Sellamma’s relationship with 
Sumitra in contemporary Malaysia.5 The Rama–Sita grove positioned 
at the centre of Sellamma’s land, symbolic of the core of ancestral mem-
ory and myth and of a pure symbiosis between human and land, is 
surrounded by an atrophy and neglect that refl ects contemporary 
Malaysian society, the venality of which is far removed from dharma 
(the Hindu and Buddhist moral law which is the soul of nature and the 
sustenance of all existence6) and from the self-effacement and sacri-
fi ce embodied in Lakshmana (referred to in the concluding section of 
the novel), qualities crucial to Maniam’s national vision.

But it is particularly the infl uence of the deity Sita (as earth-mother 
goddess and symbol of harmonious domesticity) on Sellamma, her 
sister Anjalai and, ultimately, Sumitra, which is of fundamental im-
portance to the narrative, and which permeates the multiple-female per-
spective. The regeneration of the land, like the nurturing of a national 
ethos, must be both spiritual and physical, and, similar to Chinese-
Malaysian author Lee Kok Liang’s Flowers in the Sky (1981 [1991]),7 
Maniam’s prose is invested with symbolism that is both sexual and 
sacred. The intertextuality of the Ramayana, itself evolving and bor-
rowing from disparate traditions and comprising multiple narratives, 
provides a heteroglossic template for much of the prose fi ction of the 
Indian diaspora8 and one from which Maniam can explore oral, literary 
and visual histories in Between Lives. The description in Between Lives 
of the Ramayana positioned amidst ‘neatly-lined offi cious-looking 
books, one called General Orders,9 the Mahabharata, leather-bound 
volumes of the Vedas,10 Darwin’s On the Origins of Species, and Malay 
and English dictionaries’ (2003: 47) signifi es the eclectic and com-
peting narratives which defi ne Malaysian-Indian diasporic identity. 
Other books mentioned in the text—Alcott’s Little Women, Dickens’ 
Great Expectations and Narayan’s The Guide—point to the anxieties of 
the female Malaysian-Indian in a transitional society and serve to em-
phasise not only the problematic position of the colonial/postcolonial 
subject circa Malaysian Independence, but also what Maniam views 
as the initially confused spatial location of the diasporic Indian female 
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positioned between western feminism/liberalism and the ancestral 
expectations of a ‘modest, wifely ambition’.11 Sellamma’s role as med-
ium for rival but interlocking narratives expresses the labyrinthine, 
hybrid interconnectedness between language, self and nation in 
Malaysia:

[Sellamma] herself sits opposite me, and begins chanting in a deep and 
remote voice. It isn’t like anything I’ve heard so far. It’s no more just a 
single voice, but several, beginning slowly, and working up to fragmented 
episodes and incidents. The camphor and the joss-stick smells are begin-
ning to affect me—she feeds the brazier as she chants—and I feel a coolness 
spreading all over my scalp. It must be the heat, I tell myself, and try to 
move away, but those tireless voices mesmerize and hold me back. I see 
shapes coming into my confused mind, hear bodies throwing themselves 
about, then ordinary voices raised in quarrels, sudden, angry departures, 
tearful reunions, awkward reconciliations, and something else, a kind of 
fearful emptiness. (2003: 81–82)

Landscape frames the thematic concerns for many contemporary 
South-east Asian writers and for Maniam the Malaysian landscape, 
when unfettered by what he sees as needlessly speculative develop-
ment and quasi-ecotourism, is an animistic force which provides its 
own narrative within the text. This consistent narrativisation of the 
Malaysian terrain mythologises the land but also invests it with a la-
tent fertility and thwarted potentiality, a ‘rotting abundance’ (2003: 46) 
that refl ects Maniam’s view of present-day Malaysia. In the novel, the 
close association of Sita with the rural landscape12 ensures that its 
betrayal and violation in the face of encroaching modernity, inimical 
to the traditional indigenous values of the kampung (a Malay term for 
a village or hamlet), is rendered on an intensely private level that is 
akin to a rape of earth-mother sanctity. The symbolic river cleansing 
that continues Sumitra’s metamorphosis and engenders an almost 
metempsychosist connection between Sumitra and Anjalai Akka 
(Sellamma’s absent sister) in Sellammma’s mind further entwines past 
and present in a sacramental narrative:

We climb up, and sit there letting the water drip from our hair, and fl ow 
down our sarong-clad breasts, past our bellies and thighs, and back into 
the river … I really don’t know how to explain this to anyone, let alone 
myself, I remember saying to myself, and giving in to the experience. I’m 
suddenly aware of a teeming noise and a teeming silence. Though I’ve been 
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itching to reach out for the thundu to dry myself, I resist the desire. I sit 
still, like her, and wait for whatever it is that is supposed to happen. After 
what seems like an eon—the cold water must have numbed my sense of 
time!—I hear the old woman not so much sigh as softly invite some kind 
of visitation (that’s the only word I can fi nd for the time being). It comes, 
slowly, this pleasurable heaviness—is the sarong drying against my body 
making me bloodless?—like a mist, to brush, fi rst our shoulders, and then 
to spread to the rest of our bodies. Then the head becomes light, and the 
eyes become clear with an impersonal lucidity, so that when I look at the old 
woman on this slab of stone, I see her not as a person but as some gesture 
outside time; out of the corner of my eyes, I see Nanda is fl esh and fur, and 
yet only some memorable heaving. I hear myself breathe, and yet only feel 
a certain indifference. (2003: 66)

The potent image of body fl owing back into land, acting as a meta-
phor for the inseparability of self and country, continues the examination 
of polymorphous existence that is also central to other Anglophone 
Malaysian literature such as Lloyd Fernando’s and Lee Kok Liang’s 
prose, but which in Maniam’s writing is more clearly stabilised by a 
bond with perceived indigenous cultural traditions (which are in them-
selves, and somewhat ironically, fl uid and protean constructs). The 
novel, as its title suggests, has a particular Hinduistic relevance—the pro-
gress of the soul through a series of incarnations—and is again a no-
madic narrative that refl ects on the dichotomy between spirituality/
rurality and materialism/urbanisation. The theme of the variant forms 
of exile remains but, although concerned with ethnic division and the 
realisation of a collective national identity, the text also emphasises 
individual accountability. Maniam suggests that the individual’s per-
sonal and communal responsibility is, if I may paraphrase Seamus 
Heaney, to dig13 in order not only to re-establish a sense of origin but 
to penetrate the indifference that permeates contemporary society. The 
digging that is advocated by Maniam in this novel is thus manifold: a 
religious and ancestral obligation to bring forth the abundance of the 
land in a return to Tamil-Indian and Malay traditions; an exfoliation 
to reveal the disparate but interconnected histories that make up 
self and nation; the piercing of the dual metaphors of silence and 
darkness—both repeatedly evinced in the text—to reveal the faux egali-
tarianism of social conditioning and modernity in Malaysia; and as 
emblematic of the writer’s duty to uncover truths and deceptions in 
Malaysian society and to challenge the establishment, functions whose 
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diffi culty in Malaysia local critic and writer Kee Thuan Chye has likened 
to ‘a dog barking at a mountain’.14 Sumitra’s role with the Social 
Reconstruction Department, conversely, is to peel back the layers of 
self, not to discover truth, but to eradicate difference and restructure 
identity. Skilled at locating ‘the problem, the social forces behind it, 
the subject’s fears and anxieties, and, most importantly, the solution’ 
(2003: 17) she is nevertheless covertly contemplating the façade 
of this society, an inhibitive silence that eliminates deviation from 
government-dictated norms.

Sellama’s and Sumitra’s use of the Malaysian hoe (the changkul), then, 
becomes a distinctly Malaysian metaphor for reconnecting with a lost 
heritage and for investigating contemporary Malaysian society:

‘Appa always said be part of the handle, and you’ll be part of the earth,’ 
she says, looking at me as if I should remember … I must look ridiculous, 
but I feel freer as I swing the changkul this time and bring it down. It sinks 
into the ground and, as I pry up a wedge of earth just like the old woman, 
I feel the changkul becoming more comfortable in my grip. I raise it 
again and knock the wedge into loose soil. Not bad for a fi rst try with a 
real changkul! I think, and move on to the next furrow. The old woman 
follows me, working slowly, so as to keep an eye on me. I struggle on, and 
then break off for a rest. The old woman carries on. I’m surprised by the 
strength in that old body. It can only be moved by some secret ambition, 
I think, maybe something like my grandmother’s strong desire for longevity. 
I stand there, thinking of the report, and willing some kind of skill into my 
hands. I pick up the changkul and struggle through the furrow to her side. 
I continue to struggle beside her, but my body is beginning to move less 
awkwardly. Then we are bringing the changkuls down together, and in 
the pause between the swings, I listen, as I’ve seen the old woman do, to the 
singing silence. (2003: 62–63)

The exploration of this rich cross-cultural ancestral fabric in Malaysia 
is, in Maniam’s writing, partly a reaction to the post-independence 
political directives which, while not advancing monoculturalism, do 
equate to a national identity that is inequitably dominated by Malays 
and a Malay perspective, and one which has allowed only for a limited 
and censored voice from the other ethnic groups within the country. As 
such, Maniam is responding to the conventional histories of Malaya/
Malaysia that have been dominated by British, and later, Malay per-
spectives. In Between Lives, I would argue, Maniam has employed, in 
Nietzsche’s terminology in The Use and Abuse of History, ‘a combination 
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of three modes of historical consciousness: the unhistorical, which com-
prises the power of “forgetting”, of limiting one’s horizon; the historical, 
which is what we understand by conventional history … and fi nally, 
the superhistorical—a sense that allows for a greater cultural vision, 
one which encompasses art and religion’ (1957: 71). It is, in particu-
lar, this superhistorical mode which provides individuals in Maniam’s 
text with a soul and sense of self—one which identifi es with the cul-
tural perspectives and the mythologies that are so strongly a part of 
his ethnic heritage, but which is also responding to a perceived ostrac-
ism of immigrant cultures in Malaysia, and looking forward, in hope 
rather than conviction, to an inclusive multicultural national unity.15

Continuing the thematic strain begun in The Return and In A Far 
Country, then, the story of Malaysia’s immigrant Indians, in particu-
lar, but also of all Malaysians, is a chronicle of individual and national 
incompleteness. Arokian’s admirable though unrealistic quest to make 
his adopted country ‘better than the one in the Ramayana’ (2003: 89) 
embodies the utopian dream of the diaspora. His desire to ‘build a 
house to fi t the ways of life here’ (2003: 96), one which is equal to 
that of the Malayan, Pak Mat’s, encapsulates the quest for Malaysian 
egalitarianism—a hope for, if not the integration of ethnic groups, a 
mutual respect that is contrasted against the colonising, exclusive 
symbol of the white thurai’s (a Malaysian term for a master or overseer) 
‘bungalow standing majestically on the slopes of the hill’ (2003: 96). 
Cross-cultural miscommunication, evidenced in one instance by Pak 
Mat’s stern refusal of food from the young Sellamma (2003: 98) which 
suggests the ignorance of immigrant ethnic groups of the dietary 
requirements of Muslims, causes initial Malay resistance to acceptance, 
but Arokian’s sacrilising of the land identifi es the essential rurality 
of the Tamil-Indian and Malay heritages and goes some way toward 
validating his Malaysianess in the eyes of the bumiputra.16 It follows that 
immigrant ethnic groups cannot take root in Malaysia or experience 
true belonging without the tacit Malay acceptance of hybridity as the 
essence of the new Malaysian nation, nor can these same immigrant 
groups hope to transplant ancestral cultural mores without signifi -
cant adaptation and immersion in the dominant culture:

He went away on his bicycle again, and this time returned with plants 
she hadn’t seen or hard of: pandan, serai, and daun puchok or some such 
sounding thing, in effect, those vegetables and shoots Malaikaran families 
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commonly grew to eat with their rice. The plants either grew healthily for 
a while and then died suddenly or just didn’t take root. Her father shook 
his head, and concentrated on the crops he knew. Then Pak Mat appeared, 
as if to see how her father was progressing. They walked over the land, 
looking at the new bunds her father had started, the girls following them 
quietly. Pak Mat looked at her father, scratched his head, and sighed. After 
that he began to come almost every other day. The plants her father had 
brought from the nearby kampungs somehow began to grow again or 
when he planted a fresh batch, grew without any sickness touching them. 
(2003: 106–107)

In Between Lives, in particular, Maniam’s vision of a Malaysian 
nation is one in which individuals may retain the sanctity of ancestral 
heritage while acknowledging the salutary effects of interculturality. 
Such a position offers a stability derived from cultural origins that off-
sets the uncertainty of a marginalised present and hybrid future but 
draws positives from each area, a stance that provides a solution to 
Fernando’s concerns of heterogeneity threatening valuelessness,17 and 
is at variance with Rushdie’s advocacy of total hybridity at the expense 
of purity. The Satanic Verses, as an example of Rushdie’s diasporic 
focus, in his own words,

…celebrates hybridity, impurity, intermingling, the transformation that 
comes of new and unexpected combinations of human beings, cultures, 
ideas, politics, movies, songs. It rejoices in mongrelisation and fears the 
absolutism of the Pure. Melange, hotchpotch, a bit of this and a bit of that 
is how newness enters the world. It is the greatest possibility that mass 
migration gives the world and I have tried to embrace it. The Satanic Verses 
is for change by fusion, change by conjoining. It is a love song to our 
mongrel selves. (1992: 394)

The deference with which (most specifi cally Indian and Malay) 
ancestry is treated in Maniam’s novel, however, provides a substructure 
which counterbalances what he sees as the often overwhelming 
eclecticism of hybridity. Such deference, which may in some instances 
be criticised for its tendency towards confusing cultural roots with a 
false notion of a pure cultural genesis that has never existed, neverthe-
less retains a poise between ethnic origin(s) and interculturality that 
is still essentially inclusive of all ethnicities.

Arokian’s dream of recognition and cohabitation, then, continues 
the migrant narrative of longing and belonging that is both Malaysian 
and universal and which is conveyed through multiple dialogues of 
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call and response in Between Lives: between drifter and settler, coloniser 
and colonised, between ethnicities, across generations. Despite pro-
gress towards a poly-ethnic Malaysian empathy, Arokian is ironically 
frustrated by Malaysian Independence, which unravels the tenuous 
bonds between the principal three Malaysian ethnic groups formed in 
response to British and Japanese colonisation. The sense of poly-ethnic 
unity achieved through confrontation with an imperial other now gives 
way to divisive and racially exclusive rhetoric:

‘The Belanda people came,’ Pak Mat said. ‘Then the British, and your 
people and the Cheenans, the Japankarans, then the British again. How 
to be themselves? the Malaikarans ask.’

‘My people and the Cheenans?’

‘That’s how the Malaikarans are talking, Arokian,’ Pak Mat said. ‘Our 
people, the other people.’ (2003: 185–86)

Just as other characters in Maniam’s literature (most notably Muthu, 
the protagonist in the short story ‘Haunting the Tiger’18) unwittingly 
repeat the colonising process through their desire to possess the land 
rather than immerse themselves in it, so too does the post-independence 
push towards exclusive bumiputra identity by Malays repeat, through 
ethnic exclusionism, the mistakes of colonisation. While Pak Mat’s 
words express legitimate concerns over establishing a distinctive Malay 
identity that has been subjugated by repeated invasions, the inclina-
tion tends towards absolutism on ethnic lines, planting the seeds that 
will repeat the colonialist élitism of pre-independence.

This quest for a liberating sense of self and nation that is poly-ethnic 
but which does not deracinate is best symbolised through the nurtur-
ing luminescence that accompanies one of a succession of epiphanic 
moments within the novel:

Yes, there it was, their dream, a vast teeming of breaths, and a vast teeming 
of shapes, all around them. Then the light appeared, larger than the largest 
tier-lamp their mother owned! Its warm brightness fell on age-ringed 
tree trunks, beaks of colourful birds pointing towards some distant 
attraction and, in the shadows of the nearest trees, the whiskered face of 
the tiger, the gentle eyes of the deer, and the golden, coiled heap of the 
snake. (2003: 127)

Though Maniam’s mythologising of the land as a path to nationhood 
has its genesis in Hinduism, it is nevertheless distinctly Malay(sian) in 
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its trinal symbolism of tiger, deer and snake as central to the diasporic 
consciousness—providing the link between the homeland of past 
(India) and the imagined homeland of future (Malaysia).19 Anjalai’s and 
Sellamma’s trip into the jungle to remove themselves ‘from the marks 
other people made’ and to ‘fi nd [their] dreams’ (2003: 124) through a 
sensory regeneration, then, is a clear national allegory for a Malaysia 
emerging from colonisation, an allegory that is extended through 
Sellamma and Sumitra who, in present-day Malaysia, also pursue ‘the 
darkness [that] lies in the silence’ (2003: 199). It is a pilgrimage that 
involves a return to the oedipal moment of relearning and reordering 
memories in an attempt to envision national coalescence, a syncret-
ism that is not antithetical to retaining distinct ethnicities, but which 
avoids a simplistic binary of self and other. The continued exploration 
of polymorphous existence in Between Lives, then, transcends temporal 
existence and negotiates a metaphysical realm that defi nes self through 
a collective aboriginal consciousness. The scattering of Sellamma’s 
ashes is connotative of an attachment that goes well beyond immediate 
physical or psychological inclusion, and which resides in a sacred 
memorialisation of the land and the manifest histories it contains.

THE POLITICS OF EXCLUSION

While Maniam’s novel, though, promotes a conjoint remembrance 
of the sacrosanctity of the land through the shared rural traditions of 
Tamil-Indian and Malay cultures as a potential path towards collective 
national identity, it also embodies a plea for mutual inclusion that is 
directed at the dominant cultural power, and identifi es venality and 
self-interest behind the platitudes of modernisation and ethnic inte-
gration in contemporary Malaysian society. Sumitra’s position within 
the SRD is to enforce governmental directives which, as I have dis-
cussed in relation to Renan’s prescription for nationhood, are aimed at 
forgetting—a role that necessitates, as she tacitly notes, a core element 
of misanthropy:

You stumble to a cold panel, and sit on a chair that’s a mortuary slab. When 
you switch on the equipment, red, blue and green lights blink and stare 
at you. By the time you push the tape into that super machine, you’ve for-
gotten who you are. That’s the paradox behind the concept of the complex: 
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be dehumanized so you can respond to anything that sounds remotely 
human. (2003: 24)

In coercing citizens to operate within a sanitised present and aban-
don any memories that may represent a challenge to the societal 
status quo, the SRD functions as a dual symbol of neocolonialism and 
modernity. It argues that a silent conformity to governmental directives 
will ensure a harmonious ethnic coexistence—the obverse of which 
is the eruption of violence that will surely ensue should Malaysians 
identify too closely with their discrete ethnicities, as evidenced (the 
Department argues) by the inter-racial riots in Singapore in the 1950s 
and Malaysia in 1969. Such a proposition, as Maniam has indicated 
previously,20 remains highly contentious in Malaysia, where margin-
alised ethnicities view the dominant cultural group as hypocritically 
claiming successful ethnic integration while effectively practising 
exclusionist policies in areas of civil and social law under the twin 
banners of affi rmative action for Malays and the urgent necessity for 
modernisation/urbanisation.21 Thus, the continuation into the twenty-
fi rst century of political directives that in the decades immediately 
following Independence justifi ably redressed the privileges given to 
the Chinese under British rule and in part sought to negate the eco-
nomic power of Chinese Malaysians, is now perpetuating those same 
British errors under the banner of advancement for Malays and 
(supposedly) all of Malaysia.

In this context, Sumitra’s job description within the SRD is effect-
ively that of mnemonic neuter: to ensure that, in the department’s 
pejorative term, subjects primarily exist in the immediacy of a submis-
sive and non-interventionist present. The emergence of a more strident 
Malay nationalism in the 1970s, an ongoing response to the country’s 
history of prolonged colonisation but clearly also a reaction to the vio-
lence of 1969, lingers in the inclinations towards totalitarianism that 
may be witnessed in contemporary Malaysia. Though the department 
head, an O’Brien-like fi gure of alternating benevolence and menace,22 
describes the employees of the SRD as a fully integrated ‘kuih lapis, the 
many-layered, multicoloured, local cake, not the Englishman’s basket 
of coloured eggs’ (2003: 156), the sub-text of the metaphor contains 
a quasi-egalitarian manipulation, the basis of which is a selective and 
self-serving interpretation of history and a control of language and cul-
ture that ironically and deliberately apes the imperialist models of 



422 Bernard Wilson

subjugation to which Malaysia has been subject over the past centuries. 
The placebo of a hybrid, melded collectivity, and the endorsement of 
materialistic overdependence, camoufl age the deliberate subversion 
and/or extirpation of links with a shared organic past and disparate core 
identities, and are devices to facilitate the creation of a national identity 
which has at its root an unquestioning allegiance to the controlling pol-
itical power. The Department is a paradigm of the paradox of identity 
in contemporary Malaysia—having stripped individuals (across all 
ethnicities) of their cultural foundations and association with the land, 
it becomes a contradictory symbol of (false) nurture and security for 
its inhabitants:

The place, together with the shut-off expressions on my colleagues’ faces, 
acquires a cocoon-like closeness. My colleagues are not just workers struggl-
ing at their tasks, but fi gures moving with a ritual certainty towards some 
sense of completion. The hours seem to fall to the bright, glossy fl oor like … 
pencil shavings, and my colleagues’ faces now fl ower in that absorption 
I saw this morning, but with an almost defi ant glow. Their hands hover 
over the keyboards like so many bandmasters’ wands, and the screens fi ll 
with the fl utters of their effortless command. Their backs and shoulders 
are held in that poised ease that comes from some inborn confi dence. 
(2003: 221)

But the crucial differentiation in the novel is between selective and 
collective memory and Maniam’s complex depiction of the relationship 
between self and nation becomes clearer if one uses as a touchstone 
Lloyd Fernando’s comments, written three decades earlier and im-
mediately subsequent to the inter-racial riots of 1969. In an essay in 
which the central discussion concerns the effects of modernisation on 
literature and language in South-east Asia, Fernando defends the study 
of literature (seen by many as a colonial anachronism), but qualifi es 
his defence by stating that:

…the most signal lesson of modern industrial civilisation is that virtually 
unlimited benefi ts can ensue for those who develop and extend their hold 
upon the real world. We in South East Asia have not been masters of our 
own destiny these last few centuries because that hold was uncertain. 
And the challenge we have taken up, especially in Malaysia and Singapore, is 
to strengthen and extend that hold in every direction almost without limit. 
What is at stake is too absolutely crucial for us to do anything but devote 
our major efforts towards this end. But our problem is equally the pain 
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of an expanding consciousness… We must examine the relation between 
our past, our present and our future in the hope of discovering a truer 
line of continuity, so that we may see to it that our consciousness never 
erupts again as it did in the riots last May (1969), but rather is disciplined 
to take in the new without hurt. (1986: 99–100)

What Fernando is expressing a hope for (and it is a desire with which 
Maniam clearly concurs) is that the leadership of Malaysia, in focusing 
on strategic goals for the future, does not then interpret history in purely 
conventional or, worse, manipulative terms. The expanding consci-
ousness—the polymorphous existence if you will—of which Fernando 
speaks, then, may be managed through reference to Nietzsche’s three 
modes of history: remembering historical lessons learned while at-
tempting to forget past inter-racial grievances; breaking the chain of 
colonisation but, in response to the threat to the cultures of devel-
oping nations that globalisation poses, not severing—but revering—
the disparate links to the origins of cultural and artistic knowledge in 
this society.

CONCLUSION

Maniam’s novel, in accordance with Fernando’s entreaty, advocates 
a Malaysian nation that comprises, and is viewed through, the foci 
of multiple histories rather than a selective poly-ethnic history that 
perpetuates the dominance of one ethnic group over others. The pro-
posal, however, is far more than the understandable (and laudable) 
desire to promote the voices of marginalised ethnicities but, rather, 
employs in Maniam’s own words ‘personal history, communal and na-
tional history and fi nally an awareness in the individual that transcends 
[all of these], which I call a mystical experience of the larger personality 
that resides within us’ (Maniam 2001). It follows that the elimination 
of cultural, artistic and spiritual histories is interpreted by Maniam as 
a violation of the sacrosanctity of this larger personality. The achieving 
of nation then, as Sumitra fi nally understands, will only be realised 
when these denials are confronted:

We trembled at what we saw, as you’ll tremble at what you read. But we’re 
not ashamed. Not at the suspicions, jealousies, the mistrust; the false self-
confi dence, the cringing subservience, and the self-deception. They’re 



424 Bernard Wilson

painful to recall, but they’re also our memories, our past selves, now not 
to be veiled over by some comforting, superfi cial light. (2003: 385)

Thus the conclusion of Between Lives crucially posits the construc-
tion of nationhood in absolute connection with the fundamental moral 
obligation of each individual to acknowledge his or her ethnic and 
organic origins by travelling to what is referred to in the text as the 
‘alien spaces’ (2003: 221) of the mind. In an exhortation to ‘follow every 
twist and turn of our memories, fearlessly’ (2003: 388), Maniam argues 
that the key to creating a true National Kampung (2003: 385)—that is, 
an inclusive national space—is not only to confront the past in total-
ity, but to exist through multiple levels of culture and language and, 
indeed, through multiple and simultaneous chronological, historical 
and spiritual planes, because the evolution of a poly-ethnic commu-
nity cannot take place without understanding, and living through, its 
hybrid, diasporic genesis. A defi nition of Malaysia, then, must be pre-
ceded by self-defi nitions born of stability but harnessed to mobility: 
the fi rst stage of imagining nation is the resurrection of the moribund 
selves.

NOTES

1. From an introductory quotation in Samuel Durrant’s essay, ‘Hosting History: 
Wilson Harris’s Sacramental Narratives’ (2000).

2. All further references are to this edition and are included in the text.
3. See, in particular, my discussion of some of these aspects of K.S. Maniam’s writing 

in ‘Memory, Myth, Exile: The Desire for Malaysian Belonging in K.S. Maniam’s 
The Return, “Haunting the Tiger” and “In A Far Country”’ (Wilson 2003).

4. Malaysian author and academic, Lloyd Fernando has published two novels deal-
ing with his country’s modern genesis: Scorpion Orchid (1976 [1992]) and Green 
is the Colour (1993).

5. Rama, together with Sita and Lakshmana, are exiled in the Chitrakoot Forest for a 
period of 14 years. Though Rama is the protagonist of the Ramayana, I would con-
jecture that the sub-narrative of Sita’s faith, and the testing of that steadfastness and 
courage clearly infl uences the choice of the plural female perspectives of Sumitra, 
Sellamma and Gowri in Between Lives.

6. The true heroic qualities of Rama, according to the beliefs of Hinduism, stem from 
his adherence throughout his life to the rules of dharma.

7. An author, politician and lawyer, Lee Kok Liang made prominent contributions 
to Anglophone Malaysian literature for four decades until his death in 1992. 
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 Flowers in the Sky, fi rst published in 1981, provides a Malaysian variation on the 
Confucian principles of yin and yang through its examination of balance and 
counterbalance on multiple philosophical, physical and cultural levels.

 8. I have in mind here the Sanskrit epic technique of embedding stories within stories, 
twinned with the motif of exile, which may be witnessed, in particular, in the fi ction 
of Salman Rushdie, V.S. Naipaul and Bharati Mukherjee, among others.

 9. In an email to me dated 28 November 2002, Maniam states that General Orders 
‘used to be prescribed reading … for those entering the civil service. It was sup-
posed to be the handbook for model behaviour and to provide rules for dealing 
with the public. Its inclusion [in Between Lives] was meant to be ironic. Su’s father, 
if anything, is exemplary [in terms of the rules of the handbook]. His behaviour is 
showcase or display behaviour. Behind it all is one big corruption’.

10. It could be speculated that the sacrimentalisation of the natural Malaysian land-
scape and the importance of the familial and environmental bonds that form central 
themes in Between Lives and a great deal of Maniam’s other prose fi ction have as 
their partial source of inspiration the Vedas, which comprise invocations to the 
One Divine and the divinities of nature—including Sun, Rain, Wind, Fire—as 
well as prayers for social rites such as matrimony and prosperity.

11. In an email from K.S. Maniam, dated 26 January 2003.
12. In Hinduism, Sita is variously referred to as the goddess of the harvest, of the earth 

and as the Corn Mother. Her name translates literally as ‘furrow’.
13. I have in mind the allusions to rural tradition and ancestral heritage expressed in 

Seamus Heaney’s poem ‘Digging’ (1966) but also, in particular, the complex and 
multiple social and artistic responsibilities of the poet/writer expressed in the lines: 
‘Between my fi nger and my thumb/The squat pen rests/I’ll dig with it’.

14. For an assessment of the diffi culties facing the contemporary Malaysian writer, 
see Kee Thuan Chye (2001).

15. I have, in this paragraph, drawn in part from Aruna Srivastava’s enlightening treat-
ment of the representation of Foucalt’s, Nietszche’s and Gandhi’s historical modes 
in two of Salman Rushdie’s novels (Srivastava 1991) Although, according to 
Srivastava, Gandhi’s interpretation of history(ies) posits myths and mythologies 
apart from Nietszche’s three modes of historical consciousness, I would argue 
that the realm of myth and mythology can just as appropriately be placed in the 
mode of superhistorical, given that Nietszche’s distinction implicitly allows for 
the fi ctive and mythologising elements inherent in art and religion.

16. The term bumiputra, translated from the Sanskrit bhumiputra, literally translates 
as ‘sons of the earth’ or, in Bahasa Malay, as ‘princes of the earth’. Its resonance 
is twofold in its negative and positive ramifi cations: it may be viewed not only as 
part of the excluding and divisive Malay(sian) political process but conversely, in 
its more pure form in Maniam’s eco-narratives, as a crucial reference point for 
an eclectic but collective future that is inclusive of all ethnicities in Malaysia and 
their relationship(s) with the landscape itself.

17. For a more complete reference to this perspective in Fernando’s fi ction and 
academic critiques see Wilson (2000).
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18. See my discussion of this in Wilson (2003).
19. K.S. Maniam in an email dated 29 January 2003 notes that one reading of these 

symbols might be as follows: the tiger represents Malaysia itself, but also age and 
wisdom, the deer may be seen as a link between India and Malaysia, and the snake, 
in this context, does not mean material wealth but rather, ‘the wealth that a sheer 
sense of belonging to a country could bring’.

20. In 1993, Maniam commented: ‘The political structure in Malaysia is now being 
dominated by Malay ideology… This existing structure is bound to affect the activ-
ities, goals and progress of all these communities primarily because each is going 
to be overlooked to a certain extent, through one major community trying to pass 
its values and sense of social structure onto other people’ (Wilson 1993–94).

20. Writing in 1981, Tham Seong Chee observed: ‘Malay dominance in the political 
process has led to two important political consequences. One is the implementation 
of development policies in the educational and economic spheres favouring Malay 
participation. The other is the use of Malay cultural and political symbols as the 
basis for national identity and unity. The concept of Malaysian national culture 
stresses, therefore, the role of Malay culture as the foundation (teras) of that cul-
ture’ (Chee 2001). In the following two-and-a-half decades the United Malays 
National Organisation has maintained its political dominance and infl uence in 
developmental strategies which are advantageous to the ethnic Malay group.

22. I am referring here to the Inner Party Member in George Orwell’s critique of 
totalitarianism, Nineteen Eighty-four.
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Exilic Dispositions and Dougla Identity 
in Laure Moutoussamy’s Passerelle de vie 
(The Bridge of Life)

BRINDA MEHTA

Every voyage is potentially a voyage into exile, a voyage to the ‘end of the 
night’. (Georges Van Den Abbeele 1991)

The quest for female identity constitutes an important leitmotif 
in French Caribbean women’s writing from Martinique and 

Guadeloupe in novels such as Hérémakhonon (Maryse Condé), Juletane 
(Myriam Warner-Vieyra), Je suis martiniquaise (Mayotte Capécia), 
Mon examen de blanc (Jacqueline Manicom), La métisse caribéenne 
(Arlette Minatchy Bogat), Passerelle de vie (Laure Moutoussamy), 
among others. This search is situated within negating tropes of colo-
nisation, departmentalisation, sexual and racial alterity, assimilation 
and migration to demarcate the liminal spaces of exile’s physical and 
psychological trajectories, providing the female characters with poten-
tially ambivalent referential paradigms of self-defi nition. Succumbing 
to the alienation, isolation and frustration of their exilic dispositions 
at home and abroad, these heroines express their confl icting reac-
tions of anguish and resistance to Otherness through suicide, nervous 
breakdown, illness and madness as symptoms of a gender-determined 
response to the tensions and ambiguities of French Caribbean or 
Antillean (post)-coloniality in their countries of origin.

While most of these novels focus on the dilemmas confronted by Afro-
Caribbean female characters, writers such as Manicom, Moutoussamy 
and Minatchy-Bogat have created important narrative spaces for the 
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inclusion of the experiences of Francophone Indo-Caribbean and 
mixed-race Indian/African dougla women to broaden the scope of 
ethnic and gendered negotiations of identity. Within this context, 
Laure Moutoussamy’s Passerelle de vie (The Bridge of Life) marks a cru-
cial intervention in these discourses on gender, race and mixed-race 
affi liations through the protagonist Déméta who problematises French 
Caribbean engagements with creolisation, on the one hand, while 
inserting the necessary intersectional positionalities of dougla iden-
tity and Caribbean Indianness or indianité on the other. In so doing, 
the novel adds the marginalised dimension of gender to existing 
models of Antillean multiculturalism articulated in terms of créolité 
and coolitude, as well as to the more nationalist identity politics of 
négritude and indianité.

This intervention is particularly important given that dougla 
identity in the French Caribbean lacks the specifi c political, social and 
cultural resonances of its Anglophone counterpart in Trinidad and 
Guyana, where it is articulated in terms of ‘douglarisation’, dougla 
poetics’, ‘dougla aesthetics’ and ‘dougla in-betweeness’ in the work of 
Caribbean scholars and writers such as Rhoda Reddock, Shalini 
Puri, Kamala Kempadoo, Ramabai Espinet and others. Referring to 
douglarisation in Trinidad, Grant Cornwall and Eve Stoddard argue: 
‘The “douglarization” of Trinidadian culture can be read as a form of 
creolization, but as a form of creolization in its most general and in-
clusive sense which decenters the African origins of Creole culture and 
foregrounds the ongoing syncretic process of cultural formation. It 
also highlights the power struggles inherent in those processes’ (1999: 
213). These theories have validated the inevitability of racial contact 
between Indians and Africans, despite the somewhat problematic 
connotations of the word dougla denoting ethnic impurity.1 At the 
same time, the term dougla has also seemed to be a little less polemical 
in its usage than the word creole attempting to allay fears about the 
cultural assimilation of Indians in a predominantly creolised social 
fabric in Trinidad. By highlighting the ‘Indianess’ inherent in the 
word, Shalini Puri’s infl uential work on dougla poetics attempts to 
ally fears about the cultural assimilation of Indians in a predominantly 
creolised social fabric in Trinidad. In her article (1997) Puri argues 
that ‘the fi gure of the dougla could provide a vocabulary for fi guring 
disallowed Indian identities; furthermore, they could offer ways of 
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reframing the problematics of black-Indian party politics, and race 
and gender relations’ (1997: 156).2 Puri’s dougla poetics is a way of 
‘seeing’ the Caribbean differently beyond a white/black binary that 
excludes the potential for mixed-race ancestry. Traditional scholar-
ship on and in the Caribbean has tended to locate the region’s specifi city 
within a black/white-dominated historical paradigm stressing the 
primacy of European and African experiences. This dialectical im-
balance has obscured the subtle ‘chiaroscuro of brownness’ that 
characterises the Indo-Caribbean presence by promoting cultural in-
validation and illegitimacy. Proposing the dougla poetics as a form of 
‘racelessnes’, Puri inscribes it within an enabling trope of expanded 
dialogue and cultural recognition; in so doing, she also reverses the 
negative connotations of the term dougla, symbolising bastardisa-
tion and ethnic impurity, into a revised locus of identity. In fact, the 
Indo-Guyanese critic Kamala Kempadoo associates her own dougla-
ness with a borderland identity which predicates the need for racial 
ambiguity in an increasingly transcultural world (1999: 107–09). 
Kempadoo draws strength from her mixed-race identity by locating 
it within the parameters of a transnational dynamic. The borderland 
as the site of racial convergence transcends the limitations of racial 
absolutism, whose boundaries are fi xed and impermeable. Instead, 
the borderland, as interstitial space, favours a certain subjective claim-
ing in-between dominant discourses on race. In this way, Kempadoo 
reaffi rms her hybridised identity as an Afro-Indo-dougla-Guyanese 
woman who has inhabited Caribbean diasporic space in England, 
Canada and the United States (US) by celebrating the story of the multi-
ple hyphen. She states: ‘I could see myself as a chameleon, with no 
fi xed appearance and no sense of an essential self, yet could enjoy the 
multiple spaces available due to the simultaneous inhabiting of dif-
ferent cultures’ (1999: 107–08). Associating her dougla identity with 
a simultaneous vertical and horizontal expansion over multiple cul-
tural zones, Kempadoo accommodates her douglaness by converting 
marginality into relational mutuality, thereby claiming a more in-
clusive positionality. The absence of such a theoretical framework in 
the Francophone context has consequently marginalised the presence 
of biological douglas who are omitted from discussions of Antillean 
identity either as chappé or échappé coolie in Martinique or bata coolie 
in Guadeloupe. This omission has also impeded a truly prismatic 
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reading of Francophone Caribbeanness through the lack of cultural and 
theoretical ‘intimacy’ between the shared experiences of Indians and 
Africans in terms of labour exploitation, and the historical conditions 
of Indian indenture and African slavery.

Although the use of the term dougla in the French Caribbean context 
can appear to be a semantic imposition remaining alien to the region’s 
politics of naming, it nevertheless offers a more affi rming locus of dias-
poric identifi cation in the absence of satisfactory nomenclature in 
Martinique and Guadeloupe. In Martinique, the term échappé coolie 
evokes the ambiguity of double entendre, whereby the escape (s’échapper) 
from coolie servitude as a form of resistance to subalternity or la négrité 
also connotes an escape from or disavowal of one’s Indian historicity at 
the same time. This ambiguity is further compounded by bastardisa-
tion (bata) in Guadeloupe, thereby revealing the inadequacies of both 
French and Creole to appropriately name this constituency. Until these 
languages convincingly recreate themselves through ‘indeterminate’ 
vocabularies that extend beyond literalness, the term dougla represents 
the only viable alternative to characterise this identity. As a signifi er of 
diasporic affi nity and postcolonial subjectivity, the word dougla tem-
porarily unites the Anglophone and French islands in a trans-Caribbean 
linguistic rapprochement accepted by some and rejected by others on 
both sides of this particular Caribbean ‘divide’.

Moreover, the subsuming of Francophone douglaness under ra-
cialised characterisations of creole blackness or Indian bastardisation 
inherent in the appellation ‘batazendien’ reveals an inherent invisibility 
and illegitimacy that places this constituency in a state of tentativeness 
or limbo caught between dominant paradigms of Frenchness, black-
ness and Indianness. For example, the dougla protagonist of Arlette 
Minatchy-Bogat’s novel La métisse caribéenne continually migrates 
between racist colonial markers of alterity, alternatively character-
ised as ‘coolie Malabar, négresse, zambo, bata coolie’ (Malabar coolie, 
negresse, sambo, coolie bastard [2004: 12])3 by locals whites or béké, 
Indo-Caribbean and Afro-Caribbean communities alike. Her resistance 
to categorisation reveals the inadequacy of the colonial tongue to tran-
scend its negating binary logic that situates identity in an either or para-
digm of oppositional confl ict. Moreover, the traditional framing of 
the Caribbean in terms of a white/black dialectic has further predi-
cated the assimilation of other ‘indeterminate’ identities under blanket 
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characterisations of creoleness and métissage or racial mixing (as men-
tioned earlier) to reveal a partial engagement with the process of cre-
olisation understood in terms of Edouard Glissant’s relational poetics, 
the deliberations of the Créolité School of Bernabé-Chamoiseau-
Confi ant and Benîtez-Rojo’s repetitive transmutations. These scholars 
frame creolisation within a locus of perpetual hybridity and endless 
possibility as evidence of an ongoing process of exchange, renewal and 
transformation, without necessarily including gender as an import-
ant variable in the process.4

In this analysis, I would like to determine whether the dougla quest 
for identity leads to an avowal or disavowal of one’s mixed-race heri-
tage. How do Francophone dougla women writers represent dougla 
difference in the absence of literary, political and cultural points of 
reference? What is the link between psychological exile and truncated 
roots as symptoms of negated identity and the internalisation of racial-
ised paradigms of self-expression? For example, the female protagonist 
of Jacqueline Manicom’s Mon examen de blanc (1972), who ironically 
bears an Indian name Madévi or the great goddess, betrays her alien-
ation through an initial and overt negation of her Indian ancestry, 
yearning to lactify her skin through psychological associations with 
racial dominance.5 In Laure Moutoussamy’s Passerelle de vie (2000), 
the question of psychic alienation is further complicated by tropes of 
illness and exile as the only grid to interrogate ‘alternative’ identities 
located within the racialised spectrum of Europe and the homeland 
Martinique. Consequently, how do the political realities of colonial-
ism and departmentalisation further negate the affi rmation of these 
identities that do not necessarily include whiteness as a dominant racial 
signifi er? Are questions of creolisation destabilised when Africa and 
India displace European whiteness as primary reference points? What 
are the implications of such a displacement, and how do they mani-
fest themselves in narrative form, especially in women’s writing?

The Bridge of Life is the ‘coming to consciousness’ story of a dougla 
woman from Martinique who leaves home for the insecurity of exile 
in France. She leads the life of an actress immersed in French culture 
and surrounded by European friends from France and Germany. Her 
affair with a German man reveals all the tensions inherent in a white 
man/woman of colour relationship even though the couple seeks sol-
ace in each other’s company to combat loneliness, alienation and exile. 



Exilic Dispositions and Dougla Identity 433

The death of a common friend, Willy, nevertheless triggers a wave of 
nostalgic memories. Willy’s death ‘shocks’ Déméta into remembering 
her own father’s demise and her inability to spend time with him during 
his dying moments. Death ironically becomes a point of motivation 
to connect the protagonist with her repressed Indian heritage as she 
refl ects on her ambivalent identity as a dougla from Martinique, and 
a female immigrant in France. Moutoussamy’s novel situates the pro-
tagonist in a confl icted space created by a confounding landscape 
of historical erasure, cultural invalidation, rejection and European 
exoticism. Forced to identify as a black woman based on the visibil-
ity of her racialised difference in Europe, where ‘elle ne passait pas 
inaperçue [she did not pass unnoticed]’ (2000: 119)6 Déméta’s search 
for self inscribes itself within the alienating politics of Otherness that 
both accentuates the precariousness of a non-white bi-raciality, while 
simultaneously revealing the erasure of her Indian heritage. The suc-
cessful fruition of her quest is thereby contingent upon the recovery of 
the obscured Indian past that can only be reconciled after the death of 
her father, and the invalidation of colonial and nationally-determined 
categories of acceptable/unacceptable citizenship. In other words, the 
protagonist must reconcile with her father’s memory and feelings of 
guilt for having missed his funeral in Martinique, as well as negotiate 
her displacement in spaces that oblige her to masquerade her identity 
in acts of posturing or misidentifi cations with French and German 
referents.

Juliette Sméralda-Amon highlights the major historical void that 
surrounds the history of Indians in Martinique, attributing this am-
bivalence to the relatively fewer number of Indian indentured workers 
who were brought to the island to work on the sugar plantations after 
the abolition of slavery in 1848; their rapid assimilation into dominant 
Creole culture through marriage with black women; the greater cruelty 
demonstrated by the French colonisers toward their colonial subjects 
in terms of cultural erasure; the eclectic selection of Indians from the 
southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu; high mortality rates; economic, 
territorial and political disenfranchisement through minority status; 
and a lack of diasporic solidarity due to the fragmentation of family and 
communal life as a result of dispersal on remote and disparate estates.7 
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This history of separation was further complicated by the negative per-
ception of Indians as manipulable colonial pawns used as scapegoats of 
colonial treachery and black resentment in their tertiary position as a 
newly recruited foreign labour force. Indenture was seen as a stumbling 
block to the emancipation struggles and democratic ideals of the newly-
freed blacks and people of colour who lost their negotiating power 
with the colonials once the Indians were brought to Martinique as an 
easily-replaceable work force. Ostracised for their racial and cultural 
difference, and the ambiguous status they occupied within the colonial 
machinery, Indians were further relegated to marginal representation 
through a denial of civil and legal status until the activism of an Indo-
Guadeloupean lawyer, Henri Sidambarom, reversed the existing laws 
of naturalisation in favour of Indians on 9 February 1914.

Sméralda-Amon’s work demonstrates how Indians became objects 
of hostility when they were excluded from all spheres of public life, 
scorned and rejected for their ‘exotic’ ways, systematically placed on 
the fringes by a society that refused to acknowledge their presence 
as co-workers and fellow citizens, and stigmatised for their allegedly 
favoured status with the béké and élite of colour for having thwarted 
attempts at black self-determination. The ambiguity of indenture cor-
responded with the ambiguity of the representative value of Indians, 
wherein Indian alterity was both a source of marginalisation and 
a paradoxical ground for miscegenation in the absence of Indian 
women. The fewer numbers of Indian males together with their rapid 
assimilation into the dominant creolised framework through mar-
riage resulted in a further eclipsing of Indian culture negated by domin-
ant paradigms of ‘acceptable’ Caribbean cultural authority. Fragments 
of the Indian past were either geographically dispersed and confi ned to 
isolated rural pockets on the estates or obfuscated by Creole cultural 
dominance to produce a culture in-alienation of its own truncated 
roots, and a constituency of Indo-Martinican Creoles with its mixed-
race dougla offspring.

The protagonist Déméta is consequently situated at the confl uence 
of these exilic passages as the daughter of an Indian father and a black 
mother. Exiled from an essential part of herself due to the machin-
ations of history, Déméta experiences an existential void in her life 
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characterised by feelings of incompletion and rootlessness as evi-
dence of a nomadic errancy or search for a sense of place. As the novel 
reveals: ‘Tout ce vagabondage de l’esprit vers les îles prouvait bien que 
Déméta se languissait dans la grande métropole … qu’elle n’avait pas 
encore ses vrais repères [Her spirit that kept wandering back to the 
islands proved without a doubt that Déméta was languishing in the big 
metropolis …that she still hadn’t found her true bearings]’ (2000: 121). 
Déméta’s search for ancestral affi liations ironically locates her within 
a no-man’s land of existential disaffi liations to produce a physical and 
psychological crisis embattling the self in an unresolved internal and ex-
ternal confl ict. These disjunctions create a divided self that remains 
cognisant of its own foreignness as it mediates cultural and racial codes 
within a dominant European polity. Valérie Orlando describes the ‘dis-
connected isolation’ (2003: 40) that these heroines experience when 
racialised and cultural differences marginalise them ‘on the borders of 
the norm, the accepted, and the nominative of cultural defi nition’ (2003: 
34). Relegated to peripheral representation, Déméta’s identity becomes 
a signifi er of performative praxis, a spectacle to be objectifi ed for and 
by European cultural consumption in the name of assimilationist pol-
itics and its subsequent obfuscation of origin(s).

Déméta’s insecurity fi nds its ontological roots in a dual historical 
void that erases Indian ethnicity and dougla identity simultaneously 
by situating these markers of Caribbean difference outside representa-
tion. The search for origin thereby reveals foundational impasses high-
lighting her disinheritance in and by history symbolised by ‘le grand 
fl euve du néant [the great river of nothingness]’ (2000: 184) and the 
father’s death. Two primordial levels of erasure create gaping wounds 
represented by truncated memories or ‘mémoire trouée’ (2000: 88), 
tentative affi liations with the unknown, exile’s dislocations and the 
permanence of death. Kristeva refers to this state of disaffi liation as 
the outsider’s ‘distressed knowledge’ (1991: 10) located in the mind’s 
confl icted landscape of parallel remembering and alienation. This 
exilic wound charts memory’s enabling and disabling trajectories as 
the source of physical and psychic destruction on the one hand and, the 
path to refl ection on the other. This course nevertheless reveals two irre-
vocable disjunctions: the impossibility of reconciling with the father, 
and the historical blocks that continue to fragment Indians and Africans 
in the Caribbean despite reconciliatory discourses aimed at greater 
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inter-ethnic cooperation. As Keith Walker asserts: ‘This literature is a 
representation of a liminal state (where) there is a yearning for recon-
ciliation of the warring strivings and paradoxical impulses as one 
lives on the hyphen of cultural identity’ (1999: 37). Consequently, the 
negotiation of the hyphen represents Déméta’s efforts to mediate 
the margins as she struggles to achieve her dual historical subjectiv-
ity as an Indian and African woman from the French Caribbean.

As mentioned previously, the novel inscribes Déméta’s dougla lim-
inality within the cyclical confi gurations of death and memory. As she 
confesses: ‘La mort de Willy avait entraîné des nostalgias, des prises 
de conscience [Willy’s death had provoked nostalgia and awareness]’ 
(2000: 184). Her journey of self-discovery begins with the traumatic 
double passing of her father and a close friend Willy as she attempts 
to bridge the gap between life and death in memory (hence the title 
of the novel), a prelude to reconciling a contested identity in reality. As 
Trinh Minh-ha claims: ‘Identity is a way of re-departing. The return to 
a denied heritage allows one to start again with different re-departures, 
different pauses, different arrivals’ (1991: 14). These journeys must 
chart their own seascapes to avoid colonial misnavigations and mis-
leading points of orientation to demonstrate how Déméta’s personal 
right of passage can only be achieved upon the recognition of two 
middle passages (both Indian and African) that have characterised 
the Caribbean’s history of confl uence. The protagonist bemoans her 
prior lack of awareness: ‘Ma coolitude ensemence ma négritude … 
J’étais trop jeune et trop ignorante de ma richesse … [My coolitude 
fertilises my negritude … I was too young and too ignorant about my 
richness]’ (2000: 180).

This ‘douglarised historicity’ becomes a site of reclaiming and re-
defi nition as the protagonist recalls her father’s epic journey across the 
kala pani or black Atlantic to Martinique where he meets his African 
wife and creates a new Francophone polycentricism amid racism and 
social disruption. These multiple beginnings nevertheless bear the 
scars of traumatic intent as Indo-Caribbean history emerges tentatively 
from the lost archives to make its imprint on the Caribbean landscape. 
The history of these saffron men and women—‘les hommes safranés’ 
(2000: 189)—exposes its internal and external fi ssures as a reaction 
to the unresolved trauma of separation from India, and involuntary 
assimilation in Martinique. The protagonist wonders whether Indian 
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identity can emerge from the recesses of a stolen memory (2000: 178) 
and from dehumanisation represented by the appellation ‘coolie’ or 
indentured worker. Can Indo-Caribbean history ever establish its epic 
passage by transcending its marginalised coolie status to resound like 
‘le cor du héros victorieux [the horn of a victorious hero]’ (2000: 175)? 
How does a community rise from servitude to subjectivity? What are 
the internal factions that either impede or enhance self-defi nition as 
a stepping-stone to cultural pluralism? The story of Déméta’s father 
provides the necessary clues to these interrogations, stimulating the 
daughter’s own refl ections on the French Caribbean’s multicultural 
positionality today. In other words, Déméta must gain knowledge 
about her Indian heritage before she negotiates bi-culturality, a process 
wherein the past’s repressed traces can only achieve a certain ascend-
ancy through the mnemonic process.

In the act of remembering, the father’s kala pani story attempts to 
reverse its displaced historicity to become a founding Caribbean text. 
This narrative traces the routes of Indian migration to Martinique 
through an individual trajectory that both complements and compli-
cates the particularities of the Antillean experience articulated in terms 
of hybridity’s ‘third space’, a site of multiple discursive positionings. 
As Homi Bhabha states: ‘The importance of hybridity is not to be 
able to trace two original moments from which the third emerges, 
rather hybridity … is the “third space” which enables other positions 
to emerge. This third space displaces the histories that constitute it, 
and sets up new structures of authority’ (1990: 211). The third space 
is the very space of Caribbean diasporic positionality, a medium to 
give voice to the Indo-Caribbean experience on the one hand, while 
creatively (and politically) mediating and rewriting ‘accepted notions 
of subjectivity, otherness and modernity’ (Murdoch 2001: 3). The 
insertion of the kala pani’s ‘third space’ in Caribbean historiography 
thereby reveals the ontological urgency to recover a primary loss 
characterising the Indo-Caribbean predicament in Martinique. As 
Khal Torabully affi rms: ‘For the Indian descendants, there was no 
real founding text for their indentureship, and their presence on the 
islands … was vitiated by a cultural uneasiness bordering on frustra-
tion. Expressing their presence in the Caribbean society remains an 
intense desire for them, in view of participating fully in it’ (Torabully 
and Carter 2002: 151). In the novel, this desire for recognition instead of 
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assimilation takes the form of the father’s kala pani lament that provides 
the basic script of ‘coolie historicity’. This narrative reveals its multi-
layered textuality in an expansive diasporic narrative that embraces 
the seven seas themselves, as evidence of the transnational scope of 
the Indian trajectory. The novel highlights the idea of expansiveness: 
‘Ce coolie de bò kannal narrait la traversée des sept mers avec une 
sagesse touchante [This coolie from the northern canal recounted 
the crossing of the seven seas with moving wisdom]’ (2000: 187).

The novel associates Indian history with a wounded memory that 
simultaneously bears indelible scars from the past as a result of the 
traumatic trans-Atlantic crossing and the father’s almost immediate 
poisoning by a so-called ‘friend’ in Martinique; it also exposes a dead 
end future without hope, as a symptom of trauma’s impermanent 
resolution. As the novel indicates: ‘Muselé et intégré, le coolie, dans 
sa solitude sans rêve pour l’avenir [The coolie was muzzled and inte-
grated in his silence without any dreams for the future]’ (2000: 178). 
Trauma’s migrating trajectories do not lead to spatial and social mo-
bility; rather, the impermanence of the present provokes deep insecur-
ities betraying the angst of losing one’s cultural sanctity in the process 
of assimilation. Cultural adaptation enforces spiritual desecration in 
the adopted land as rituals lose their sanctity through accommoda-
tion. The novel exposes the falsifying of tradition as a survival strategy: 
‘Célébration falsifi ée aujourd’hui, détournée dans sa teneur. Et le son 
du matalon ne résonne plus que pour des rites impurs à notre con-
naissance [Falsifi ed celebrations today, deviating from their original 
intent. And the sound of the matalon drum only resounds for rites 
that are impure to our understanding]’ (2000: 181). The idea of ritual-
istic contamination is related to its diasporic perversions in Martinique 
when Indians are forced to betray their Indianness in silence as pu-
nishment for having undertaken and survived the kala pani taboo, 
to be discussed later. This betrayal is synonymous with cultural dis-
inheritance, a paradoxical sign of coping and surviving under diffi -
cult circumstances.

At the same time, Indian survival strategies also reveal unconscious 
recreations of the threatened past in the present through irrepressible 
traces of memory taking root in the land. The Indian indentures were 
primarily an agricultural labour force whose connection with the land 
remained visceral despite the oceanic journey. The earth or maati as 
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the divine matrix is an integral part of the rural Indian ethic providing 
an umbilical connection to life itself. As Torabully indicates ‘La maati, 
pour le rural indien, est trace de son existence, sens de son être sur 
terre … L’Indien aime posséder la terre: dans sa cosmogonie translatée, 
c’est sa façon de re-créer L’Inde ombilicale, le centre de son être [The 
maati, for the rural Indian represents a trace of his existence, a sense of 
his being on earth … the Indian likes to possess land: in his translated 
cosmogony, it’s his way of recreating umbilical India, the centre of 
his being] (1996: 63, my translation). The feeling of being rooted to 
the land both physically through agriculture, and spiritually through 
ritual becomes a method to appease the pain of historical uprootedness 
even though the politics of cane reveal their disabling intent. Inden-
ture’s replacement of slavery was intended to sustain a nefarious sugar 
plantocracy that dispossessed Africans and Indians by varying degrees 
of inhumanity, alienating both communities from themselves and 
each other through rivaling albeit unequal territorial claiming.

For the Indians, a sense of immediate identifi cation with the land 
becomes crucial to survive homelessness in the face of cultural mar-
ginality, as depicted in the novel. The recreation of familiar home space 
defi nes the ontological need to establish subjectivity in diaspora as a 
means of transcending the inescapable cycle of indenture and its non-
negotiable routes, a point of no return evoked in the text (2000: 197). 
The desire to establish umbilical affi nity with India indicates a simul-
taneous confrontation and contestation of exile. Consequently, the 
creation of a customary landscape of rice paddies (2000: 197) carves the 
displaced geography of the ancestral land onto an unfamiliar territory. 
These connections between home and diaspora are established via 
fragrant tracks of memory when comforting spice routes provide well-
known points of orientation amid exile’s confounding dislocation. The 
novel describes the richness of the Indian spices: ‘L’ambre du massala, 
le velouté du safran, balayés par les vagues de l’exil ont poussé le coolie 
à recréer ses odeurs nostalgiques [The amber hues of massala, the 
velvety texture of saffron, swept by the waves of exile urged the coolie to 
recreate his nostalgic fragrances]’ (2000: 197). The rich texturing of 
spices represents the complex layering of Indo-Caribbean history, a 
memorable palimpsest revealing a community’s abjection and cor-
responding resistance to exploitation and ostracism. The novel com-
pares the Indians to resilient reeds that may bend under pressure, while 
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refusing to capitulate at the same time: ‘Tel un roseau, le pauvre coolie 
pliait sans jamais tomber. Il se redressait après chaque épidémie, aussi 
solide que le dit roseau [Like a reed, the poor coolie bent over without 
ever falling down. He picked himself up after every epidemic, as 
resistant as the aforementioned reed]’ (2000: 200).

However, this sense of Indian historical plenitude is minimised by 
its confi nement within negating tropes of Caribbean nationalism 
and multiculturalism based on partial inclusions and self-centred ex-
clusions. The narrator bemoans the erasure of the coolie narrative in 
revolutionary discourses on unstable identity and multicultural opacity 
promoted by the very ethos of creolisation, whereby ‘in the effort to 
recover their unrecorded past, contemporary writers and critics have 
come to the realisation that opacity and obscurity are necessarily the 
precious ingredients of all authentic communication’, according to 
Françoise Lionnet (1989: 9). In terms of Francophone Indo-Caribbeans 
in Martinique, the search for obscurity has ironically imposed a degree 
of historical obscuring revealed by the narrator: ‘Elle regrettait de ne pas 
entendre d’aucuns, parler de l’engagement du coolie, dans cette grande 
révolution des îles. Pourtant, il y avait contribué ce pauvre coolie, en crach-
ant poumons et en vidant son âme dans la sueur, pour la prospérité 
[She regretted the fact that no one had spoken about the engagement 
of the coolie during this great revolution on the islands. However, this 
poor coolie had also contributed to the prosperity of the islands by 
busting his lungs and emptying his soul into sweat]’ (2000: 186). By 
contributing to the national productivity of the island, coolie labour 
dispels any myths about the peripheral commitment of the early 
Indians toward regional welfare on the one hand, and questions the 
democratic intent of creolisation on the other.

The narrator wonders if the Indo-Caribbean experience and its 
corollary mixed-race permutations will ever earn their rightful place 
in the racialised spectrum of creolisation or whether they will con-
tinue to be erased from the national imaginary. She affi rms: ‘Ils ont 
gagné, eux aussi, leur droit au cordage de la créolisation [They have 
also earned their right to the cordage of creolization]’ (2000: 190). This 
signifying chain nevertheless exposes its missing links threatening 
to undermine creolisation’s truly diversifying intent in relation to 
Indians and douglarised Caribbeans. Is creolisation a refl ection of the 
national consciousness or, as Torabully asks: ‘Is the development or 
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reformulation of an Antillean national consciousness likely to take 
place parallel to, rather than to include the rehabilitation of the East 
Indian component?’ (Torabully and Carter 2002: 12). Does the Indian 
component constitute a separate or integrated track in the creolised 
imaginary of contemporary Martinique or will Indians be condemned 
to repeat the traumatic displacement of Otherness experienced by their 
ancestors? Will memory’s associative value keep trauma alive in a series 
of involuntary reenactments relegating Indian identity to the per-
petually irreclaimable? Will an Indian-centred discourse of belonging 
or indianité offer a script of belonging for disenfranchised Indians just 
as négritude offered a locus of cultural, political and ethnic relocation 
for alienated blacks in diaspora?

These questions betraying Déméta’s uncertainty of location prompt 
her to interrogate the Caribbean’s authorising discourses and their 
capacity/incapacity to engage in a truly participatory cross-cultural 
poetics of identity. While négritude positioned the very ‘essence’ of 
black cultural and political sensibility as an anti-colonial, anti-racist 
discourse espoused by the founding fathers ‘Césaire, Damas and 
Senghor’ (2000: 185) in the 1940s, the exclusion of gender and mixed-
race identity from negritude’s politics of self-determination neverthe-
less revealed its inadequacy to refl ect the Caribbean’s gendered cultural 
heterogeneity.8 Similarly, indianité as the Indian response to cultural 
affi rmation betrayed a similar nationalistic intent by marginalising 
women through purist notions of ideal womanhood, and discriminat-
ing against other ethnicities, blacks in particular, as a defensive reaction 
to rapid assimilation and cultural invalidation.9 The novel reveals the 
closemindedness of the Indian community: ‘Dans la “colonie” indienne 
où vivait Déméta étant gamine, personne ne parlait des “autres”: ceux 
qui n’en étaient pas membres [In the Indian “colony” where Déméta was 
raised, no one talked about the “others”: those who were non-members]’ 
(2000: 185–86). Neither negritude nor indianité provide Déméta with 
a self-affi rming mirror through their nationalist claims to ‘pure’ origin 
and unadulterated blood symbolised by ‘la race pure indienne [the 
pure Indian race]’ (2000: 186). The Indian resistance to racial mixing 
alienates Déméta further when her dougla identity characterises her 
as the mother Marguerite’s little black likeness (2000: 186).

Victimised by racial profi ling, Déméta’s Indianness is further neg-
ated by the community’s pervasive racism that ironically deprives her 
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of paternal roots, while criminalising the mother’s blackness through 
racism. The community refers to Déméta in derogatory terms to accentu-
ate its resistance to difference, distinguishing her from pure-blooded 
Indians who, in turn, further reinforce the idea of the dougla’s cultural 
bastardisation and racial contamination revealed in the negative 
appellation ‘lotchyo’. As the novel indicates: ‘Ce mot “lotchyo”, désignait
la couleur de la noix de coco trop caramélisée pour la préparation de 
confi serie. Ce n’était certes pas une parole de bienvenue, ni d’accep-
tation [The word “lotchyo” was used to describe the colour of highly 
caramelized coconut used in the preparation of sweets. This was 
certainly not a word of welcome or acceptance]’ (2000: 186). As the 
sweetened product of her parents’ love, ‘cette amour débordante qui 
les unissait [this overwhelming love that united them]’ (2000: 186) 
Déméta is nevertheless transformed into an object of communal repul-
sion when her overt ‘caramelised sweetness’ becomes an unpalatable 
item to be rejected by local consumption instead. On the other hand, 
the novel also exposes racism toward Indians in the form of the 
father’s poisoning by a friend who apparently hated his Indianness 
(2000: 171), and the repeated derision and scapegoating endured by 
Indians as they struggled to cope in a hostile environment. This dis-
dain is refl ected in a popular Creole song whose dissonance reveals 
cultural misunderstandings about Indian life, prejudice, and racial-
ised stereotyping: ‘Kouli pat fi n … louli manjé chyen. Yo ka manjé 
razyé … mi yo ka mandé la charité … [Coolies with slender legs … 
coolies who eat dogs. They eat grass destined for beasts … they ask for 
charity]’ (2000: 183).

The protagonist’s exclusion as a dougla woman situates itself on 
internal and external levels. The overt marginalisation of Indian his-
tory is complemented by an inherent rejection of dougla historicity, 
leading Déméta to seek an outer departmental, diasporic affi liation 
with an Indian intellectual from Mauritius named Khal Torabully, 
and his theory of coolitude. She hopes to fi nd a possible response to 
her irreconcilable identity within the parameters of coolitude, a theory 
aimed at transcending the limitations of local identity politics by em-
bracing a larger diasporic consciousness, while retaining Indian dis-
tinctiveness at the same time. Torabully describes the new aesthetics 
of representation:
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Coolitude is an aesthetic blend, a kind of mix of a complex culture, bring-
ing to the imaginaire a part of the other. It calls to attention ‘Indianness’ 
in relation with ‘Otherness’ as a premise which leads to a transcultural 
awareness. This is in keeping with the fundamental attitude of creoliza-
tion … We must understand that in those texts of creoleness which often 
do not integrate coolies as fully fl edged literary creations—a fact that does 
not live fully to the promises of creolization—a mirror is held to History, 
a moment of History, when the struggle between the descendants of slaves 
and the descendants of coolies was real, each fi ghting to carve out a place 
in the plantocracies. (Torabully and Carter 2002: 168)

Based on an interplay of cultural complexity, coolitude proposes to fi ll 
in the gaps left by creolisation in terms of the Indian presence by estab-
lishing the necessary parity between converging historicities. Build-
ing on Glissant’s theory of identities in mutation, coolitude ‘imagines’ 
the impossible through the possibility of ‘crosscultural vagabondage’ 
(2002: 194) between and among cultures to eliminate any fi xed no-
tions of identity or cultural essentialism. Through the unpredictability 
of perpetual negotiation and ‘chaotic’ transmutation, coolitude envis-
ages a pluralistic world of unimaginable difference(s) in which racial 
self-centredness gives way to transformative relational intersections 
with the Other. For Torabully, coolitude provides the necessary bridge 
between negritude, créolité and indianité through its emphasis on an 
egalitarian cosmovision. The narrator pays tribute to Torabully for 
having unveiled the true universality of the islands (2000: 186) by for-
mulating a theory that decentralises the one-dimensional scope of 
nationalism on the one hand, while rectifying the geographical and 
historical limitations of creolisation on the other.

The optimism of Torabully’s theory should not, however, eclipse 
the fact that Indians in Martinique are still considered a minority 
culture despite some semblance of social mobility. Can a minority cul-
ture ever ‘imagine’ its egalitarian footing with hegemonic power struc-
tures in Martinique and France to truly participate in the poetics of 
coolitude? How do Indo-Caribbeans and douglas write themselves 
into a translocational script without the necessary political agency? 
While Torabully’s work emerges from within a context of Indian cul-
tural and political dominance in Mauritius, can disproportionate 
historical subjectivities lay claim to a universal decenteredness or the 
lack of fi xed origins in the Caribbean? Are these relations confi ned to 
the realm of the imaginary rather than to lived praxis wherein these 
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associations are ‘assumed rather than demonstrated’ (Paget Henry 
2003: 4)? Can coolitude mediate the exilic tensions between Indians 
and Africans in a true ‘poetics of relation?’ Can Martinique ever conceive 
of itself as a dougla nation that embraces a politics of reconciliation be-
yond Indian assimilation and Caribbean departmentalisation? 
In Tout-monde, Glissant himself states that while the combination 
of Indian spices or masalè constitutes an important component of 
Francophone Caribbeanness, its subsequent insertion into the dynam-
ics of dominant creolisation has not led to a creative massalafi cation 
of cultures ironically (1993: 477). Instead, creolisation has effaced the 
positionality of Indians within this combination as further evidence 
of their marginality, thereby revealing creolisation’s truncated affi li-
ations with relational theory. Moreover, coolitude’s eclipsing of gender 
has added another level of invisibility for Indo-Caribbean and dougla 
women in its inability to open crucial spaces for gender negotiations; 
in so doing, it has colluded with the male-centredness of négritude, 
indianité and créolité to displace Caribbean women in general, and 
Indo-Caribbean/dougla women in particular from the politics of 
representation.

By calling for truly relational models of ‘expanded creolisation’, 
Moutoussamy’s literary articulations position the dougla imaginary as 
a possible site for these indeterminate identities, revealing their ‘irre-
versible duality’ (2000: 79) in a rich and continually self-perpetuating 
interchange of potential. Can the dougla imaginary provide a politic-
ised healing narrative to appease the brutality of colonisation experi-
enced by both Africans and Indians in the form of slavery and indenture 
to create a mutual space for dialogue and cooperation? How do com-
munities deal with internalised trauma before engaging in cross-
cultural exchange? Referring to the Indian and African communities 
in Guadeloupe, the narrator of La métisse caribéenne states: ‘Pourtant, 
ces deux communautés étaient installées sur ce morceau du globe, 
exilées, blessées, fouettées, prisonnières, mais encore, esclaves ou 
engagées, pensez-vous qu’il faille oublier … oui ou non, mail il faut 
surtout panser et couvrir les plaies ouvertes, d’une étoffe de paix [How-
ever, these two communities were installed in this part of the world, 
exiled, wounded, whipped, imprisoned, but still, enslaved or in-
dentured, do you think it is necessary to forget … yes and no, but 
it is above all essential to bandage and cover open wounds with the 
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fabric of peace]’ (Minatchy-Bogat 2004: 11). As suggested in La métisse 
caribéenne, the covering of festering wounds only leaves permanent 
scars as violent reminders of a history of inhumanity. These cover-ups 
provide partial healing without treating the rawness of the very root 
of trauma. Can the dougla imaginary provide the basic vocabulary 
to articulate this deeply integral pain that resists translation in con-
ventional language even though biological douglarisation remains a 
fact of life in Martinique? Will French ever recreate itself to become 
a dougla tongue as a possible medium of reconciliation? How can the 
dougla imaginary insert itself into current discourses on creolisation to 
further expand the existing parameters of relation? Will Martinique’s 
dougla historicity ever acquire the status of a permitted historicity in 
which the creolised ‘douglaspeak’ becomes another mother tongue? 
Moutoussamy’s novel raises more questions than it provides answers 
to indicate that these interrogations still remain at a very preliminary 
stage of deliberation.

The novel falls short of exploring these questions due to a series of 
irreparable historical and cultural ruptures concretised in Déméta’s 
mysterious illness resisting medical treatment and psychological ap-
peasement. This malady assumes the form of an incurable malaise or 
festering ancestral wound related to a ‘guilty’ historicity written out 
of the French Caribbean’s diasporic opacity. The novel exposes the 
source of this guilt: ‘Déméta avait toujours pensé que c’était la mort 
de son père qui avait déclenché en elle la maladie. Elle s’était sentie 
coupable … coupable d’avoir quitté son pays, son père n’était pas 
d’accord … coupable de ne pas avoir compris qu’il voulait lui parler, 
il avait quelque chose à transmettre [Déméta had always thought that 
her father’s death was the source of her illness. She had felt guilty … 
guilty for having left her country, her father was opposed to it … guilty 
for not having understood that he wanted to talk to her, that he had 
something to transmit]’ (2000: 171). This guilt is a symptom of the un-
resolved exilic dispositions that consume father and daughter in a 
circular trajectory, ironically uniting them in death. Death nevertheless 
provides the essential bridge to launch a kala pani life story that begins 
and ends in exile for the father as he leaves India for the Caribbean; 
the daughter repeats this exilic journey several years later when she 
emigrates to France.

Torabully indicates that guilt defi nes the Indo-Caribbean experience 
whereby ‘the soul of the Hindu who left the Ganges was doomed to err 
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perpetually, as it was cut off from the cycle of reincarnation’ (Torabully 
and Carter 2002: 164). In addition, the crossing of the black waters 
was associated with contamination and cultural defi lement accord-
ing to Hindu belief. The traversing of large expanses of water led to 
the dispersal of tradition, family, class and caste classifi cations, and 
to the general loss of a ‘purifi ed’ Hindu essence. Kala pani crossings 
were initially identifi ed with the expatriation of convicts, ‘low’ castes 
and other ‘undesirable’ elements of society from the mainland to 
neighbouring territories to rid society of any visible traces of social 
‘pollution’; those who braved the kala pani were automatically com-
promising their Hinduness. Ironically, the kala pani’s ‘purifi cation of 
the pariah’ (Torabully and Carter 2002: 163) leads to the father’s mar-
ginality in diaspora, just as Déméta’s pariah status as a dougla woman 
in Martinique confi nes her to the liminality of the racialised and 
sexualised subaltern in France.

The guilt of exile punctuates the kala pani narrative in Moutoussamy’s 
work to demonstrate how Indo-Caribbean communities are born into 
exile. The traversing of the black waters by the fi rst Indians has come to 
symbolise the primordial journey into exile, wherein Indo-Caribbean 
origins have refl ected the precariousness of uprooted affi liations, as 
in the case of their Afro-Caribbean counterparts as well. In the novel, 
however, the very existence of Indians is defi ned by their exile and 
foreignness from which only death can provide the ultimate release. 
The narrator evokes her father’s memory: ‘Désormais restitué au 
NIRVANA, Gento tu circules enfi n, libéré du grand calvaire de l’exil 
[Finally restored to NIRVANA, Gento you are fi nally in motion, lib-
erated from the immense burden of exile]’ 2000: 176). Nirvana as the 
very transcendence of exile and the ultimate resting place for the father 
situates itself at the opposite end of the kala pani spectrum. This pas-
sage marks the continuum between life and death in a fragmented 
narrative that translates the anxiety of (non)-belonging represented 
by the ambivalence of losing one’s birthplace, and the consequent 
angst of assimilation in the adopted land. In other words, the initial 
trauma of ancestral separation initiated by the father is repeated in 
cyclical frequency throughout the novel until death’s inevitability 
confronts the family in a trans-Atlantic movement between Indian, 
the Caribbean and France.

The novel reveals the failure of diaspora in the fi nal musings of the 
protagonist for whom diaspora’s intersectional positionalities have 
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led to impasses rather than creative cooperation. The narrator states: 
‘Dans la communauté antillaise de France, il n’y avait aucune coor-
dination entre les associations … Chacune voulait fêter à sa manière 
“son abolition” … La diaspora antillaise, par manque d’entente, de con-
sultation, avait sauf rares exceptions, raté quelque peu cette grande 
rencontre [In the Antillean community of France, there was no coor-
dination between the associations… Every organisation wanted to 
celebrate its own “emancipation”… The French Caribbean diaspora, 
with a few rare exceptions, had missed out on this historic meeting, 
on account of misunderstandings and a lack of coordination’ (2000: 
203). These exilic histories do not fi nd common cause in their dias-
poric ‘double disjointedness’, wherein décalage, according to Brent 
Edwards, should provide ‘a changing core of difference; it is the work 
of “differences within unity”, an unidentifi able point that is inces-
santly touched and fi ngered and pressed’ (2003: 13). These differences 
do not inspire bilateral movement through political and cultural link-
ages; instead, they represent the alienating dissonance of competing 
subjectivities that favour dominance over relation in a self-cancelling 
paradigm of isolation and missed opportunity. The protagonist inter-
nalises this sense of isolation when the novel concludes on a note of 
introversion and resigned desolation to refl ect exile’s triumph over 
relation: ‘Déméta elle, est déjà installée dans la sienne, et le monde 
peut continuer à tourner [Déméta was already settled in her (solitude), 
and the world can keep turning]’ (2000: 207). Her indifference betrays 
an innate retraction from her surroundings as she waits to be liberated 
from exile’s disorientation, and the psychological trauma of truncation.

In conclusion, The Bridge of Life reveals the protagonist’s attempts 
to overcome the physicality of exile as an Antillean woman in Paris as 
she struggles to mediate her mixed-race dougla identity in diaspora. 
The negating factors of immigration, nationhood, race and gender 
bias hinder the process of individuation to suspend the protagonist 
in an existential vacuum. This point of no return is the very space of 
exile that presents a non-refl ecting mirror of misidentifi cation and 
cultural marginalisation instead. Excluded by creolisation’s male-
centred identifi cations of cultural pluralism, the protagonist exhibits 
a profound state of alienation occasioned by historical erasure and 
exclusive nomenclature. Her search for validation amid the French 
Caribbean’s multicultural spectrum reveals the limitations embedded 
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in the region’s supposedly liberating discourses that lack the necessary 
semantic power to articulate her intersectional African-Indian iden-
tity. She remains trapped within the ambivalent politics of Otherness, 
a stranger to self and surroundings imprisoned by the confi nes of the 
inadmissible. In this way, Moutoussamy’s novel highlights the need 
for a gender-specifi c deliberation beyond creolisation, a discourse in 
which a gendered exilic identity can successfully negotiate the bridge 
of life to fi nd a permanent sense of home.

NOTES

1. See Shalini Puri (1997) and Rhoda Reddock (1999).
2. Consult the essays in Kanhai (1999). Shalini Puri’s article and Kamala Kempadoo’s 

essay are to be found in this collection.
3. Arlette Minatchy-Bogat (2004). All subsequent references will be made to this 

edition.
4. Consult Antonio Benîtez-Rojo’ (1992) and Edouard Glissant (1997). Glissant’s 

‘poetics of relation’ has been inspired by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s notion 
of the rhizome described in Glissant’s text as ‘an enmeshed root system, a network 
spread either in the ground or in the air, with no predatory rootstock taking over 
permanently… The notion of the rhizome maintains, therefore, the idea of rooted-
ness but challenges that of a totalitarian root’ (1997: 11). The idea of rhizomatic 
spatiality embraces the horizontal expansiveness of Creoleness as a synchronic 
system of cultural mutations that give the Caribbean and its diaspora its unique 
ontological positioning. The rhizome as a moveable centre or as a multiplicity of 
concentric circles traces ex-centric migratory movements across geographical 
frontiers and within nationally determined boundaries, wherein transversal mo-
tion facilitates a sense of spatial mobility and spatial indeterminancy. In a similar 
fashion, Benîtez-Rojo’s ‘repeating island’ recreates itself constantly through a 
‘meta-archipelago’ confi guration that ‘has the virtue of having neither a boundary 
nor a center’ (1992: 4), thereby constituting an aquatic rhizome that extends the 
geography of cultural possibility. The meta-archipelago as a series of ‘island bridges’ 
(Benîtez-Rojo 1992: 4) spanning the horizontal expanse of the Caribbean Sea and 
its transatlantic navigational routes provides a fl uid diaspora space of cultural cross-
currents and aquatic movement undermining closure in island insularity.

5. See Adlai Murdoch (2003).
6. Laure Moutoussamy (2000). All subsequent references will be made to this edition. 

All translations into English are my own.
7. Consult Sméralda Amon’s ‘Interview: la question de l’immigration indienne’. 

Available at http://www.indereunion.net/actu/amon/interamon.htm. Retrieved 
on 9 June 2005: 1–4. Also refer to Amon (1996).
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8. See Sharpley-Whiting (2003).
9. See Mehta (2004), for a more detailed analysis on the objectifi cation of Hindu 

women in and by nationalist ideology.
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