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	From Iran to Karachi: taking a look at Parsi migration
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Daily Times Monitor

KARACHI: Before the creation of Pakistan, Karachi had the fourth largest Zoroastrian population in the subcontinent, writes John R. Hinnells in his book The Zoroastrian Diaspora: Religion and Migration. Daily Times has reproduced a review of this book that appeared in the September issue of the Journal of the American Academy of Religion.

“The followers of the religious message of Zarathustra, the Zoroastrians, are members of one of the world’s smallest religions, numbering approximately 100,000 to 120,000 individuals worldwide. The significant history of the Zoroastrians and their incredibly declining numbers warrants study. The Zoroastrian Diaspora marks the culmination of over thirty years of research and scholarship by John Hinnells on the Zoroastrian and Parsi communities of the world. The information is researched, gleaned, and analyzed from a variety of divergent sources that include books, journals, periodical publications, and some 1,840 responses to a global survey. 

“The author has made assiduous effort to account for all the published literature on the modern Zoroastrians. At the same time, The Zoroastrian Diaspora seeks to fill what the author regards as a clear lacuna in the literature on the Zoroastrians, that is the absence of scholarly analysis of the Zoroastrian diaspora outside Iran. Indeed, the central conviction of the work is that “the diaspora groups have made a significant role in the development of the community and the religion”. In Chapter 1, Hinnells notes that the Zoroastrians have a strong conception of Iran as an ancestral homeland. Hinnells studies some eleven diaspora communities beginning in Chapter 2 with the Bombay Parsis post-Indian Independence. Bombay became the major center and headquarters of the Zoroastrians of India, known as Parsis, from the eighteenth century. Bombay remains the largest and most historically significant diaspora community, which still influences other Zoroastrian communities in the world. Indeed, it is debatable whether Bombay is the actual ‘homeland’ of the Parsis. The chapter is testament to the contradictory nature of the Parsis of Bombay and India. The history of the community is of considerable accomplishment in pre- and post-Independence India, in the fields of education, politics, culture, and social advancement, including female rights; yet, the demographic data are grim with a steady decline in the number of Indian Zoroastrians from 114,490 in 1941 to 76,382 in 1991, as recorded in the Indian Censuses. The demographic decline is attributable to various factors, not least of all Parsi social progress that has led to small families and late marriages. The bugbear of the community remains the Zoroastrians’ endogamous nature and refusal to admit ‘converts’ to the Parsi fold. The tangible consequences of the demographic decline include a large aging population and the loss of material and social infrastructure, from decaying community buildings to the diminishing numbers of priests. Significantly, Hinnells notes how Parsis are painfully familiar with their grave predicament and essentially have sought to “cope with the situation” with vigorous debate, social welfare proposals, and resolve. In particular, debate encompasses the three core areas: the preservation of traditions, such as the future of the dokhma or tower of silence as a funerary rite, community boundaries, of which the most important are intermarriage and conversion, and the demographic problem. The debates are often acrimonious, yet a dialogue continues and reflects how the Zoroastrians of Bombay refuse to see themselves as a dying community. 

“Chapters 3 to 9 examine the global Zoroastrian diaspora and specific Zoroastrian diasporas around the world that include Hong Kong and the China Seas, Karachi, East Africa, Britain and Europe, the USA and Canada, and Australia. The diaspora communities in the non-western world are the result of the Parsis’ commercial expansion and migration during the colonial period. The Zoroastrian communities in Hong Kong, Canton, and the China Seas took shape from the Parsis’ China trade in commodities such as cotton and opium during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Substantial Parsi fortunes were made that benefited the Parsis of India. New traditions also took shape in the Zoroastrian out-ports, as, for example, the Zoroastrians of Canton established the first Zoroastrian cemetery or aramgah outside British India in 1847. 

“The Zoroastrian community of Karachi dates from the middle of the nineteenth century. Before the creation of Pakistan, Karachi had the fourth largest Zoroastrian population in the subcontinent, and it continued to have regular contact with the other Indian communities, while also developing its own religious, educational, and social infrastructure. Karachi was the home of one of Zoroastrianism’s great religious thinkers, Dastur M. N. Dhalla. With the creation of Pakistan in 1947 and the rise of the first Islamic republic, the Zoroastrians of Karachi and Pakistan faced similar challenges as those of the Iranian Zoroastrians living under an Islamic regime. The Zoroastrians’ good will during partition, their existing small numbers, and their sense of Pakistani identity and contribution to the nation have made the Zoroastrians valuable citizens in Pakistan under modernizing and orthodox regimes. 

“The Zoroastrians of East Africa encompass communities in Zanzibar, Tanzania, Kenya, and Uganda. Their presence in East Africa is part of the spread of Parsi influence around the Indian Ocean Basin from the Persian Gulf and Arabian Peninsula to East and Southern Africa. In the colonial period, economic opportunity propelled migration, and the Zoroastrians controlled many large and small business interests throughout the region. Hinnells’ examination of the influence and power of the Zoroastrians of Zanzibar is noteworthy. The Zoroastrians of both the China Seas and East Africa are part of the larger South Asian diaspora in the region, and specifically the Gujarati-speaking community. At the same time, Hinnells notes how the Zoroastrians maintained a strong sense of their religious identity and cultural difference from the locals, other Indians, and British. All of the diaspora communities examined thus far reflect how the sojourn and settlement of Zoroastrians outside India and away from the regular traditions of community life entailed the beginnings of accommodations with the social milieu and adaptation of tradition for the Zoroastrians. 

“The Zoroastrians of Britain formed the first Zoroastrian diaspora in the western world. The first Zoroastrian went to Britain in 1724. By the nineteenth century, a small permanent Zoroastrian community had taken shape. In 1861, the Zoroastrian Trust Funds of Europe (ZTFE) began as the first Zoroastrian community institutional body and Asian association in the western world. The first Indians elected members of parliament at Westminster were Zoroastrians, including Dadabhai Naoroji who was known as the ‘Grand Old Man of India’. This chapter is an updated account of Hinnells’ larger work on the Zoroastrians of Britain and details how the British Zoroastrians form a large community of pluralistic outlooks that has made contributions in every area of British society. 

“While the youngest of the diaspora communities, the Zoroastrians of the USA, Canada, and Australia are experiencing some of the most dynamic changes. These communities largely took shape post-1965, although Hinnells offers fascinating details of some of the earliest Zoroastrians in these countries, including the first Zoroastrian to prospect for gold in California in the 1860s, and two Parsis living in Sydney in the 1880s. New York City boasted the first Zoroastrian association in North America, although it was initially short lived. From the 1960s, one Zoroastrian organization of some nature was started in a North American city virtually every year. The North American communities also hold regular gatherings or Congresses of Zoroastrians since the first Congress in Toronto in 1975. Hinnells notes the efforts of the North American and Australian Zoroastrians to uphold the traditions of Zoroastrian identity while adapting to change. Indeed it is in the ‘new world’ centers that change is most profound, with issues relating to Zoroastrian and non-Zoroastrian intermarriage, religious confirmation of children born of intermarriage, and conversion to Zoroastrianism being addressed and in many respects have become non-issues.” 

Journal of the American Academy of Religion September 2006; 74: 816 - 819.
Review by Jesse S Palsetia of the University of Guelph.


