Racism still survives 
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RACISM and colour have always fascinated me, right from an early age. When I was just 15 years old and living in Paris (my father, Khushwant Singh, was then working in Unesco), I was idly window-shopping while returning home from school. I suddenly found myself violently thrown to the ground and set upon by an abusive and clearly drunken Frenchman. 

A crowd collected and he was restrained and held back, while I was helped to my feet. A bystander took me aside and tried to soothe me by telling me that my assailant’s son had been killed in Algeria, where the Algerians were fighting for their independence. 

“He thought you must be an Algerian,” he explained to me (I used to wear a turban in those days — and even then, turbans and Arabs were synonymous for some ignorant people). 

I came home in tears, shaken to the core. Though this happened 54 years ago, I still recall it in painful detail. 

Then, later, I read Mahatma Gandhi’s autobiography, My Experiments with Truth. In it, there is a major turning point in his life. He was travelling by train in South Africa, where he had been employed as a lawyer to conduct a case. He was sitting in a first-class compartment, for which he held a valid ticket. Those were the days of apartheid, the enforced separation of races, based on their colour. 

Two white men entered his compartment and did not like the idea of sharing it with a black man, a ‘coolie’ as Indians were called in South Africa by the whites. So, they bodily threw him out, along with his baggage, on the platform. 

A mortified Gandhi spent the entire night there, brooding over his humiliation and vowing to fight the racist regime for the rights of Indians in South Africa. I should add here that until apartheid was done away in that country, the passports of all Indians residing in India carried the following: “Valid for all countries in the world, except South Africa”. 

Which brings me to the topic of this column, namely the ‘racist’ attacks on Indian students in Down Under by white Australians, which have filled the Indian papers in the past few weeks. Even as I write this, news has come in of yet another assault on an Indian student in Melbourne, making a total of 14 such 

assaults in a month. Indignant editorials have appeared in the Indian press, some students have returned to India and the iconic Amitabh Bachchan even refused an Australian honour in protest. 

There are close to 100,000 Indians studying in Australia, the largest number of Indians in any country abroad, except the US. The Australian universities earn a great deal of money from Indians and Canberra has gone out of its way to project Australia as a ‘student-friendly’ nation. University education in the US and UK, especially in the better-known institutions like Harvard, Yale, Oxford and Cambridge, is prohibitively expensive, unless a student is bright enough to get a scholarship. Australia works out much cheaper. 

By all accounts, the standard of education there is quite high and, in any case, an Indian returns with a ‘phoren’ tag to his degree, which is always a plus point in the job market. 

I am not sure how many Pakistani students go to Australia for higher studies but their number must also be quite substantial and they, too, must be facing the same kind of hostility since the common Australian cannot distinguish between an Indian and a Pakistani. 

I have always considered Australians as being among the friendliest of people. Also the most egalitarian. The only racism they were guilty of goes back to the early days of colonisation, when most of the Aborigines were wiped out, just like the Red Indians were in the US. Australians are deeply ashamed of that chapter in their early history. So, why these attacks on Indian students? I am certain the main reason is the worldwide economic recession, which has also affected Australia. Jobs are getting scarcer, earnings coming down. 

At such times, scapegoats come in handy, particularly when those scapegoats are harder working and bigger savers, which Indians are. But that is not what really interests me. What I find ironical is that Australians should be accused of racism when, in fact, the most racist people around are Indians themselves! 

Let me explain. The history of Indian racism goes back a long time. When the fair-skinned Aryans descended on the Indian subcontinent, over 3,000 years ago, they encountered the dark-skinned Dravidians, whom they pushed southwards. The caste system also came into place around that time, with the darker complexioned being relegated to the lower castes. Indeed, the Sanskrit name for caste is varna, which means colour. 

Even today, matrimonial ads in newspapers mention ‘wheatish complexion’ approvingly and a popular cream in the country is called Fair and Lovely. It shows a woman applying the cream and her face becoming progressively whiter! 

When I was working in Chandigarh, there were quite a few Africans studying there. They complained that Indian girls refused to go out with them. One of these Africans confided to me that when he would ask an Indian girl for a date, she would invariably say that dating was not part of the Indian tradition. “But she had no problem in going out with an American or English boy,” he told me with a pointed laugh. Black Africans are also disparagingly called habshis by many Indians. 

Pakistan does not have the gradation of coloured complexions that we have in India, from almost pure white to pitch black. But I am sure Pakistanis are just as colour conscious as we are, preferring the fairer to the darker. So, before we start accusing others of being racist, shouldn’t we look inwards and put our own house in order?
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