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Parsis: Exploring Identities

Cultural nostalgia has proven to be as dangerous as cultural amnesia, whether in the case of the Parsis or others.  It might be relevant at this point to examine some aspects of the Parsi-Zoroastrian past, not so much its history as much as its historiography./font>

Roshan G Shahani

I’ve been thinking a lot about the obsession with origins. It seems a way of stopping time in its track.

–Adrienne Rich

‘Manashni, Gavashni, Kunashni’ – Good Thoughts, Good Words, Good Deeds – these have been the basic tenets of the Zoroastrian faith.  Considering the cacophony of sounds that the recent and the not-so-recent ‘religious’ debates have produced in the Parsi Tower of Babel, the piety of those words has been all but drowned.  Expressions like, ‘the purity of our race’, ‘Parjaat’, ‘alien women’, ‘renegade priests’, ‘other religions’ are, to put it euphemistically, politically incorrect; to put it more emphatically, they are blatantly offensive.  Some in the Parsi community might be innocently unaware of the objectionability of these assertions.  But innocence preserved too long sours into ignorance.  Logic, rationality, facts and history are being jettisoned or distorted or selectively subverted in the Conservation-Conversion debate.

A recent resolution passed by the Zoroastrian high priests declared that our religious scriptures disapprove of the marriage of Zoroastrians with members of other communities and consider it to be “a transgression of the tenets of our religion”.  They expressed the anxiety that if such a trend continued, “the day was not far when the unique Parsi-Zoroastrian identity…will be diluted and subsequently wiped out”.1   They passed the edict that no Parsi priest would be allowed to perform the Navjote of the progeny of intermarried parents.

Two months later the resolution was partially retracted and the controversy was seen by many among the community to have died a natural death.2  However, without a post-mortem, certain facts and perceptions also lie buried which need to be unearthed.  Some of us cannot share the benign praise in the Jame-e-Jamshed  and Mumbai Samachar editorials, hailing the wisdom and humility of three of the priests who retracted.3 To pass erroneous resolutions from time to time with impunity is also a transgression and a travesty of the faith. On more grounds than one, the edict, as many progressive commentators have pointed out, has neither rational standing, nor historical basis nor even legal backing.

Firstly, Zoroastrianism is a revealed religion, which necessarily enjoins proselytising.  It stands to reason that it could not have spread without conversion.  Most of the earlier scriptures and the famous library at Persepolis were destroyed by Alexander’s invasion and by subsequent Arab conquests which led some of the Parsis to leave Persia.  In the absence of a codification of religion and scriptures, it is case laws that have produced the basis for developing the body of jurisprudence for Parsis in India.  Of course, even with access to scriptures and religious texts, whether in the case of the Zoroastrian religion or any other, zealots, past and present, have appropriated the texts so that such interpretations have been instrumental in aborting any progressive change.

As early as in 1478, it would seem, priests in India had needed to clarify issues of conversion.  They had therefore, sent an emissary, Noshirvan Hormusji, to Persia to seek the advice of their learned priests in the original homeland.  The answers they received were called ‘Persian Rivayats’ and were considered as authorities on the religious questions and practices in the land of Zarthustra.  In direct response to Indian Parsis’ queries about conversion, the categorical reply had been – “If slave-boys and girls [which would refer to the menials and serfs probably in Gujarat] have faith in the Good Religion, then it is proper that the kasti (sacred thread) be tied”.4 

The inevitability of these early conversions does not need substantial evidence in spite of the ones quoted above.  Common sense would tell us that if the Parsis arrived in a handful of boats (according to some, without any women) on the shores of India, 1300 years ago, they could not have survived as a race, community or religion without inter-marriage or co-habitation, even granting the fact of subsequent arrivals.  This proud assertion of intact racial purity belongs to the same realm of myth as does the other one that orthodox Parsis tenaciously cling to – the fires burning in the Aatash Behrams today have been ignited uninterruptedly from the one brought to India with the first refugees.

There are yet other anomalies and contradictions that, lying latent, have surfaced as a result of the recent edict.  In their earlier resolution, as well as in their subsequent withdrawal, the dastoors were “pained to observe the potential threat to the very survival” of the community and faith – hence the restrictions and taboos on intermarriage and conversion. It stands to reason, as the Mumbai Samachar editorial stated, that “the remedy proposed [was] worse than the disease”. The rigid stand taken by these diehards, in the name of racial purity would only exacerbate the problem of dwindling numbers.  The dictat would not have stopped the more intrepid from inter-marriage and though parental consent might be a desired factor, it may not today be a crucial one.  Conversion of the children of either spouse, of the non-Parsi spouse as well, and for that matter of total ‘outsiders’ would increase not decrease the number of practitioners of the world’s oldest organised religion.

In a rather quixotic manner, the recent edict that had attempted to bar the initiation rites of children of Parsi males married to non-Parsis, had created gender equality by default. It has become almost the “Common Sense” of our culture that Zoroastrian women marrying non-Parsis cannot initiate their children into the navjote ceremony.  (Certain ambiguities prevail about their own religious status as well).  Some bizarre notion exists generally that only the male of the species transmits the ‘bonuk’ or the seed that carries the essence of being a Zoroastrian.

When the controversy was at its peak, the Beaman-Davar case was often evoked in which it had been argued successfully on the availability of certain existing texts, that Zoroastrianism permitted conversion of persons born to a non-Zoroastrian parent.  This was as early as 1908.5   Thus this recent resolution, a century later, would have had no legal standing.  In the case of Parsi women, there has been no corresponding legal precedent in India, although there had been an appeal from Burma in 1925 where the conversion of a Bella, the daughter of a Christian father and a Parsi mother was permitted by the Privy Council in Bombay.6  The explanation given by some Indian Parsis for this dichotomy between Parsi-Zoroastrian males and females is so simplistic, it becomes laughable. For instance, a Khorjeste Mistree states pontifically:  “The Zoroastrian socio-religious tradition has followed the patrilineal  system that goes back to the laws of the Sassanian dynasty dating back 1300 years.  Look around.  Any small community is either patrilineal or matrilineal, not both.  So the clarification has only restored the status quo and is in keeping with the practice of the past.  The problem is that it’s fashionable to bring up gender discrimination.” 7  On almost every count the view of this scholar on Zoroastrian studies could be contested.  True, it was during the Sassanian dynasty, that the Gathas were recorded.  But it was also at this point of time that a more doctrinal form of the religion came to be established  especially under the guidance of the priest, Tosar. More to the point is a pertinent question that could be asked.  Should the governance “dating back 1300 years” be unproblematically accepted by women and men 1300 years later?  By that logic, wife beating among Hindus should be given religious sanction since its scriptures had declared that a man should regularly beat his drum, his donkey, his servant and his wife to keep them under control. The past cannot be essentialised if a culture is to remain alive and vital.

Collective Consciousness

Undoubtedly, without a collective consciousness of the past, no community can survive.  The sense of identity and rootedness are created by our histories.  However, it is not the “pastness of the past” but its living present that imbues any community with vigour.  To look at the past as a fossilised museum piece, to be dusted and polished for state occasions, is to deny history its mutations, complexities and contradictions.  The tendency to mythicise and mystify the past, is also to deny it its flesh and blood reality.  Besides, a selectivised memory of the past, elides its many undistinguished yesterdays as well as suppresses its negative realities.  Cultural nostalgia has proven to be as dangerous as cultural amnesia, whether in the case of the Parsis or elsewhere.  It might be relevant at this point then, to examine some aspects of the Parsi-Zoroastrian past, not so much its history as much as its historiography.

Zarathustra was believed to have lived and preached and to have  found his first converts c2nd millennium BC.  We are therefore talking here of a  time when the Rig Veda was created and Zarathustra probably was a rough contemporary of Abraham. Over 4000 years, these ‘facts’ about the faith must lie open to interpretation and the myths and legends and miracles to be taken  symbolically, not literally.

A 1982 film, ‘Wings of Fire’, had depicted Zarathustra as an enlightened philosopher and profound scholar.8  It suggested that it was these qualities and not his divinity that had so impressed king Vishtasp (believed to be the first convert to Zoroastrianism).  In the same vein, it showed Zarathustra’s cleverness, not his miraculous powers as being the cure for the king’s horse.  The entire encounter, then, was supposed to have had symbolic implications.  Whether the film, aesthetically speaking, succeeded or otherwise, is a moot point.  The furore, which this film created, however, was very futile, one of its detractors calling it a ‘celluloid catastrophe”.  “The Council of Vigilant Parsis” took the matter to court in a (failed) attempt to ban it.  One angry viewer remarked that the prophet was ‘relegated’ to the level of a philosopher and thinker implying that to be a demeaning quality.  Rather, one would imagine that with the attribution of chamatkar to the prophet, the detractor would have relegated him to a magician.  The process of deification merely leads to the process of reification. By making the prophet superhuman, one was robbing him of his humaneness.  Of course, if we are talking about the right to a plurality of opinion, it could be argued that such viewers had the right to their interpretations.  But the subversion of history, granted that it is dependent on one’s location in history, cannot go unproblematised – a distinction must be made between a progressive and regressive subversion.  The revisioning of existing archetypes opens out greater possibilities, freeing us from the literalness of belief.  But ideas of chamatkar and miracles have so bedazzled us that any rational explanation or metaphoric interpretations are vehemently rejected too.

Arrival and After

The legend about the first Parsi-Zoroastrains landing on the shores of Sanjan is very well known. (Not so well known is the belief that trade between the Parsis and the Indian rulers on the Arabian coast predate this historical arrival.)  As children, we had thrilled to hear about the sugar and milk story.  If Jadhiv Rana had sent the milk to the newly arrived travellers and they had added a pinch of sugar to it, it meant that the Parsis had come to assimilate and sweeten the land of their adoption.  The wise priests and the wise Rana would have fully appreciated the symbolism of those reciprocal gestures.  Surely, in likewise fashion, we need to look at the multi-layeredness of other historical processes of that period and not take them in too literal a fashion.  The Parsis, in order to be left in peace to practise their own faith must have asked for land on which to build the Aatash Behrams and in turn the Rana, probably anxious that his subjects might be converted to, what may have seemed, an alien faith, could have in all likelihood forbidden the priests from proselytising. But should the events of that specific history, be the basis of a transhistorical principle? Religious practices cannot go unchallenged after 1300 years, whether or not the Ashavan had made such a request and the Rana acquiesced.  We need to look at time past in a broader sense, as a socio-historical process, instead of a religious, ahistorical timeless essence. 

Undoubtedly, to trace one’s lineage from ancient Persia – to imagine the perilous exodus across the Arabian Sea to the Indian shores – to visualise that celebrated moment between our ancestors and the Rana – they fill us with a sense of wonder.  These were our forefathers and foremothers; these are our myths and history; they have given us a place to stand  upon. It is crucial, however, to understand the multiplicity and nuanced quality of those histories as well.

Equally important for our understanding of the past, is to examine the absences and fissures.  While so much of the antique past in a remote land and the momentous arrival in India has been recorded with such self-assuredness, it is interesting to note the gap in our knowledge about both the faith and its practice and the socialising processes that shaped the tiny Parsi community between the period of its arrival in India c 640 BC and the 19th century under the heyday of British Rule.  The shaping of its identity could not have developed in a seamless fashion but would have affected and been affected by conflicting, conflating ideas, even as the Parsis intermingled with the host country. Habits in dress, rituals, food and of course the Gujarati language bear ample testimony of the rich texture that these intertwining strands have woven. One cannot rule out the possibility then, of inter-communal relationships and conversions over such a long period of time.

To make up for the dearth of information about the Parsis during these many centuries, are the innumerable records of the 19th century; in fact the years from mid-19th to the early decades of the 20th century were considered by many as the Golden Age of the Parsis. Several records then and even today give eulogistic accounts of eminent Parsis, and their achievements. Undoubtedly, these accounts do not belong to the realm of myth as those of earlier times – facts, information, dates and events would contradict such a statement. At the same time, they are mythologised in the Barthian sense of the term – that is – they create certain archetypes about The Parsi Character as a monolithic figure, fashioned and sculpted in isolated fashion. Such rigid interpretations do not take into account the crosscurrents of 19th century history; it is in fact, these discordances and paradoxes that enrich one’s sense of that period and of the Parsis of that period.

That a whole section of Parsis came into prominence in that span of time is irrefutable, many of them on account of economic prosperity. But those success stories have often been traced to certain fixed traits, supposedly inherent in the Parsi community – honesty, hard work, entrepreneurial skills, intelligence. To quote just one instance from Karaka’s 1884 History of the Parsis – “Descended originally from an enterprising, courageous, industrious and self-sacrificing people, who at onetime were masters of a great empire, they did not absolutely lose these characteristic qualities of their race…. The old fire of their ancestors continued to burn in their breasts”.9 

The qualities ascribed to the Parsis cannot be considered biological essences, genetically carried forward from an antique Persian past. Settled in Surat, Parsis had traditionally practised trade and allied professions like shipbuilding. With the advent of the Europeans, they had found broader avenues for trade, which culminated during the colonial period. One could add here that this was therefore the period when huge profits through trade were being remitted by the British to imperial coffers. In fact, the grand narratives celebrating the growing magnificence of the Parsi upper crust, does not pay equal attention to, or totally glosses over, the ordinary lives of many ordinary Parsis. The existence of Parsi slums, bands of poor Parsi thugs, the moral inertia caused by living off charity, have not readily found their way into the dominant discourse of Parsi history. Moreover, with industrial progress and rapid urbanisation (Parsis had been encouraged since the 17th century to move to Bombay and the Dokhma was built in that period), the plight of the rural Parsis, like their other countrymen, would have worsened and their traditional weaving, spinning, and embroidering skills neglected. Dadabhoy Naoroji’s Drain Theory exposing the economic exploitation of India under colonial hegemony, was a sympathetic response to the process.

In the social spheres as well – in Parsi biographies, journalistic comments, histories, and in the popular imagination – the tendency was to conceive of Parsis as separate from other Indian communities. These readings set up the small community in neat binary opposition to the other – the westernised, educated Parsi versus the near-barbaric Hindu; the genteel English-speaking Parsi woman against the woman behind the purdah, the virile Loyalists to the British Crown versus the emasculated Nationalists whose desire for self-rule was seen as a failed dream.

A dismantling of these constructs enables us to observe the plurality of thoughts and ideas as well as the ambivalence in relationships – not only between Empire and the colonial subject but among those subjects themselves. The complex and paradoxical nature of life during colonial rule can be witnessed in the way in which men and women were, simultaneously, contesting and negotiating or redeploying Empire; they were interacting with mainstream politics and remaining aloof; they were reformists in some ways, traditionalists in other ways, so that even while some looked upon themselves as near Europeans in the heart of Asia, there were others (the well known example being of Madame Cama) who were prepared to use even violent means in the fight for Indian independence. To cite a few examples –

The social reformer Sorabji Shapoorjee Bengalee believed in the need to go back to the Zoroastrian religion as it was originally, “untainted by the thousand year contact with Hinduism” and founded the Rast Gofar to advocate those views. At the same time, he had also published several articles where he had examined “an unfortunate feature”. “Our educated Parsis”, he stated, “wish to be regarded as being separate from the other communities of India. If this feeling persists in the future, it will cause them a lot of harm…. If they break off these ties, ….begin to hate the vernacular languages [they will be reduced] to the position of an intelligent but uninfluential community and forgo the honourable place they hold in Indian circles. I pray that Parsis never regard themselves as separate from their Hindu and Mahomedan brethren.”10

Interestingly, while Parsis like Bengalee, were going back to the ‘pristine’ past, in order to preserve their faith ‘uncontaminated’ by Hinduism, certain Hindu Revivalists were doing much the same thing – going back to the Vedic past as a bulwark against change. Again, in this entangled skein of contradictory thoughts and ideologies – while Bengalee stood aloof from the Indian National Congress, Dadabhoy Naoroji, a co-founder of Rast Gofar, was, as is well known, among the founders of the INC and a spokesperson for home rule.

Woman Question

Social histories have recorded the great social reform movement that so radically changed the lives of women in the 19th century. But as Tharu and Lalita posit, “despite its attention to the Woman Question”, and its recording of events in which women were involved, these histories seemed incapable of capturing the structural importance of gender in colonial politics.”11 Recent feminist scholarship, with the important inclusion of Women Writing in India, marks a strategic shift in perspective by calling attention to the complex dimensions in which woman’s subjectivity was being sculpted and the way women negotiated, resisted or subverted the master narratives through their own writings and experiences. In this present context, it may be pertinent to read against the grain, two such voices, which the loud coverage of the period had nearly drowned – the histories of Dossebai Jessawalla and Cornelia Sohrabjee.12 In the strict sense of the term, these are not ‘subaltern voices’ nor ‘histories from below’, since both women came from privileged, educated backgrounds. They are cited here because their writing inscribes their own subjectivities – not as they were seen, as much as how they saw themselves. Again, in keeping with the point made throughout, if the two instances chosen are of Parsi women, it is not to isolate them from the context of the world and time in which they lived – rather to recognise them as integral aspects of that world. The following forms the concluding paragraph of Dossebai’s autobiography, The Story of My Life written 100 years ago:

    Thus comes to an end the story of my humble yet eventful life. In spite of the various difficulties that intervened, I have at last been able to place it before the world; …. it only remains for me to express the confident hope that the coming generations of women in my beloved Motherland will emulate whatever of good and noble and beautiful they may gather in these pages.

One hundred years later, the tender hope expressed by Dossebai is significant in more ways than one. This autobiography documents the events of the 19th century from the perspective of a woman, a woman who claimed to be, “the first Indian girl to receive the benefits of an English education”. Besides, the book, dedicated to her mother, contradicts the eulogistic account in The Courier, praising her father for pioneering his daughter’s education. Dossebai makes it a point to state very categorically that it was her “reverend mother who had taken this very courageous step”. Then again, this woman goes on to refute the popularly held belief that it was Maneckji Kharsetji (the founder of Alexandra Girls’ English Institution) who was the pioneer of English education in India for women; once more, Dossebai stakes this claim for her mother, Bai Meherbai despite the hurdles she encountered “at the hands” of co-religionists. She points to the irony that Maneckji himself had not sent his daughters to school but had employed governesses. Of course, Dossebai’s story might be open to correction, but what is of importance here is that she had her story to tell and that she told it, against the dominant patriarchal discourses of the time, both familial and social. Equally noteworthy is the fact that a Parsi woman, at the height of colonial power, speaks with pride of her ‘beloved motherland’. (However, this sprightly lady had embarked upon a journey to the Delhi Durbar where a public proclamation was to declare Queen Victoria ‘the Empress of India’). But my emphasis here is on the daring unconventionality of this woman’s venture to Delhi rather than on the Parsis’ supposed inveterate loyalty to the British Crown. What Dossebai further remarks about Parsi males cannot be lifted out of its context and be seen as a feminist comment on patriarchy; nonetheless it sounds so delightfully iconoclastic, it is worth reproducing here; anticipating male jeering at her venture, she states – “Parsi men were notoriously selfish and had monopolised to themselves every pleasure and indulgence, fancying that women were only created for household drudgery.”

Cornelia Sohrabjee’s name does not seem to figure among the chronicles of eminent Parsis. The reason might be the inevitable male bias of the period but the ambiguity of being a Parsi non-Zoroastrian could well be the reason for the exclusion of this remarkable woman from the well known Parsi portraits. Cornelia was the first woman in western India to attend college; it was after her graduation from the University of Bombay in 1888, that the University Senate passed the resolution, “that words in the masculine in the rules of the university shall for the future include the feminine.” Having stood first at the university entitled her to a scholarship at an English university but since there had been no woman as a precedent, she had to battle hard to claim it. Though she studied law in England it was only 30 years later that she was allowed to practise. She was India’s first woman barrister and English fiction writer and records her ceaseless battle to protect the rights of women, (often from royal families) against colonial exploitation, although contradictorily, she was totally averse to home rule. Of crucial importance to the present argument, was the syncretic nature of the culture to which she belonged and which she affirms with such pride. Born of a Parsi father and Hindu mother, both of whom had converted to Christianity, she asserts, “...we were made to learn [by the parents] the languages of the peoples among whom we dwelt. We were also told tales of our ancestors in Persia and of our forbears and immediate family in the Parsi community; but from our earliest days we were taught to call ourselves Indians and to love and be proud of the country of our adoption….”

Women like Dossebai Jessawalla and Cornelia Sohrabjee step out of the ornate frames of the charming Parsi portraits we are wont to admire at art galleries or in exquisite productions 13 or for that matter in the ‘gilt edged’ literary portraits of the time. Or, perhaps it is the perspective and the shift in emphasis that account for the difference. At the same time, we cannot read this difference in an ahistoric mode. Their selfhood or subjectivity cannot be separated from the political conjunctures that constituted their worlds .Nor, on the other hand, can we hold these texts as laudatory, inspiratorial representations of the emancipated, modern Parsi woman. That would be substituting one set of stereotypes for another and by countering one set of uncontested centralities only to create another, would be self-defeating. If these stories have been described in some detail, it is not only to counterpose the availability and accessibility of predominantly male histories, but also to set up alternative paradigms of the portrait – painted images of the Parsi lady.

Reiterating the argument that we are not studying the Parsi women in an isolationist manner, it is crucial to link them with the submerged histories of other women of the Enlightenment period – the struggles and triumphs of women like Anandibai Joshi or of Savitribai Phule or Ramabai Ranade. Research in women’s histories, as in other invisibilised classes, has provided us with alternative ways of looking at the past as a composite, heterogeneous culture. They have also made us link that past with the living present.

The uniqueness of a culture is marked by its openness to new ideas and to a plurality of thought. Ethnicity and ethnocentrism are near-twin terms but are not identical in meaning. Identities are being constantly refashioned and remoulded and it is in these discontinuities and dissonances that a culture and community can live and thrive, however small it might be. True, Parsis are not the only ones who, today, are confusing ritual with religion. At the same time, resistance to fixed definitions and ideologies has always persisted among those who have refused to be confined by a garrison mentality, although it is that much harder for a small community, constantly under the threat of extinction. Yet, as in larger communities, there has been, among Parsis as well, dialogical debates and dialectical exchanges of ideas.

It is to be hoped that a recognition of the hybrid nature of existence and a rejection of demographic obsessions will retain the livingness of our culture and religion.

Notes

 1 ‘Resolution passed by the High Priests of the Parsi Zorastrian Community’, Letter to Editor, sd Dasturji Mirza, Udwada and others, Jam-e-Jamshed Weekly, March 23, 2003, p 12.

 2 ‘High Priests climb down to save the community’, Letter to the Editor, Jam-e-Jamshed, May 4, 2003, p 11.

 3 ‘ The Resolution is History !’ Mumbai Samachar Editorial, May 4, 2003, p 20 and ‘Goodbye Dogmatism and Welcome Pragmatism’ Editorial, Jam-e-Jamshed, May 4, 2003 p 11.

 4 ‘An Unnecessary Controversy’, Jamshed Kanga, Jam-e-Jamshed, April 27, 2003.

 5 Referred to by Kanga in above mentioned article.

 6 Letter to Editor, N Sorabji, Mumbai Samachar May 18, 2003.

 7 Quoted in ‘Guidelines Rake Up Gender Bias’, Tinaz Nooshian, The Mumbai Age, May 7, 2003, p 15.

 8 Controversy discussed in The Good Parsi, T M Luhrmann,OUP, 1996 p 75-76.

 9 History of the Parsis, Volume 2, London, Macmillan, 1884, quoted by Luhrmann

10 The Life of Sohrabjee Shapoorjee Bengalee, Bombay, nd, quoted by Luhrmann.

11 Women Writing in India, Susie Tharu and K Lalita (eds), OUP, 1991.

12 Included in Women’s Voices, Eunice de Souza and Lindsay Pereira (eds), OUP, 2002.

13 Portrait of a Community: Paintings and Photographs of the Parsis, NGMA, Oct 2002,Chemould Publications.

