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other things that they have a more than superficial
comprehension of race, color, and Black history and
culture. Eliminating racism in the white women's
movement is by definition work for white women to
do, but we will continue to speak to and demand ac-
countability on this issue,

In the practice of our politics we do not believe
that the end always justifies the means. Many reac-
tionary and destructive acts have been done in the
name of achieving “correct” political goals. As fem-
inists we do not want to mess over people in the
name of politics. We believe in collective process and
a nonhierarchical distribution of power within our
own group and in our vision of a revolutionary so-
ciety. We are committed to a continual examination
of our politics as they develop through criticism and
self-criticism as an essential aspect of our practice.
In her introduction to Sisterhood Is Powerful, Robin
Morgan writes:

F

o

[ haven’t the faintest notion what possible
revolutionary role white heterosexual men
could fulfill, since they are the very embodi-
ment of reactionary-vested-interest-power.

As Black feminists and Lesbians we know that
we have a very definite revolutionary task to per-
form and we are ready for the lifetime of work and
struggle before us.

NOTES

1. This statement is dated April 1977.

2. Michele Wallace, ”A Black Feminist’s Search for
Sistethood,” The Village Voice, 28 July 1975, pp. 6-7.

3. Mumininas of Committee for Unified Newark, Mwa-
namke Mwananchi (The Nationalist Woman), Newark,
NJ., © 1971, pp. 4-5.
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Defining Genealogies
Feminist Reflections on Being South Asian in North America
Chandra Talpade Mohanty

My local newspaper tells me that worldwide migra-
tion is at an all-time high in the early 1990s. Folks
are moving from rural to urban areas in all parts of
the Third World, and from Asia, Africa, the Carib-
bean and Latin America to Europe, North America
and selected countries in the Middle East. Appar-
ently two percent of the world’s population no longer
lives in the country in which they were born. Of
course, the newspaper story primarily identifies the
“problems” (for Europe and the USA) associated
with these transnational migration trends. One such
“problem” is taking jobs away from “citizens.” 1 am
reminded of a placard carried by Black and Third
World people at an anti-racism rally in London: We
Are Here Because You Were There. My location in
the USA then, is symptomatic of large numbers of
migrants, nomads, immigrants, workers across the
globe for whom notions of home, identity, geogra-
phy and history are infinitely complicated in the late
twentieth century. Questions of nation{ality), and of

“belonging” (witness the situation of South Asians
in Africa) are constitutive of the Indian diaspora.
This essay is a personal, anecdotal meditation on the
politics of gender and race in the construction of
South Asian identity in North America.

On a TWA flight on my way back to the U.S. from
a conference in the Netherlands, the professional
white man sitting next to me asks: (a) which school
do I go to? and (b) when do I plan to go home?—
all in the same breath. I put on my most profes-
sional demeanor (somewhat hard in crumpled blue
jeans and cotton T-shirt—this uniform only works
for white male professors, who of course could com-
mand authority even in swimwear!) and inform him
that I teach at a small liberal arts college in upstate
New York, and that I have lived in the U.S. for fif-
teen years. At this point, my work is in the U.S., not
in India. This is no longer entirely true—my work
is also with feminists and grassroots activists in
India, but he doesn’t need to know this. Being “mis-
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4 ai(én" for a graduate student seems endemic to my
«istence in this country— few Third World women
e granted professional (i.e. adult) and/or perma-
! (one is always a student!) status in the U.S,,
aven if we exhibit clear characteristics of adulthood,
ke grey hair and facial lines. He ventures a further

# questior: what do you teellch? On hearing "women'’s
““studies,” he becomes quiet and we spend the next
‘[“eight hours in polite silence. He has decided that
-1 do not fit into any of his categories, but what can
- you expect from a Feminist (an Asian one!) anyway?
"1 feel vindicated and a little superior—even though I
know he doesn’t really feel “put in his place.” Why
i should he? He has a number of advantages in this
* situation: white skin, maleness and citizenship priv-
ileges. From his enthusiasm about expensive “ethnic
food” in Amsterdam, and his J. Crew clothes, I fig-
ured class difference (economic or cultural) wasn't
exactly anissue in our interaction. We both appeared
to have similar social access as “professionals.”

I have been asked the “home” question (When
are you going home?) periodically for fifteen years
now. Leaving aside the subtly racist implications of
the question (go home—you don’t belong), I am still
not satisfied with my response. What is home? The
place [ was born? Where I grew up? Where my par-
ents live? Where I live and work as an adult? Where
Ilocate my community—my people? Who are “my
people”? Is home a geographical space, a historical
space, an emotional, sensory space? Home is always
so crucial to immigrants and migrants—I even write
about it in scholarly texts, perhaps to avoid address-
ing it as an issue that is also very personal. Does two
percent of the world’s population think about these
questions pertaining to home? This is not to imply
that the other ninety-eight percent does not think
about home. What interests me is the meaning of
home for immigrants and migrants. I am convinced
that this question—how one understands and de-
fines home—is a profoundly political one.

Since settled notions of territory, community, ge-
ography, and history don‘t work for us, what does
it really mean to be “South Asian” in the USA? Ob-
viously 1 was not South Asian in India—I was In-
dian. What else could one be but “Indian” at a time
when a successful national independence strug-
gle had given birth to a socialist democratic nation-
state? This was the beginning of the decolonization
of the Third World. Regional geographijes (South
Asia) appeared less relevant as a mark of identifica-
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tion than citizenship in a post-colonial independent
nation on the cusp of economic and political au-
tonomy. However, in North America, identification
as South Asian (in addition to Indian, in my case)
takes on its own logic. “South Asian” refers to folks of
Indian, Pakistani, Sri Lankan, Bangladeshi, Kash-
miri, and Burmese origin. Identifying as South Asian
rather than Indian adds numbers and hence power
within the U.S. State. Besides, regional differences
among those from different South Asian countries
are often less relevant than the commonalities based
on our experiences and histories of immigration,
treatment and location in the U.S.

Let me reflect a bit on the way I identify myself,
and the way the U.S. State and its institutions cate-
gorize me. Perhaps thinking through the various
labels will lead me back to the question of home
and identity. In 1977, [ arrived in the USA on an F1
visa—a student visa. At that time, my definition of
myself—a graduate student in Education at the Uni-
versity of Hlinois, and the “official” definition of me
(a student allowed into the country on an F1 visa)
obviously coincided. Then I was called a “foreign
student,” and expected to go “home” (to India—even
though my parents were in Nigeria at the time) af-
ter getting my Ph.D. Let’s face it, this is the assumed
trajectory for a number of Indians, especially the
post-independence (my) generation, who come to
the U.S. for graduate study.

However, this was not to be my trajectory. I
quickly discovered that being a foreign student, and
a woman at that, meant being either dismissed as ir-
relevant (the quiet Asian woman stereotype), treated
in racist ways (my teachers asked if [ understood En-
glish and if they should speak slower and louder so
that I could keep up—this in spite of my inheritance
of the Queen’s English and British colonialism!), or
celebrated and exoticized (you are so smart! your ac-
cent is even better than that of Americans—a little
Anglophilia at work here, even though all my Indian
colleagues insist we speak English the Indian way!).

The most significant transition I made at that
time was the one from “foreign student” to “student
of color.” Once I was able to “read” my experiences
in terms of race, and to read race and racism as it is
written into the social and political fabric of the U.S.,
practices of racism and sexism became the analytic
and political lenses through which I was able to an-
chor myself here. Of course, none of this happened
in isolation—friends, colleagues, comrades, classes,
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books, films, arguments, and dialogues were consti-
tutive of my political education as a woman of color
in the US.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s feminism was
gaining momentum on American campuses—it was
in the air, in the classrooms, on the streets. However,
what attracted me wasn’t feminism as the main-
stream media and white Women'’s Studies depart-
ments defined it. Instead, it was a very specific
kind of feminism, the feminism of U.5. women of
color and Third World women, that spoke to me. In
thinking through the links between gender, race and
class in their U.S. manifestations, [ was for the first
time enabled to think through my own gendered,
classed post-colonial history. In the early 1980s,
reading Audre Lorde, Nawal el Sadaawi, Cherrie
Moraga, bell hooks, Glaria Joseph, Paula Gunn Allen,
Barbara Smith, Merle Woo, and Mitsuye Yamada,
among others, generated a sort of recognition that
was intangible but very inspiring. A number of ac-
tions, decisions, and organizing efforts at that time
led me to a sense of home and community in rela-
tion to women of color in the U.S. Home not as a
comfortable, stable, inherited, and familiar space,
but instead as an imaginative, politically charged
space where the familiarity and sense of affection
and commitment lay in shared collective analysis of
social injustice, as well as a vision of radical trans-
formation. Political solidarity and a sense of family
could be melded together imaginatively to create a
strategic space I could call “home.” Politically, intel-
lectually, and emotionally I owe an enormous debt
to feminists of color—and especially to the sisters
who have sustained me over the years. Even though
our attempt to start the Women of Color Institute
for Radical Research and Action fell through, the
spirit of this vision, and the friendships it generated,
still continue to nurture me. A number of us, includ-
ing Barbara Smith, Papusa Molina, Jacqui Alexan-
der, Gloria Joseph, Mitsuye Yamada, Kesho Scott,
and myself, among others, met in 1984 to discuss the
possibility of such an Institute. The [nstitute never
really happened, but I still hope we will pull it off
one day.

For me, engagement as a feminist of color in the
U.S. made possible an intellectual and political ge-
nealogy of being Indiari that was radically challeng-
ing as well as profoundly activist. Notions of home
and community began to be located within a deeply
political space where racialization and gender and

class relations and histories became the prism through
which l understood, however partially, what it could
mean to be South Asion in North America. Interest-
ingly, this recognition also forced me to re-examine
the meanings attached to home and community
in India.

What I chose to claim, and continue to clainmy, is a
history of anti-colonialist, feminist struggle in India.
The stories T recall, the ones that I retell and claim as
my own, determine the choices and decisions I make
in the present and the future. I did not want to accept
a history of Hindu chauvinist (bourgeois) upward
mobility (even though this characterizes a section of
my extended family). We all choose partial, interested
stories/ histories—perhaps not as deliberately as 1
am making it sound here. But consciously, or un-
consciously, these choices about our past(s) often de-
termine the logic of our present.

Having always kept my distance from conserva-
tive, upwardly mobile Indian immigrants for whom
the South Asian world was divided into green-card
holders and non-green-card holders, the only South
Asian links T allowed and cultivated were with Indi-
ans with whom I shared a political vision. This con-
siderably limited my community. Racist and sexist
experiences in graduate school and after made
it imperative that I understand the U.S. in terms of
its history of racism, imperialism and patriarchal
relations, specifically in relation to Third World im-
migrants. After all, we were into the Reagan-Bush
years, when the neo-conservative backlash made it
impossible to ignore the rise of racist, anti-ferninist,
and homophobic attitudes, practices, and institutions.
Any purely culturalist or nostalgic/sentimental def-
inition of being “Indian” or “South Asian” was inad-
equate. Such a definition fueled the “model minority”
myth. And this subsequently constituted us as “out-
siders/foreigners” or as interest groups who sought
or had obtained the American dream.

In the mid-1980s, the labels changed: I went from
being a “foreign student” to being a “resident alien.”
I have always thought that this designation was a
stroke of inspiration on the part of the U.S. State,
since it accurately names the experience and status
of immigrants—especially immigrants of color. The
flip side of “resident alien” is “illegal alien,” another
inspired designation. One can be either a resident
or an illegal immigrant, but one is always an alien.
There is no confusion here—no melting-pot ideol-
ogy or narratives of assimilation—one’s status as an
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“alien” is primary. Being legal requires identity pa-
pers. (It is useful to recall that the “passport”and
by extension the concept of nation-states and the
sanctity of their borders—came into being after
World War 1.)

One must be stamped as legitimate (that is, not-
gay-or-lesbian and not-communist!) by the Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service (INS). The INS is
one of the central disciplinary arms of the U.S. State.
It polices the borders and controls all border cross-
ings—especially those into the U.S. In fact, the INS
is also one of the primary forces which institution-
alizes race differences in the public arena, thus reg-
ulating notions of home, legitimacy, and economic
access to the “American dream” for many of us. For
instance, carrying a green card documenting resi-
dent alien status in the U.S. is clearly very different
from carrying an American passport, which is proof
of US. citizenship. The former allows one to enter
the U.S. with few hassles; the latter often allows one
to breeze through the borders and ports of entry of
other countries, especially countries which happen
to be trading partners (much of Western Europe and
Japan, among others) or in an unequal relationship
with the U.S. (much of the noncommunist Third
World). At a time when notions of a capitalist free-
market economy seem (falsely) synonymous with
the values attached to democracy, an American pass-
port can open many doors. However, just carrying
an American passport is no insurance against racism
and unequal and unjust treatment within the U.S.
It would be important to compare the racialization
of first-generation immigrants from South Asia to
the racialization of second-generation South Asian
Americans. For example, one significant difference
between these two generations would be between
experiencing racism as a phenomenon specific to the
US., versus growing up in the ever-present shadow
of racism in the case of South Asians born in the
U.S. This suggests that the psychic effects of racism
would be different for these two constituencies. In
addition, questions of home, identity and history take
on very different meanings for South Asians born in
North America. But to be fair, this comparison re-
quires a whole other reflection that is beyond the
Scope of this essay.

Rather obstinately, I have refused to give up my
?ndlan passport and have chosen to remain as a res-
identalien in the U.S. for the last decade or so. Which
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leads me to reflect on the complicated meanings at-
tached to holding Indian citizenship while making
a life for myself in the USA. In India, what does it
mean to have a green card—to be an expatriate?
What does it mean to visit Bombay every two to tour
years, and still call it home? Why does speaking in
Marathi (my mother tongue) become a measure
and confirmation of home? What are the politics
of being a part of the majority and the “absent elite”
in India, while being a minority and a racialized
“other” in the U.S.? And does feminist politics, or
advocating feminism, have the same meanings and
urgencies in these different geographical and politi-
cal contexts?

Some of these questions hit me smack in the face
during my last visit to India, in December 1992—
post-Ayodhya (the infamous destruction of the Babri
Masjid in Ayodhya by Hindu fundamentalists on
6 December 1992). In earlier, rather infrequent visits
(once every four or five years was all I could afford),
my green card designated me as an object of envy,
privilege, and status within my extended family. Of
course the same green card has always been viewed
with suspicion by left and feminist friends who
(quite understandably) demand evidence of my on-
going commitment to a socialist and democratic
India. During this visit, however, with emotions run-
ning high within my family, my green card marked
me as an outsider who couldn’t possibly understand
the “Muslim problem” in India. I was made aware
of being an “outsider” in two profoundly troubling
shouting matches with my uncles, who voiced the
most incredibly hostile sentiments against Muslims.
Arguing that India was created as a secular state and
that democracy had everything to do with equality
for all groups (majority and minority) got me no
where. The very fundamentals of democratic citi-
zenship in India were/are being undermined and
redefined as “Hindu.”

Bombay was one of the cities hardest hit with
waves of communal violence following the events in
Ayodhya. The mobilization of Hindu fundamental-
ists, even paramilitary organizations, over the last
half century and especially since the mid-1980s had
brought Bombay to a juncture where the most vio-
lently racist discourse about Muslims seemed to be
woven into the fabric of acceptable daily life. Racism
was normalized in the popular imagination such that
it became almost impossible to publicly raise ques-
tions about the ethics or injustice of racial/ethnic/
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religious discrimination. 1 could not assume a dis-
tanced posture towards religion any more. Too many
injustices were being done in my name.

Although born a Hindu, I have always consid-
ered myself a non-practicing one—religion had al-
ways felt rather repressive when | was growing up.
I enjoyed the rituals but resisted the authoritarian
hierarchies of organized Hinduism. However, the
Hinduism touted by fundamentalist organizations
like the RSS (Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, a para-
military Hindu fundamentalist organization founded
in the 1930s) and the Shiv Sena {a Maharashtrian
chauvinist, fundamentalist, fascist political organi-
zation that has amassed a significant voice in Bom-
bay politics and government) was one thateven L, in
my ignorance, recognized as reactionary and dis-
torted. But this discourse was real —hate-filled rhet-
oric against Muslims appeared to be the mark of a
“loyal Hindu.” It was unbelievably heart-wrenching
to see my hometown become a war zone with whole
streets set on fire, and a daily death count to rival
any major territorial border war. The smells and tex-
tures of Bombay, of home, which had always com-
forted and nurtured me, were violently disrupted.
The scent of fish drying on the lines at the fishing
village in Danda was submerged in the smell of
burning straw and grass as whole bastis (chawls)
were burned to the ground. The very topography,
language and relationships that constituted “home”
were quietly but surely exploding. What does com-
munity mean in this context? December 1992 both
clarified as well as complicated for me the meanings
attached to being an Indian citizen, a Hindu, an ed-
ucated woman/feminist, and a permanent resident
in the US. in ways that I have yet to resolve. After
all, it is often moments of crisis that make us pay
careful attention to questions of identity. Sharp po-
larizations force one to make choices (not in order
to take sides, but in order to accept responsibility)
and to clarify our own analytic, political and emo-
tional topographies.

I learned that combating the rise of Hindu fun-
damentalism was a necessary ethical imperative for
all socialists, feminists and Hindus of conscience.
Secularism, if it meant absence of religion, was no
longer a viable position. From a feminist perspec-
tive, it became clear that the battle for women'’s
minds and hearts was very much center-stage in the
Hindu fundamentalist strategy. Feminists in India

have written extensively about the appeal of funda-
mentalist rhetoric and social position to women. (The
journals The Economtic and Political Weekly of India and
Manushi are good sources for this work.)

Religious fundamentalist constructions of women
embody the nexus of morality, sexuality, and Na-
tion—a nexus of great importance for feminists.
Similar to Christian, Islamic, and Jewish fundamen-
talist discourses, the construction of femininity and
masculinity, especially in relation to the idea of the
Nation, are central to Hindu fundamentalist rhet-
oric and mobilizations. Women are not only mobi-
lized in the “service” of the Nation, but they also
become the ground on which discourses of moral-
ity and nationalism are written. For instance, the

" RSS mobilizes primarily middle-class women in the

name of a family-oriented, Hindu nation, much like
the Christian Right does in the U.S. But discourses
of morality and nation are also embodied in the
normative policing of women's sexuality (witness
the surveillance and policing of women'’s dress in
the name of morality by the contemporary Iranian
State). Thus, one of the central challenges Indian
feminists face at this time is how to rethink the rela-
tionship of nationalism and feminism in the context
of religious identities. In addition to the fundamen-
talist mobilizations tearing the country apart, the re-
cent incursions of the International Monetary Fund
and the World Bank with their structural adjustment
programs which are supposed to “discipline” the
Indian economy, are redefining the meaning of post-
coloniality and of democracy in India. Categories
like gender, race, caste/class are profoundly and vis-
ibly unstable at such times of crisis. These categories
must thus be analyzed in relation to contemporary
reconstructions of womanhood and manhood in
a global arena increasingly dominated by religious
fundamentalist movements, the IMF and the World
Bank, and the relentless economic and ideological
colonization of much of the world by multinationals
based in the U.S., Japan and Europe. In all these
global economic and cultural/ideological processes,
women occupy a crucial position.

In India, unlike most countries, the sex ratio has
declined since the early 1900s. According to the 1991
census, the ratio is now 929 women to 1000 men, one
of the lowest (if not the lowest) sex ratios in the
world. Women produce seventy to eighty percent of
all the food in India, and have always been the hard-
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est hit by environmental degradation and poverty.
The contradictions between civil law and Hindu and
Muslim personal laws affect women—rarely men.
Horrific stories about the deliberate genocide of fe-
male infants as a result of sex determination proce-
dures like amniocentesis, and recent incidents of
sati (self-immolation by women on the funeral pyres
of their husbands) have even hit the mainstream
American media. Gender and religious (racial) dis-
crimination are thus urgent, life-threatening issues
for women in India. In 1993, politically-conscious In-
dian citizenship necessitates taking such fundamen-
tally feminist issues seriously. In fact, these are the
very same issues South Asian feminists in the U.S.
need to address. My responsibility to combat and
organize against the regressive and violent reper-
cussions of Hindu fundamentalist mobilizations in
India extends to my life in North America. After all,
much of the money which sustains the fundamen-
talist movement is raised and funneled through or-
ganizations in the U.S.

Let me now circle back to the place I began: the
meanings I have come to give to home, community
and identity. By exploring the relationship between
being a South Asian immigrant in America and an
expatriate Indian citizen in India, I have tried, how-
ever partially and anecdotally, to clarify the com-
plexities of home and community for this particular
feminist of color /South Asian in North America. The
genealogy I have created for myself here is partial,
interested and deliberate. It is a genealogy that I find
emotionally and politically enabling —it is part of the
genealogy that underlies my self-identification as an
educator involved in a pedagogy of liberation. Of
course, my history and experiences are far messier
and not at all as linear as this narrative makes them
sound. But then the very process of constructing a
narrative for oneself—of telling a story—imposes a
certain linearity and coherence that is never entirely
there. But that is the lesson, perhaps, especially for
us immigrants and migrants: i.e., that home, com-
munity and identity all fall somewhere between the
histories and experiences we inherit and the political
choices we make through alliances, solidarities and

: f'riendships.

One very concrete effect of my creating this par-
ticular space for myself has been my recent involve-
ment in two grassroots organizations, one in India
and the other in the U.S. The former, an organization
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called Awarciess, is based in Orissa and works to
empower the rural poor. Their focus is political ed-
ucation (similar to Paolo Freire’s notion of “consci-
entization”), and they have recently begun to very
consciously organize rural women. Grassroofs Lead-
ership of Nortlh Carolina is the U.S. organization I
work with. It is a multiracial group of organizers
(largely African American and White) working to
build a poor and working peoples movement in
the American South. While the geographical, histor-
ical and political contexts are different in the case of
these two organizations, my involvement in them is
very similar, as is my sense that there are clear con-
nections to be made between the work of the two
organizations. In addition, I think that the issues,
analyses, and strategies for organizing for social jus-
tice are also quite similar. This particular commit-
ment to work with grassroots organizers in the two
places I call home is not accidental. It is very much
the result of the genealogy I have traced here. After
all, it has taken me over a decade to make these com-
mitments to grassroots work in both spaces. In part,
I have defined what it means to be South Asian by
educating myself about, and reflecting on, the his-
tories and experiences of African American, Latina,
West Indian, African, European American, and other
constituencies in North America. Such definitions
and understandings do provide a genealogy, but a
genealogy that is always relational and fluid as well
as urgent and necessary.

This essay is dedicated to the memory of Lanubai and
Gauribai Vijaykar, maternal grandaunts, who were single,
educated, financially independent, and tall (over six feet)
at a time when it was against the grain to be any one of
these things; and to Audre Lorde, teacher, sister, friend,
whose words and presence continue to challenge, inspire,
and nurture me.





