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The aim of this panel is to reflect upon the diverse and changing ‘local’ and ‘trans-local’ dynamics of cities in the South Asian Diaspora worldwide.  With an interest in the existing and potential contributions and perspectives of both the Arts and Humanities and Social Sciences, it will examine how they have been represented at particular moments in time through various genres of ‘writing’: ethnography; local and oral history; literary and cultural production including literature, art, films, music, etc; newspapers and the media; official reports. There is a special concern with the changing representations of a postcolonial politics of identity and the associated public constructions of ethnicity and race, multiculturalism and religion. However, the panel also seeks to take account of the experiences of women and diasporic writings in South Asian vernaculars. The panel brings together papers reflecting on an AHRC Diaspora Migration and Identities programme network on the writing of British-Asian cities (April 2006 – September 2008), with those of other scholars writing on the UK and the South Asian diaspora worldwide.

Wednesday 9 July 2008

Session 1: 9.00 – 12.30

9.00 - 9.30: Seán McLoughlin, University of Leeds, UK

From Diaspora to Multi-Locality: Writing British-Asian Cities

The diverse local character and trajectories of the South Asian diaspora in Britain today is the product of post-war immigration from particular parts of India, modern Pakistan and Bangladesh, as well as East Africa. Recognising that there is now an urgent need to reflect historically upon 60 years of this presence, this paper reports on the background and main themes of an AHRC Diasporas, Migrations and Identities Programme network which has sought to compare and contrast the ‘local’ and ‘trans-local’ dynamics of five distinctive ‘British-Asian’ cities (Birmingham, Bradford, Leicester, London’s East End and Manchester). In particular, the paper will reflect on how cities have been ‘written’, represented and imagined at particular moments in time, from the 1960s to the 2000s. The approach is interdisciplinary and a wide range of genres are considered including ethnography, local and oral history, novels and other forms of literary / cultural production, as well as the media and official reports. The location of differently positioned authors, both ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’, is also of interest as are key organising themes such as changing modes of identity politics, from race to religion.

9.30 – 10.00: Shailaja Fennell, Cambridge University, UK

Migrants and Multiculturalism: Discourses of ‘Brit-Asian’ in the Social Sciences

The image of the South Asian migrant both reflects and reconfigures the changing face of the city in post-war Britain. The earlier political economy of labour market requirements of the 1960s has given way to debates around political allegiance and cultural differences in the 1990s. The movement from studying the ‘outsider’ migrant to engaging with notions of belonging provides a fertile area to understand how ‘Brit-Asian’ has been constructed in social science analysis and to re-examine the conversations that abounded in that academic space. It is in this context of the replacement of economic imperatives by cultural frameworks that the discourse of race sees a replacement of the term migration by the diaspora and with it the attendant concerns with multiculturalism. Post-colonial geographies of space and gender have been made an important contribution to broadening social science analysis of the South Asian presence in Britain as have theories of gender and race that have provided us with the tool of cultural imaginaries to traverse the lives and livelihoods of Brit-Asians. The intention of the chapter is to address the shifts in the terrain within which social science discourses have taken place, particularly to interrogate the move from work to word, and migrants to multiculturalism. It also considers how the current intellectual concept of the cityscape/global city sits alongside the everyday lives and the emergent identities of being Brit-Asian.

10.00 – 10.30: Ananya Jahanara Kabir, University of Leeds, UK

The British Asian City and Cultural Production

This chapter will examine the importance of cultural production within the British Asian communities/ cities that have been studied through the network. It will focus on those cultural productions that have been on 'display' in city based workshops. In each workshop, certain 'products' were showcased by inviting appropriate community members/ practitioners/ cultural producers. These productions were both witnessed by the workshop participants and made the subject of academic discussion. I am interested in analysing these double dynamics of the cultural product that is both performed and analysed, participated in and commented upon. The insider-outsider axis will thus be stretched to reflect on the workshop as a methodological space for the network. Issues of vernacularity and multiple voices, the body in performance, somatic memory and the relationship between the space of the workshop and the practice(s) and production(s) in question will be examined thereby. With food, music, sport, dance and performative poetry comprising, together with the more obviously visible 'novel in English', the full range of cultural productions displayed and discussed, the very notion of 'writing' the British Asian city will be interrogated and critiqued.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Break - 10.30 – 11.00

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
11.00 – 11.30: Laavanya Kathiravelu, Macquarie University, Australia 

Disempowered in Dubai: contemporary representations of Indians in a globalizing city-state

With a global reputation for mega-structures, shopping malls and luxury hotels, Dubai is also becoming increasingly known for its mistreatment of South Asian migrant labourers. Popular representations of the Emirate are of extremes, in which Indians are the backbone of an exploited working class who build and maintain physical infrastructures that are the markers of Dubai’s economic success. Missing from these depictions of Dubai are representatives of the ‘New India’. They are the capital-rich investors, highly skilled migrants and high-spending tourists who are increasingly flocking to the Emirate not just as IT workers and software developers, but as consumers of the biggest brand names. This paper argues that one-dimensional portrayals of Indians as disempowered workers serves to legitimise paternalistic attitudes in the provision of rights for Indian labourers, and is an expression of the entrenched racial hierarchy which permeates the social life of the city. For a young state, these reductionist depictions also consolidate conceptions of an emergent national identity, built in relation to a majority non-Arab Other.  In considering various “writings” of the city, this paper focuses on contemporary media representations of the Emirate as well as Dubai-related blogs to explore how categorizations of Indians as marginal to the economic, social and political landscape of Dubai denies their larger role as agents in the development of the city-state.

11.30 – 12.00: Margret Frenz, University of Leicester, UK
Inscribing the City: Common Sense in Churches and Cemeteries

This paper seeks to analyse the factors that enable migratory groups to adapt to and to transform new local contexts. The case study of the East African Goans illustrates the ways in which a sense of belonging to a new locality was created while translocal relationships and links to their previous places of residence were still maintained. There were mainly three types of institutions visible in the public sphere connected with the East African Goan community: the church, the club, and the school. The paper will show that Goans inscribed the cities they had come to by initiating and financing the building of churches in all major East African cities, for instance, St Joseph’s Cathedral in Dar es Salaam, Christ the King Cathedral in Kampala, or St Francis Xavier Church in Nairobi. These churches and alongside, the cemeteries, denote a particular material representation of the Goan presence in the architecture of the cityscape. More importantly, they provided a space for performative social practices, for instance the celebration of masses and feasts of patron saints, which contributed to (re)producing ‘common sense’ in the Goan community. In striking contrast, when Goans further migrated to the UK and Canada in the 1960s and 1970s, they joined already existing Catholic parishes. Consequently, they are less visible in these localities.

12.00 – 12.30: Noah Hysler Rubin, Queen Mary, University of London

Writing Jewish Calcutta: the nostalgic tale of an urban community

The dual identity of the Jews of Calcutta, a community of distinguished Iraqi origin and one of many displaced communities outside Israel, is well reflected in the community’s religious and social landscapes. A closely knit community, it developed around its synagogues, schools and hospital, producing a unique urban environment which mirrors Calcutta’s notable cosmopolitan nature. Since Indian independence, and mirroring the development of the city, the community moved away from this central location in the northern, commercial part of the city. It has also become more dispersed through large-scale migration: at its height in the 1940s of 5000 people, fewer than 40 remain in Calcutta today. Having had to part with its defining sites, the Jewish community eventually lost the actual substance of communal life, leaving its remaining members lonely and dispersed throughout the city. Many personal memoirs of past Calcuttans have accumulated over the years, being much more than personal biographical accounts and telling the story of the community as a whole. These diasporic writings, mainly those by women, celebrate the intimacy produced by the community, nostalgically describing its famous synagogues, its philanthropic educational and health institutes, and the overall feeling of communal responsibility. Moreover, the communal accounts are interwoven with the life of the city itself, lamenting the spatial relationship which developed between the people and their urban environment, thus reflecting the local as well as transnational dynamics of the city of Calcutta and its wider diaspora.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Lunch - 12.30 – 2.00

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Session 2: 2.00 – 5.30

2.00 – 2.30: Sundari Anitha, POLIS, University of Leeds; Ruth Pearson, POLIS, University of Leeds; Linda McDowell, School of Geography, University of Oxford
Subverting Stereotypes: Asian Women’s Political Activism

The Grunwick strike of 1976-77 acquired an iconic status as a strike that represented a turning point in British labour history, as a key moment which marked the inclusion of "black" workers by the Trade union movement, and was also remembered for the participation of South Asian women in industrial action. This paper examines the representations of the strike through film, newspapers and other media, as well  and the memories of those involved in the strike. The paper will discuss the ways in which the histories/memories of this  dispute have been constructed, and the discord between public constructions of the strike and the private memories of those involved.  It will also explore the ways in which the category of "black" and Asian workers was constructed both by the local communities in North West London where the Grunwick film processing  plant was located, and by the wider (white, male) union movement in the country at large. 

2.30 – 3.00: Anandi Ramamurthy, University of Central Lancashire

South Asian Mobilisation in two northern cities: the Asian Youth Movement in Bradford and Manchester

This paper will explore the relationship and difference between south Asian mobilisation in Bradford and Manchester during the 1970s and 1980s against racism.  I aim to explore the constant contradiction between the need to nationalise local histories and localise national ones?  I will focus on the experience of the Asian Youth Movement in Bradford and Manchester and explore the character and activities of the two organizations in try to shed light on the relationship between the local and the national in Brit-Asian cities.  The Asian Youth Movements were established in a variety of towns and cities across Britain in the late 1970s and early 1980s in order to confront the rising racism of both the extreme right as well as the state.  As an organization – or as a network of organizations they contain the contradiction of local v national in the desire for a national organization with very local roots.  Each AYM organized and operated independently although they coordinated and supported the activities of others.  The paper will make use of interviews and archival sources on the AYMs and focus specifically on two that were in close contact with each other, yet different in character.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Break 3.00 – 3.30

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 
3.30 – 4.00: Deepak  N. Sawhney, Saint  Mary’s  College, California, USA  

Writing  London’s  Southall: British -Asian  identity  in  post –imperial Britain  

 

 “Writing  London’s  Southall” is  an  ethnographically -grounded  essay  on  British -Asian  identity  as  seen  through  the  eyes  of  a  child  growing  up  in  racially  charged  London during the 1970s. It  maps  the  public  construction  of  ethnicity  and  race  in  an  era  defined  by  Enoch  Powell  and  his  predictions  on  race  relations  in  Britain.  I  argue  that  today’s  South -Asian  immigrants  “colonize” previously  held  ethnic neighborhoods, reshaping  places  like  Southall  well  beyond  the  comprehension  of  mainstream  Britain. Indeed, many  of  those  living  and  working  in  Powell’s  ethnic  Britain  would  no  longer recognize  their  own  neighborhoods  of  today. How  are  we  to  map  the  “trans -local” dynamics  of British  towns  like  Southall? Have  the  new immigrants  and  their  British -born  decedents  diluted, in  the words  of  John  Townend, Britain’s “homogenous  Anglo -Saxon  culture”? Or  have  they  rewritten  British history  to  reflect  their  local  history  of  global  migration? This  process  of “(re) colonization” is, yet, another  instance  of globalization, which, for  better  or  worse, creates  a  continuously  unfolding  and  evolving  Britain—borders, peoples, cultures, nations  seem  to  be  in  constant  flux  as  newly  arrived  immigrants  redefine what  it  means  to  be  British -Asian. 
4.00 – 4.30: Marta Bolognani, Lahore University Management School, Pakistan

Good and Bad Culture: Representations of Bradistan in public policy and regeneration 

The city of Bradford is home to the largest Pakistani population outside of London and is widely referred to, satirically, as Bradistan (McLoughlin 2006). As a post-industrial city with economic problems and such a high percentage of Muslim South Asian inhabitants, Bradford has been a centre of attention for debates on citizenship, race and class and violent disorders. Ethnicity in the city has been so far viewed mainly in problematic terms. Writings on Bradford point the finger to ethnic segregation as one of the major causes of social problems in the city, especially in the aftermath of the 2001 riots. This has been countered however by the construction of a 'good ethnicity' in earlier formulations of multiculturalism and more recent attempts at regeneration, for example, the bid for Bradford as European Capital of Culture 2008. This paper is an analysis of both the ideologies and the calculations of economic and political returns of the process of bringing ethnicity into the regeneration program of what used to be called 'inner-shitty Bradford' (Alam 2002:157). It will highlight how a careful process of selection of some cultural traits and the gagging of others puts Bradford on the map of 'heritage tourism'. At the same time, the paper will reflect upon the low self-esteem and valorization of one's cultural capital that is more and more evident in the Bradford Pakistani population itself. This paradox will guide conclusions on the role of local and national policies of regeneration and the power they exercise in hegemonic constructions of what is good and what is bad culture.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Opportunity for Extended Discussion

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
