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I : The Geopolitics of Pakistan and India and their Diasporic Populations

Virtually every newspaper or periodical article on relations between Pakistan and India published outside the Indian subcontinent begins with the observation that the two countries have gone to war thrice and have been on the brink of war on a number of other occasions.   One school of realpolitik theorists is even sworn to the view that India, deeply resentful of the fact that Pakistan was carved out of the country in 1947, coaxed Pakistan into war in 1971 and, in a gleeful act of revenge, engineered the vivisection of Pakistan and the creation of Bangladesh.  The one indisputable fact which remains is that a million soldiers are massed on the India-Pakistan border, and for well over fifty years the two countries have even had a sizable contingent of their troops stationed at a height of some 20,000 feet in the frozen environs of the Siachen glacier, an entirely unproductive and hostile tract of land where both countries have lost the bulk of their soldiers to frost-bite rather than to gunshot wounds.   Foreign policy analysts and political commentators have frequently been heard to voice the opinion that no two countries are as likely to go to war as Pakistan and India, and for many years, even before both India and Pakistan became nuclear-armed states, the influential Bulletin of Atomic Scientists declared the Indian sub-continent as the most dangerous place in the world.  Whatever borders may have dissolved in the era of globalization, and whatever overtures may be made by each side from time to time to reduce political and military tensions, enhance trade, and initiate people-to-people contacts, no one doubts that the borders between India and Pakistan remain rock solid.  Indeed, in what can only be described as a postmodern take on the India-Pakistan border narrative, the border at Wagah has now become a major tourist venue.  The changing of the guard ceremonies on both sides are recommended in acclaimed tourist books, such as the Rough Guide to India, as among the top tourist attractions in South Asia.

On the other hand, notwithstanding the fact that Pakistan and India are inextricably linked together, the two countries are increasingly being viewed as moving along fundamentally different trajectories.   While Pakistan is characterized by the United States as a crucial ally in its ‘War on Terror’, in recent years the country has earned much notoriety for harboring terrorists.  Insofar as Pakistan makes it to the international news, it is in connection with the Shia-Sunni strife that has troubled the country, its oppression of religious minorities, and its harsh treatment of women. From the point of view of more informed observers, the inordinate attention lavished on terrorism, ethnic and religious conflict, or the alarming turn to violence in Pakistan’s preeminent city of commerce, Karachi, obscures the more fundamental problems in Pakistan.  Land reform has been woefully inadequate, the grip of the military and feudal aristocracy on the country’s social and political institutions remains supreme, educational institutions have atrophied, and civil society institutions have lagged far behind the immense pace of technological change which is to be witnessed as much in Pakistan as in any other part of the world.  Doubtless, this is not the image of Pakistan which the government is keen on presenting to others, and in recent years the government has undertaken various measures to make the country look more progressive.  There has been an exponential increase in investment in higher education and a number of new universities have been set up; moreover, some effort has been made to curtail the power of the madrassas, where the curricula is more closely monitored than it has been in the past.  Similarly, President Musharraf has promised a response of “Enlightened Moderation”, suggesting that Pakistan, without compromising its core commitment to Islam, is keen on preventing religious extremists from exercising political power or cultural hegemony over the country’s Muslims.  Notwithstanding these measures, one seldom hears of them.

India, at least on the surface, appears to present a rather different picture.  More sophisticated observers are, needless to say, aware of the fact that Indian society remains mired in what often appear to be intractable problems.  Though recent census figures show an increase in literacy, as well as a burgeoning middle class, India still has more illiterates than any other country in the world as well as the world’s largest child labor force.  Half of the population suffers from malnourishment, and infant and maternal mortality rates in many parts of the country are those routinely encountered in sub-Saharan Africa, a portion of the world more generally invoked as the repository of “failed states”.  Nonetheless, the conception of India that is now circulated in the mass media presents a stark contrast.  Less than fifteen, and maybe even ten, years ago India only made it to the headlines when communal strife had broken out in its cities, or when an industrial or railway accident had wiped out hundreds if not thousands of people.  However, today one is much more likely to read of India’s ascendancy in nearly all spheres of life, and projections of the economic rise of China and India as economic superpowers by mid-century, and perhaps much earlier, have become something of a cliche.  Major American businesses, and increasingly those in Britain and Europe, have moved some of their operations to India, and India is widely recognized as the nerve center of the software industry.  From the time that a new Immigration and Naturalization Act, which permitted immigration into the United States from Asia and other parts of the non-Western world, was passed in 1965, Indian professionals have been pouring out of India.  However, in a development that has received rather less notice than it should have, in 2004 alone 18,000 Indian professionals settled in the US returned to India.  The country has embarked on ambitious modernization projects, and the new highway system, profiled at length in four recent issues of the New York Times (4-7 December 2005), as well as the state-of-the art Metro, unveiled in the capital a couple of years ago, have been showcased as examples of what India can achieve.  While, ironically, privatization and endorsement of the intellectual property rights regime of WTO have made medical facilities and drugs prohibitively expensive for the greater portion of the country’s population, India has emerged as a major destination for “medical tourism” from the US, UK, Europe, and the Arab world.  Nor are these the only domains in which India is now acquiring world visibility.  The Indian entertainment industry, encapsulated in term Bollywood, has gone global, and Indian writing in English is now recognized as a distinct force in world culture.  The success story of India can, evidently, be written in multiple registers.

If Pakistan and India are now represented, justly or otherwise, in the international media as countries set on very different paths, it is in no small part on account of the vastly different diasporic presence of Pakistanis and Indians.  While there are only about 200,000 Pakistanis in the United States, India boasts a presence of over 1.8 million.  Similarly, there were about 12,000 Pakistanis in Australia in 2001 as compared to 95000 Indians. This difference in population results in varying access to resources available to each community and hence impacts their position within the society that they have adopted as well as their ability to influence policies in their countries of origin. 

About 200,000 Pakistanis are now settled in the United States, and though the Pakistani community sends more of its second-generation children to college than most other communities, Pakistanis have so far been unable to create a distinct niche in the American society.  Many Americans are unable to distinguish Pakistanis from Indians, nor are they aware of the fact that Pakistani Muslims view themselves as quite distinct from other Muslims in some fundamental respects.  While a large number of Pakistanis are well-placed as doctors, software engineers, and investment bankers, their numbers pale in comparison to the number of Indian professionals.  In addition to professionals, there is a large group of small business owners among the Pakistani community.  Pakistanis are also known to practically run the taxi business in the bigger cities such as New York and Chicago. The Pakistanis in the United States also form an active and vibrant social community. Pakistani cultural organizations, especially the university-based student organizations, hold frequent cultural shows.  They are also well organized to react to emergencies, as can be judged by the large sums of money that were collected after the South Asian earthquake of 2005 and sent to Pakistan.

The Indian diaspora is recognized as one of the major diasporas around the world.  Nowhere is the growth of the Indian diasporic presence more palpably marked than in two countries on the Pacific Rim, the Unites States and Australia.  There were fewer than 1000 Indians in Australia before 1970; however, in 2001, judging from the Census, more than 95,000 residents of Australia, including students, claimed India as their birthplace.  That figure does not include second-generation Australians of Indian origin.   Though in the United States Indians are not among the ten most populous ethnic groups, as they are in Australia, the growth of the Indian community in the US has been even more remarkable, and certainly the focus of increased scholarly scrutiny and even public commentary.  There were fewer than 10,000 Indians in the US in 1965, but by 2000 their numbers had grown to 1.81 million.  While constituting much less than 1 percent of the population, they fill the ranks of the professions as doctors, engineers, scientists, investment bankers, and software specialists in disproportionately high numbers.  Their presence in hospitals and in start-up firms in Silicon Valley is proverbial, but Indians have also come to monopolize certain other businesses, and in many parts of the country ‘Patels’ and ‘motels’ are viewed as synonyms.  Just as Indians have created a distinct niche for themselves in the realm of English literature, they have embraced quintessentially American social institutions.  For the last ten years, to take one example, Indians have dominated ‘spelling competitions’ among school-children and so earned their way into the social fabric of American life.

As we shall suggest, however apart India and Pakistan might appear to be, and however marked the differences between the diasporic visibility of Indians and Pakistanis, the experiences of diasporic South Asians have something fundamentally in common.  Indian Americans, the vast majority of whom are Hindus, were painfully brought to an awareness of their other identity as South Asians, even -- to wider publics in the US, Australia, and elsewhere that are unaware of the distinctions among Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs, and much less of the distinctions between South Asian Muslims and Muslims from the Middle East -- as Muslims simply on account of their origin from a part of the world which has a substantial Muslim population when they found themselves the target of racial attacks following the events of 9/11.  Surprisingly, despite the presence of programs of South Asian studies at universities in the US and elsewhere, and the constant invocation of the shared histories of the two countries, diasporic Pakistanis and Indians have never been the object of a comparative study.  The present essay, which focuses on Pakistanis in Australia and Indians in the United States, is perhaps the first, if modest, attempt in this direction.   Other than the fact that both Australia and the United States are Pacific Rim nations, other factors point to the intellectual viability of such a comparison.  Both countries have attracted a large number of Indian and Pakistani professionals, as well as students, who find themselves somewhat at home in English-speaking countries.  Just as immigration to Australia from Asia was facilitated by the shift away from the White Australia policies, so in the United States the enactment of new legislation in 1965 opened doors that had been closed to Asians since the Asian Exclusion laws of the 1920s.   

In venturing into this comparison, it should, however, be noted that the comparison is in some respects, two of which are enumerated here, unevenly drawn.  The Indian diaspora in the United States is now the focus of sustained scholarly work, and one of us has been engaged in scholarly and ethnographic work on the subject for close to a decade; on the other hand, there is virtually no scholarly literature to draw upon in the case of the Pakistani community in Australia, and the observations on offer here stem from fieldwork in and around Sydney, as well as a close reading of contemporary affairs with particular reference to debates on Muslims in Australian society.  Secondly, though both in Australia and the US Indians and Pakistanis together constitute less than 1 percent of the population, and in both countries their numbers are roughly in a ratio of 10:1 in relation to each other, numerically Indians form enough of a body in the United States to engage in certain activities, such as temple-building, which on that scale would not be possible for the Pakistani community with its much smaller numbers.

II:  A Pakistani Muslim Identity:  Narratives of Longing & Belonging  in Australia

The Pakistani born people in Australia appear to be in search of an identity and a community. While the population of people with a Pakistani origin has increased by about 3500 every 5 years since 1987 (adding up to 11,920 in 2001), there is no national organization recognized by Pakistanis that represents them or voices their concerns. While many Pakistanis have been quite successful in establishing themselves in Australia based on their education or business skills, there appear to be limited community- building activities.   There is little, if any, community support for newcomers to the country or for people who find themselves in a tight position. People of Pakistani origin in Australia tend to interact within small groups based partly on a continuation of the socio-political differences that they bring with them from Pakistan, partly on their history and experiences in Australia, and partly on their conceptions and misconceptions about Australia and Australians.   In this section of the paper, we will explore the configuration of the Pakistani-born population in Australia and examine some of their fears and prejudices. We will also examine some of their social beliefs and practices and try to understand why some Pakistani Muslims living in Australia are attracted to conservative traditions and religion.  

In conducting this study, one of the most common concerns raised by the Pakistani born people living in Australia was that there is no real Pakistani community and the Pakistanis, unlike, say the Indians or the Indo-Fijians, fail to support other Pakistanis.   The fieldwork carried out by one of us suggests why the Pakistani-born people in Australia have failed to form a representative body.   It was often suggested to us that Pakistanis are divided along religious and ethnic lines that they bring with them from Pakistan.  Politics in Pakistan has created various fissures among ethnic and religious groups, and these differences are part of the baggage that many immigrants bring with them when they arrive in Australia. The history of this politics creates a certain level of incompatibility between these people and they form groups along ethnic and religious lines. In Australia, although there is a majority of Muslims (77% in 2001) among Pakistanis, there are also sizeable Christian, Hindu, and Ahmadi populations. (Note that Ahmadis, also known as Qadianis, are not considered to be Muslims in Pakistan.) Many of these people do not socially interact with each other. In addition to religion, language and place of birth divide the population along ethnic lines. Although most people from Pakistan speak Urdu, only a minority speak it as a mother tongue. The largest ethnic group is that of Punjabis who are seen by other ethnic groups as being too dominating. These strong ethnic and religious identities impact inter-group relationships in Australia and make it hard for the Pakistani-born people in Australia to form a unified platform. 

In addition to the divisions that are imported, a second factor for a fragmented community lies in the history of the Pakistani immigration to Australia. It was not until the 1960s and 1970s, with a shift away from the White Australia policies and the adoption of a multicultural approach by the Whitlam government that people from Pakistan began to immigrate to Australia. This initial wave of immigrants was dominated by males which resulted in a large number of bachelors and few families. This male-dominated group of early migrants did not find a need to build a community center or other communal structures. They preferred to live and work independently and did not necessarily seek out other Pakistanis. Their focus was on building a career in a new (and for Pakistanis an uncharted and uncertain) country and other things mattered less. 

A third factor that has impeded a development of a unified Pakistani social organization has been the past illegal status of many Pakistanis. A number of Pakistanis in the early phase of migration in the 1980s and 1990s overstayed their visas and took up unauthorized employment. While, over time, these people have become regularized and many have become Australian citizens, their earlier status as illegal immigrants precluded them from being able to establish community organizations or pressure groups. The experience of being illegal also heightened their fear of being caught or reported. At this time, many rumors spread through the Pakistanis in Australia such as an incorrect belief that they could be reported to DIMIA (Department of Immigration and Multiculturalism, and Indigenous Affairs) for cash rewards of $1000 per person. This fear that they might be reported to DIMIA by fellow Pakistanis over disagreements or for a reward created a feeling of distrust between them. 

A fourth factor that plays a role in the inability of Pakistanis to form a unified platform has to do with educational qualifications and job status. Pakistanis, even those who are highly trained and skilled, are often unable to find suitable employment in their field of expertise. Many employers require job applicants to have Australian (or western) experience. Since the new Pakistanis do not have such experience, they have to find alternate sources of employment. While some of these Pakistanis enroll in educational institutions to upgrade their skills and enter the professional job market, many others take up jobs as security guards or start driving taxicabs. These jobs, while paying good money, are considered by other ‘professional’ Pakistanis as befitting an ‘uneducated’ people, indeed as something of an embarrassment.  This creates a division between them along professional lines. The professional choices also result in the inability of the Pakistanis to see or understand the problems that the other group faces and makes it difficult for them to share a platform. 


A lack of this united voice severely impacts the ability of the Pakistanis to raise concerns that impact their lives. For example, there is no community-based support system for immigration-related problems faced by Pakistanis. In one extreme case, the Pakistanis as a community failed Shahraz Kiani, a citizen of Australia of Pakistani origin, whose 10 year old daughter was repeatedly denied a visa because she suffered from cerebral palsy. While it is ironic that Australia, which claims to be a champion of human justice and multiculturalism, refused to grant entry to a child suffering from a non-contagious illness, it is sad to observe that the Pakistani community failed to come together to support this family and its humanitarian case.  In August 2000, Shahraz was supported in his appeal by the government-appointed Ombudsman; but, in spite of this support, on 29 March 2001 Shahraz was informed that he needed to deposit A$ 750,000 to cover his daughter’s medical expenses before she was granted a visa.  Unable to raise such funds and out of desperation, Shahraz torched himself to protest this decision in front of the Parliament House in Canberra on April 2, 2001. However, DIMIA (Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs, Australia) refused to reassess his daughter’s file. Shahraz died on 27 May of that year as a result of the burns that he received.


One of the reasons, as was pointed out earlier, for Pakistani-born people not to collectively raise their concerns is the fear of being identified by the authorities. This fear has noticeably increased since the infamous events of 9/11 and the subsequent and still on-going war on terror. Things took an even sterner turn in Australia after the July 2005 bombings in London. In response to these bombings, the Australian Parliament considered and passed, in December 2005, the Anti-Terror Bill of 2005.  The draconian laws that are packaged in this Bill include: the potential for short term detention for individuals without evidence and without criminal involvement; the potential of imposing ‘control orders’ for a period of one year before review; the potential of imprisonment for up to 7 years for sedition; the potential of life imprisonment for providing funds to a potential terrorist; and the potential of the police to obtain any information about any individual, not excepting professionals.  Indeed, it can be an offence to disclose that such documents have been obtained. These new laws undermine the privacy and basic human rights of all people living in Australia. However, they have an even stronger impact on people of Pakistani origin. Pakistan is often identified in media reports as a country that harbors terrorists and the Pakistani-born people in Australia feel that they have been victims of silent prejudice because of their ancestry and religion. They therefore feel threatened by the new laws and feel that they are the targets of such new policies. They fear, based on their experiences of state oppression and police abuse of power in Pakistan, that they might be harassed for no reason other than their ancestry or their religion. This leads them to adopt a quiet life and not to join or raise voice about community problems. 


In addition to the new laws, the Pakistani people also feel discriminated against and feel that they are unable to blend in. These perceptions are based on individual experiences of discrimination and also through their reading of other racial relationships in Australia. For example, the recent race riots that rocked Sydney solidified the Pakistani perception that White Australians do not like them and do not want to associate with them. While Pakistanis were not the direct target of these riots, they felt threatened by the violence, and fear that more racial and religious conflict is to be expected in Australia as a consequence of the demonization of Muslims by the media and government alike. The Cronulla protest of about 5000 White people, many wrapped in Australian flags, against the Lebanese Australian community on 11 December 2005 was one of the first examples of a protest that was largely organized through SMS messages. The messages that were circulated denounced the Lebanese community after a group of Lebanese youngsters got into a fight with three young lifeguards on the beach on December 4. During the following week a stream of newspaper stories and radio talk shows continually rubbished the Lebanese population.  The popular talk back show hosted by Alan Jones in Sydney is a case in point. In addition to giving air time to people who voiced anger at the Lebanese community and presented unconfirmed reports of aggression by the Lebanese people, he called for “a rally, a street march, call it what you will. A community show of force." On Sunday December 11, in response to these calls, a large group gathered on the beach and fanned by racially charged stories and alcohol started attacking anyone who looked Middle Eastern or Muslim. This resulted in an assault on not just Lebanese, but also Greeks, Italians, and Sikhs. In the ensuing violence an ambulance and several police personnel were also attacked. The reports from Cronulla suggest that a number of racist and Islamophobic slogans were chanted: Fuck Allah - save Nulla (referring to Cronulla); We Grew Here, You Flew Here; Aussie Pride; Wog Free Zone; and Ethnic Cleansing Unit. These slogans and the accompanying violence shocked the Pakistanis and other Muslim communities throughout Australia. This demonstration of anger at the Muslim immigrants has further polarized the community and provided evidence in support of the Pakistani population’s perception that there is inherent racism against them in the country. This growing sense of being ‘othered’ has led the Pakistanis to take on a quite demeanor. It has also contributed, as will be discussed later, to their desire to form a Pakistani Muslim identity separate from other Muslims. 

With a growing sense of being ‘othered’, an increase in the population (especially of females), and an increase in the number of children being born, people of Pakistani origin began a search to establish their communities.  As was mentioned earlier, early migrants from Pakistan included a high proportion of men. During the period it took these men to settle down and establish themselves, their period of honeymoon with the Australian cultural life ended. They started noticing gaps between their beliefs and cultural practices and those of the Anglo-Australians. One of the more important of these perceptions was a lack of recognition of Australian family structure as a unified and cohesive unit. The relative independence and negotiation of relationships in an Australian family was perceived as a lack of cohesiveness. The choice of older parents to live independently was seen as a lack of taking responsibility of the parents by the children. And the freedom of married women to interact and maintain social relationships with other men was seen as a cause of the high divorce rate. These observations created a picture for the Pakistanis in which they saw the local Australians as lacking cultural, social and family values. They regarded the relative freedom of interaction between the sexes (especially after marriage) as being a cause of high divorce rate and dysfunctional families. As such, they felt that when it came to getting married, they needed to find a Pakistani wife. With a low number of eligible Pakistani women in Australia (even in 2001 there were 1.38 males to every Pakistani-born female), they traveled to Pakistan to get married and then brought their new wives back to Australia.

As these men married and settled down, their patterns of social interactions changed. They started looking for other people in their situations and established a new network of social relationships. It was at this point in time that local and city-wide Pakistani organizations emerged. However, these organizations primarily function at the local level and have not developed strong Australia-wide networks.  In addition to these newly weds, early male immigrants who were already married with families sponsored their families to join them in Australia. The children of these Pakistanis as well as the children of other Pakistani immigrant families present another social question when they reach a marriageable age. Parents whose children (both males and females) approach a marriageable age do not like the idea of them marrying non-Pakistanis (especially non-Muslims). Since the size of the Pakistani population is still relatively small they are not able to find appropriate matches for their children, a surprising number of whom relent to their parents’ desire for an arranged marriage for their children. The parents therefore arrange marriages for their children in Pakistan. For many young women, this may mean that they leave Australia and the security of their families to live in Pakistan -- a country that their parents had chosen to leave. For the young men, it means that they sponsor their young brides from Pakistan. In both cases, there emerges a cultural difference between the new partners that is sometimes resolved but often results in conflicts and broken marriages. There is now a growing awareness of the problems associated with arranging marriages between people who grew up in two different cultures, but the practice continues. Pakistanis have not yet found a way around the problem. Unlike the Pakistani community in the United States, there is not a large enough pool of locally available suitable matches in Australia and the parents are not yet willing to allow their children to experiment with getting married of their own choice in fear that they will loose their culture and become westernized. 


In many of the observations above, it seems that the Pakistani Muslim community is in search of an identity for itself. As we have discussed, they do not see themselves as assimilating into the Anglo-Australians society because of a perceived lack of culture and social values in the west. In search for an identity, many Muslim Pakistanis turn to religion.   However, even here, the Pakistani Muslims in Australia do not coordinate with the other Muslim communities. One manifestation of this is that the Pakistani community celebrates its Eids on a different day from other Muslims. While the majority of Muslims follow Saudi Arabia, the Pakistanis prefer the traditional practice of sighting a new moon to begin their month. The two dates sometimes coincide with each other, but sometime conflict. Thus, for example, Eid-ul-Fitr in 2005 and Eid-ul-Adha in 2006 were celebrated on different days in Australia.

The Pakistanis constitute a minority of Muslims in Australia (only about 3-4% of the total Muslim population) but it seems that they want to create a unique identity for themselves. While it is hard to identify a specific reason for this, there are at least three possible explanations. One reason for this might be that the majority of the Pakistani Muslim population in Australia is Ahl-Sunat– Hanfi, whereas the Arab communities are Ahl-Sunat– Hanbli (including the Turkish) or Wahabis (including the Saudis). A second reason might be that mosques around the cities tend to be dominated by one or the other of the national groups:  the Turkish Muslims have their own mosques (Auburn Gallipoli Mosque, to name one), the Lebanese Muslims their own (the Lakemba Mosque), and the Bangladeshi their own (the Mascot Musallah). The Friday Khutbah (sermon) in these mosques are given in their respective national languages with limited (if any) English translation and they follow their own practices based on their specific sect of Islamic belief. Pakistani Muslims do not understand these other languages and do not share the different ceremonial practices. Thus, if feasible, they construct their own mosques (e.g. Rooty Hill Islamic Center) in which they have Khutbahs in Urdu and follow the Ahl-Sunat- Hanfi traditions. A third possible reason for the desire to create a Pakistani Muslim identity different from other Muslims is a desire to disassociate themselves from the Middle Eastern Muslim groups that are demonized in the local media. Many Pakistanis fall for the racial stereotyping promoted by the Anglo-Celtic Australians and prefer to distance themselves from the maligned Middle Eastern population. Perhaps, they feel that by distancing themselves from the discredited groups, they will be better placed in negotiating their own identity and socio-political space. 

In this preliminary study of the Pakistani diaspora in Australia, we observe a desire for the Pakistanis to form their own community comes out strong. In this, religion serves a social purpose for them and helps them form an identity that they are not able to find in other places in Australia. This needs to be understood correctly. Congregating in mosques or adopting religious practices does not necessarily imply a rise of conservatism or religiosity, as is often misperceived by the West, but a desire to find an identity and a need to become a part of a social group in a new land. 

The link between language and the identity alluded to above is an important one. According to the 2001 census, over 60% or the Pakistani born people in Australia listed Urdu as the language of home. This high proportion of Urdu speakers in Australia is questionable since only about 8% of the total Pakistani population speaks it as a mother tongue – the largest language community in Pakistan is that of Punjabi speakers. The choice of listing Urdu can perhaps be understood as one way in which the Pakistani community is attempting to form an identity. In choosing Urdu over other mother tongues, Pakistanis seem to promote a sense of a community. Urdu is the language of Kutbahs at the Rooty Hill Islamic Center which was funded and built by the Pakistani community in Sydney.  In recent years, Pakistanis have also requested the New South Wales Department of Education to include Urdu as an optional language in high school. However, this request has not been supported so far - the department holds that they already recognize Hindi and, from their perspective, Hindi and Urdu are not sufficiently different to warrant a separate listing. While the Pakistanis resent this decision and maintain that Urdu and Hindi are two distinct languages with different scripts, the ability of Urdu speakers to orally communicate with Hindi speakers creates a linguistic bond between the two communities in other contexts. In the introduction to this essay, we outlined the differences between the two nation states of India and Pakistan and their conflicts. However, it is observed that members of the two communities co-exist peacefully and maintain some social contact with each other. This is especially evident in the Pakistani and Indian student communities who attend and support each other in their cultural and other campus-based programs. This bonding is partly dependent on their shared linguistic code. In a foreign environment, they discover a shared oral language, a common history which helps bridge a gap that would otherwise be difficult to overcome, and cultural similarities that they do not share with others.

III:  The Religious Life of Indians in Chicago:  Hindus in the Temple Context

Whatever the divisions among Pakistanis in Australia, the two-million strong Indian community in the United States is even more sharply divided.  Its history and diversity is far too complex to be conveyed, even in a highly truncated form, within the confines of this paper, and recent research suggests that sub-national identities -- Gujarati, Maharashtrian, Tamilian, Bengali, Punjabi, Kannadiga, among many others -- take on more importance in some contexts than the idea of being ‘Indian’.   The degree of political mobilization among Indians varies immensely, just as social networks are predicated on commonalities in ethnic background, language, caste affiliation, and educational attainments.  The prestigious Indian Institutes of Technology, which are widely viewed as equivalent to the best anywhere in the world, have sent nearly half of their graduates to the United States, and the estimated 30,000 IIT alumni presently in the United States constitute a cohesive social group.  Similarly, as matrimonial advertisements in India Abroad, India West, and other Indian periodicals in the US amply suggest, the hold of caste over Indians has not altogether abated, and indeed caste often retains a supreme influence in many matrimonial arrangements, even those among highly educated professionals.  In southern California, which is home to approximately 250,000 Indians, the affluent Gujarati community reigns supreme and retains close contacts with the Indian state of Gujarat, contributing substantially to direct foreign investment in infrastructure projects.  When a massive earthquake struck Gujarat in the late 1990s, the community rushed aid to victims back home; by contrast, when a supercyclone struck Orissa, a comparatively backward state in eastern India which has sent far fewer of its residents overseas, little aid was sent from the United States to India.  


Notwithstanding the considerable affluence of the Indian American population, which according to census figures has the highest per capita income of any ethnic group in the United States, including white Americans, Indians have played virtually no role in American politics.  Until 2004, when Bobby Jindal was elected to the House of Representatives from the state of Louisiana, only one Indian, Dalip Singh Saund, who was active in the struggle for Asian Indian political rights at a time when Indians could no longer immigrate to the United States, had ever served in the US Congress.  A mathematician by training, Saund also earned higher degrees in agricultural science, and went on to become a farmer; elected to Congress in 1956, Saund spent six years in the House of Representatives.  Jindal’s supporters have sought to minimize the fact that as an ultra-conservative Republican he embraces positions with which the Indian American community, which by a substantial margin votes for Democratic candidates, is generally not in agreement.  Jindal has never expressed any interest in South Asian affairs, and he has never promoted himself as anything other than a proponent of staunchly Christian, conservative, and free market values.   Though some Indians take pride in the fact that they are promoted as a ‘model minority’, somewhat oblivious of the fact that the term is meant to serve as a warning to certain other ethnic groups, such as African-Americans and Hispanics, to shape up and emulate Indians and other Asians, they are also disturbed by what they take to be their ‘invisibility’ in modern American culture.  


Not unlike the Pakistanis in Australia discussed in the previous section, Indians in the United States have increasingly turned to religion in an affirmation of their identity.  Nowhere is this more apparent than in the investments poured into opulent temple architecture, though the support for Hindu extremism among Hindu American professionals, which one of us has documented in substantial detail, or the aggressive defense of the faith against perceived insults to it by insensitive Americans, could easily be adduced as examples of the substantially enhanced role that religion is now playing in the lives of Indian Americans, especially Hindus who view Hinduism as a uniquely tolerant faith that must become more strident if it is to survive in a world of otherwise hostile religions.  It is a matter of public record that some Hindus in the US took out full page ads in Indian American publications extolling Hindus in India to commit themselves to the destruction of the Babri Masjid, a sixteenth-century mosque in Ayodhya, eventually destroyed by Hindu militants on 6 December 1992, which was claimed by Hindu extremists to have been built on the foundation of a Hindu temple.  Indian American Hindus, as has been amply documented, contribute generously to the activities of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) and Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), two organizations that openly propagate Hindu supremacy, though often this money is channeled into sister organizations that claim non-profit status. That the ossified Hinduism of some Hindus in the United States, who are far removed from the complexities of the faith and its rich engagement with the multiple strands of Indian civilization, has unsavory political ramifications is nowhere better illustrated than in the activities of the Los Angeles-based Federation of Hindu Associations (FHA).  Instituting a ‘Hindu of the Year’ award in 1994, the FHA at once conferred it jointly upon Bal Thackeray and Sadhvi Ritambara, two stalwarts of the Hindutva movement who have warned Indian Muslims that they must be prepared to live in India on terms dictated by the Hindu community.

The turn to religion among Hindus can, as I have suggested, be understood through a critical history of the Hindu temple in the United States. By the mid-1970s, the Indian population had registered considerable growth and put down roots, and the community could think of commissioning new temples or converting existing unused structures, such as churches, into temples and community centers.  Comprised largely of professionals, who had little experience in, or inclination towards, philanthropic activities, the Indian community began to direct much of its affluence towards the construction of new temples.   The growth of temples in the Chicago area, particularly in the 1980s, illustrates clearly the history of Hinduism in the United States. The 1980 census recorded 33,541 Indians in the Chicago metropolitan region; in 1990, the number had grown to 56,462, and to 125,208 by 2000.  Indians have now surpassed Filipinos as the largest ethnic Asian community in the Chicago area.  In December 1977, the Hindu Temple of Greater Chicago (HTGC) had been founded as a not-for-profit organization.  Over the next few years, its members, many of whom were wealthy doctors and other professionals, raised funds for the construction of a temple and in 1981 they purchased a 17-acre site for $300,000 in Lemont.  The HTGC website describes the complex as having two separate temples.  One is dedicated to the deity Ganesh, and was subsequently expanded to house the deities of Shiva and Durga; there is also a larger Rama temple for which the kumbhabisekham or formal dedication was held on 4 July 1986.  The Rama temple ‘is built to specifications in the authentic style of the Chola [South Indian] dynasty’, while the Ganesh-Shiva-Durga [GSD] Temple emulates the architecture of Bhuvaneshwar, Orissa, in eastern India.  

The HTGC temple complex, however, was to be many years in the making, and by the early 1980s the Telugu professionals in the Greater Chicago area had committed themselves to a construction of a Sri Venkateswara or Balaji Temple in Aurora, also in the western suburbs.  The groundbreaking ceremony in 1985 was attended by former Indian Prime Minister Morarji Desai.  A handsome structure, which has to date cost more than $4 million, the Balaji temple, housed on a sprawling 71-acre site, has shrines to Lakshmi, Andal, Ganapati, Subrahmanyam, Shiva, and Parvati.  Its opulence is, nonetheless, exceeded by the magnificent Shri Swaminarayan Mandir, which opened in Bartlett, some 40 miles from Chicago, in August 2004.  This temple, which cost over $35 million, uses limestone from Turkey and marble from Italy and Makrana (India), and nearly 500 craftsmen in India labored over the 108 marble pillars which support 15 domes.   One might argue that the Bochasanwasi Shri Akshar Purushottam Swaminarayan (BAPS) Sanstha, one of the three groups of the Swaminarayan sect to whom the temple belongs, is prone to ostentatious temple architecture, and the Bartlett temple follows on the heels of monumental BAPS temples at Akshardham (outside Ahmedabad) and Neasden (in north London) which have become major tourist attractions.  But the indisputable fact remains that as the Indian community acquires increasing influence, and gains self-confidence, it has sought to mark its presence by grand religious edifices.   The Chicago region is now served by nearly 20 temples, as well as three gurdwaras, several mosques, at least one major Jain temple, and even a church affiliated with the Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church of India.  A mosque in Schaumburg serves the Indian Muslim community, and a new gurdwara, where Sikhs worship, has opened up in Palatine just outside Chicago.  

Hindu temples in the United States, and the practice of the Hindu faith, reveal certain marked characteristics.  Increasingly temples are built to conform to the specifications encountered in the shilpa sastras, or manuals of temple architecture.  Specialists versed in temple architecture are likely to be hired as consultants.  This is a reflection not merely of the affluence of Indian communities, but of the tendency, which has become more pronounced, to embrace a textbook view of Hinduism.  The temples are decidedly grander, but communities seem much less disposed to innovate or negotiate with other communities.  A proposed BAPS temple in Chino Hills, an affluent portion of San Bernadino County in southern California, was the subject of much dispute in the city council meeting, where it was demanded that the proposed temple spires, from 52 to 80 feet, be reduced so that they did not exceed the 43-foot height limit stipulated in the city code.  However, BAPS representatives refused to entertain the suggestion, putting forward the argument that the proportions specified in the sastras could not be violated.  Secondly, not only are the images carved in India, as one would expect, but priests continue to be drawn to this day from India.  There are notable exceptions:  the priests at the Shri Lakshmi Narayan Mandir in Richmond Hill, New York, which services largely Indo-Guyanese now settled on the East Coast, are themselves drawn from this community. The history of this temple is illustrative of a third marked tendency, namely the fact that many temples are associated with distinct Hindu communities.  The clientele at the various Sri Venkatesvara temples is largely of South Indian origins, just as the Swaminarayan temples are patronized overwhelmingly by Gujaratis.  Murugan temples, likewise, attract mainly Tamilians.

At the same time, it is possible to speak of three distinct if related forms in which Hinduism’s history in the United States is most productively written in the idiom of pluralism.  A large metropolitan center such as Los Angeles is home to a Murugan temple, at least two Radha Krishna temples, a Kali Mandir, a Devi Mandir, a Sanatan Dharma Mandir, a Lakshmi Narayan Mandir, a Sri Venkateswara temple, and close to a dozen other temples.  The nondescript Valley Hindu Temple (Northridge) is in some respects more representative of Hindu temples in the United States, insofar as the non-sectarian temple houses a diverse array of deities -- Shiva, Ram, Krishna, Durga, Lakshmi, among others -- and welcomes Hindus of all persuasions.     It has sometimes been suggested that, mindful of their own minority status, Hindus in the diaspora may be less attentive to distinctions which hold sway in India, such as those between north and south, Vaishnavites and Saivites, and so on.  At the brand new Hindu Temple of Central Florida (Orlando), where a substantial portion of the pan-Indian Hindu pantheon is to be found, one gopuram [entrance tower] is described as being in the Chola style, the other in the ‘Naga’ or northern Indian style.  The temple’s board of trustees claims that Hinduism is synonymous with diversity, and that Hindu temples in the US must attempt to meet the varying requirements of Hindu communities and their styles of worship.  But the claim is more far-reaching than it appears, since the supposition is that the practice of Hinduism in the United States more likely approximates the ideal of Hinduism than Hinduism as it is encountered in India.   

Secondly, though commentators have often commented on the social aloofness of Indians, and Indian shopkeepers have been criticized for keeping their stores open on July 4th, which is celebrated with fanfare as Independence Day, Hindu and Sikh communities are more cognizant of American mores and customs, indeed even the country’s physical geography, than is commonly recognized.  If the Rama shrine at the Hindu Temple of Greater Chicago was consecrated on July 4th, we can be certain that the temple’s trustees and devotees held to the view that Hindus not only share in the (purported) blessings of American ‘freedom’, but that Hinduism enables a more enriched and spiritual conception of freedom with its stress on spiritual emancipation and self-realization.   The Sri Venkateswara Temple in Penn Hills, Pennsylvania, on which construction commenced in 1976, the bicentennial of the American revolution, stands at the intersection, according to temple literature, at the confluence of the Allegheny, Monongahela, and ‘the sub-terranean river’, an unmistakable allusion to Prayag in India, where the Yamuna, Ganga, and the underground Saraswati rivers are commonly believed to converge.  One scholar has written of the Penn Hills temple that while it does not ignore the Hindu festival calendar, ‘it tries as far as is astrologically possible to plan big events around the holidays of the American secular calendar.’ 

Finally, while religion never occupies the space merely marked as ‘religion’, Hinduism, Sikhism, and Jainism in the United States have begun to radiate outwards to embrace a much wider array of socio-cultural life forms.  The actual space of the temple complex allows an array of activities that in India are very unlikely to be tolerated under a single roof.  Among the definitions of Hinduism widely prevalent in Hindu communities, none is perhaps as frequently encountered as the claim that ‘Hinduism is a way of life rather than a religion’.  The cultural centers associated with many temples seem designed to vindicate that worldview.  Thus the Hindu temple, with or without a formally designated ‘cultural center’ alongside, might very well offer bharatnatyam [dance] classes, instruction in yoga and Indian languages (especially Hindi), and lessons in Indian instrumental music (particularly the sitar and tabla).  The concept of ‘Sunday school’ has its enthusiasts among Hindus, and children are enjoined to learn ‘Hindu values’ or ‘the dharmic approach to life’, familiarize themselves with religious texts, and embrace the rich culture and heritage of India.  Hindu temple societies typically conduct a ‘Bal Vihar’ or children’s school on Sundays, and often the cultural centers offer senior citizens a public forum for conviviality.  Hindu temples and cultural centers often mobilize resources when natural disasters have struck India.

IV:  Conclusion:  The Diaspora ‘Striking Back’
In this preliminary comparison of the Pakistani and Indian diasporic communities in Australia and the United States of America, respectively, we find that although the two communities differ in their relative size, their dominant religious ideologies, and the impression that they have created among the local population, they share much in common. Both the communities are relatively new in their adopted countries and have been striving to build an identity for themselves in their new homes. They are both struggling to overcome internal rifts within their communities to bring about a united front. With its relatively large and affluent population, the Hindu community in the United States has been able to construct temples and cultural centers. These cultural and religious centers play an important role in both educating the larger American population about Hinduism and about India and provide a meeting point for the members of its community; they also constitute the most public face of the community, endowing it with a history, legitimacy, and purpose that all communities crave to display. 

The Pakistani diasporic community in Australia, although it desires to follow the same route as the Indians in the US, has had more limited success. The Pakistani Muslims form a much smaller community and have access to limited resources. Despite this, they have been able to establish a few cultural and religious centers and are attempting to create a unique identity for themselves. Although the two communities have had variable success in their efforts to establish their religious and cultural centers in their adopted countries, it is interesting to note that the desire to construct temples or mosques is rooted in a similar desire to establish an identity for them.   In both cases, South Asian immigrants have found that their is often a wide gap between their cultural, social, and religious practices and those of the dominant white community.  Immigrants have often found that religious identity furnishes a form of social cohesiveness and community building that is quite distinct.  In the present political climate, however, though people may often remain indifferent to the construction of Hindu temples, and might even tolerate them as revenue-earners, the building of mosques is fraught with hazardous consequences.  Support for mosques is calculated to earn their patrons the suspicion of government authorities. 

In concluding this essay, one thing that we find encouraging in our study of the two contexts is that the Indian and Pakistani diasporic communities, while maintaining their differences, engage and support each other.  Indeed, this very paper should be seen as an instantiation of what might with greater ease be attempted in the diasporic setting than back home. The meeting of the people of two opposed nation states in their new settings provides them with a sense of shared cultural and social history which is often suppressed in their countries of origin.   The landscapes of memory in the diaspora are perhaps littered with the corpses of the past, but they also give rise to new forms of imagining the future.  Perhaps, if Pakistanis and Indians in the diaspora were to endeavor to find common ground, they may be the harbinger of peace on the Indian subcontinent itself.
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