Reflections on India
Nurdin M. Kassam

Personal letter to friends
February 7, 1975

My dear

At last, my worst suspicions have come true! We are not coming back to PNG. The first phase of

the struggle, to live amidst “the dollar culture” and yet remain reasonably untainted by it, begins.

I promised I would write about my impressions of India. There have been many times, including
when I was in India, when I felt like doing so, but somehow never got around to it. In a way, not
getting down to writing was, unconsciously, a deliberate act for fear that a letter would be an
inadequate means of communicating my first exposure to India. Perhaps I felt we might come back
to PNG. Since this is the only available means of communication now, attempt to express I must

make, however inadequate it may be.

Ideally, the best way of telling you about my impressions of India would be to tell you all that I
did, and all that happened to me. This is physically not possible in the space of one, or even many
letters. The fleeting encounters with taxi drivers, peasants, guides — some of which resulted in long
lasting friendships all made significant contributions towards confirming the image of India which
I, as an expatriate Indian, had romantically visualized. The taxi driver who took us to Agra became
so friendly that he spent the next two days looking after me. He invited me, with a few others, to
his house for dinner, arranged a musical evening (borrowed musical instruments from someone)
and even borrowed money to buy a bottle of whisky for me. On parting, dressed in his best suit,
with his wife and kids beside him, he confessed that this was the best function he had ever had at
his small house. This and many other such incidents, made me come out of India with a very
positive attitude, unlike people like Naipaul, who being an expatriate Indian like me, came out
with very negative experiences symbolized in his book “The Area of Darkness”. In fact, I feel so
positive that given the choice at this stage, I would want to go to India and stay there at least for a
few years, if not settle there. However, the psychological insecurity of an East African Asian is

taking its toll, and for the present I will have to be in Canada, before I decide to take the next step.
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I am not sure whether I told you, but it took a lot out of me to decide to leave Tanzania. I spent
nine agonizing months in Tanzania before I decided to leave. Partly for emotional reasons, I never
felt convinced of the reasons which made me leave. After being in India I feel convinced more
than ever before, of the “rightness” of my decision to leave Tanzania. Part of my regret at leaving
was my conviction that I belonged to the underdeveloped world and was always skeptical about
my suitability to fit into the western pattern of life. India made me realize that if I were to stay in
the underdeveloped world, India offers more self-fulfilment than any other does. This is not to
belittle the contribution one as “an Indian” can make in East Africa, but while in India I realized
that in East Africa I lacked the basis of communication which was offered in abundance in India.
In India I could talk to a taxi driver, a peasant, or any other man on the street, and could always
find something besides the “me” and the “him” which would form the basis of communication. It
could be poetry, music, paintings of Ajanta, sculpture, the Taj Mahal, history of India, religion,
social customs and so on. None of these were available for communication in Africa at least not

to the same extent.

During my six weeks in India, I made more and better friends with ordinary people like taxi drivers
and guides, than all the friends I made amongst the local people in East Africa at that level. One
reason for this, I suppose, was my ability to speak the language and display not only factual
knowledge, but sympathy, in fact bias, for certain aspects of Indian culture, and this made the

warmth and genuineness of people in India flow around me in abundance.

My first exposure to India was Calcutta, and by the time I had reached the hotel from the airport I
had seen almost the worst poverty of India. Not that I was unaware of poverty in India. But, as
some western writer found, with all the knowledge and statistics about India on how many people
starve to death and how many people sleep on pavements, when first exposed to its live reality
certainly found that knowing statistics does not prepare you to face the reality, because as he put

it: “statistics do not smell.”

For the first few days I found it immoral to have a glass of beer which cost Rs.12, because while
sipping beer you could see an infant sucking his mother's dry breast, vainly searching for a drop
of milk. For the first few days I distributed the monies I could have used for beer and sumptuous

dinners to such people, until I realized the true significance of what I had known for years that
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“individual charity is like dew drops on a flower - it looks beautiful, but you do not get crops with
it. For that you need heavy rain and thunderstorms”. In fact, I almost reached a stage after the first
few days when I felt it was a sin to give charity, because by doing so one is (a) perpetuating the

system; and (b) continuing the agony and the dependence of the poor man for one more day.

It was during this period that I went to visit the Tagore Museum in Calcutta. While within the
building the poetry of Tagore reflected extreme sensitivity for human welfare, a peep outside the
building displayed not only naked insensitivity, but blatant contempt for human beings. I ended
up making a sore remark in the Visitors’ Book which read something like this: “The most fitting
tribute to Tagore's poetry will be the dawning of a day in India when the heart of every sensitive

and thinking Indian will ache with pain on seeing the nakedness and poverty of India.”

The last paragraph of my letter may sound inconsistent with the impressions I have narrated about
India in my earlier paragraphs. Perhaps this is so, but I felt positive about India, in spite of this,
because I felt that the small man in India, despite his problems (could it be because of it?) has not
lost sensitivity and genuine warmth for a fellow human being. Once, going back to my hotel after
midnight in Calcutta (a city of tremendous contrasts) I realized I needed a matchbox. Most of the
shops in the area were closed, and I walked on the pavement where a small pavement shopkeeper
was just winding up for the night. I asked him in the vernacular — I always made a point of speaking
in the vernacular in India — whether he sold matches, to which he declined. A few beggars were
sleeping on the pavement around. One of them turned towards me and said: “I have a match box”
and stretched his hand with the matchbox. Having read about how there are people in India who
are always ready and willing to cheat you, my immediate reaction was to think that the fellow may
have half a box of matches which he may want to sell at ten times the price. Since I was prepared
to pay even that price, | asked him to give me the match box, and I opened it to see if there were
any match sticks it was half full and I asked him: “How much should I pay?” To this his reply was:
“Sir, this is not for sale. I have it and you need it. You can keep it.” A beggar in the streets of

Calcutta was doing charity! Besides his torn garment, perhaps this was half of his capital.

A couple of such examples may not prove very much, but at my personal level I felt that if I ever
were to find a place which will offer me maximum self-fulfillment (after all isn't that what we are

all consciously or unconsciously seeking?), India, more than any other country, will provide the
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answer. In the short time that [ was there I felt the response from people was tremendous. I drove
from Delhi to Kashmir, and on the way stopped at a few villages and small farms, and at every
place I was overwhelmed by the genuineness and warmth of these people. In fact, even amongst
these ordinary people I found the awareness of the futility of the present political system in India.
Almost every man I met on the street was critical of the government and the system. Yet when |
talked to the so-called educated middle-class which includes some lawyers at law faculties, they
were so entangled about a breach of a particular out-dated rule expounded by Lord somebody in
1779 that they had lost all perspective about the purpose of the rule. Again, at that level felt I could

be more useful in India than anywhere else.

Enough of all that. Even if [ wrote for the next few hours, I would still not be able to say all that I

felt and experienced.

Here is some mundane news. I am staying with Firoz at the moment and will be with him until
some godsend angel decides to bid for me at the commercial market. In the type of society in which
I have come to live, I suppose I will have to make myself more marketable. There aren’t any
teaching jobs going at the moment, as there is only one law faculty in Vancouver. Before I can
think of practising, I must be a citizen, which will, hopefully, be three years, even if the “bosses”

at the Law Society decide my qualifications meet with their approval.

It is getting late. Better an incomplete letter posted than a long letter never typed and sent.

With kindest regards from Haneefa and myself,
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