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Safdar

T
he name could have rolled com-
fortably off the tongue, arousing
little suspicion about the tall man
with striking eyes and dense eye-
brows that arched over his nar-

row, dark-rimmed eyeglasses. He was seat-
ed among new relatives in Toronto,
chitchatting. Many months later on his
visit to Pakistan he would wear this name,
two syllables lighter than his own, like a
talisman, not to ward away insidious ques-
tions, but to confront his demons. 

Yet, inside his chest the alias would
weigh him down with unease. 

On his passport, which he clutched close
to himself on that journey, his name was
Amitava Kumar, the name his parents had
given him decades ago when he was born
in Ara near Patna in Bihar. It lurked there
on the document like a sinister secret.
Once discovered, it would not matter that
it identified a professor of English at
Pennsylvania State and a writer of three
books, who among peers would have cho-
sen to ardently discuss V S Naipaul in
clipped bursts of Bihari-accented Hindi.
His real name would instantly convey two

identities that those around him would not
have to consult his passport to confirm:
Hindu, Indian.

Many months before his sojourn into
‘enemy’ territory, Kumar had taken a plane
to Toronto. June 11, 1999, when India and
Pakistan were engaged in bitter war in the
high snows of Kargil, Kashmir, he had
married Mona Ali, a Pakistani Muslim. 

The marriage, the reactions to it, and his
encounters and travels in its wake inspired
him to write his third book, Husband Of A
Fanatic: A Personal Journey through
India, Pakistan, Love and Hate (The New
Press, $24.95).

“The marriage is the starting point of my
book,” Kumar told India Abroad in
Mumbai. “I would not have written it if
that had not taken place.”

In love with the enemy
“I was going to meet my in-laws for the

first time, and on the seat right next to me
was a copy of the Canada Globe And Mail
with a news account about Indian fighter
planes shot down by the Pakistani army,”
Kumar recalled between bites of cheese
patties at a Mumbai café. “War had started.

When you went into the house you were
conscious of the fact that the countries to
which you belong were shelling each other.
People were being killed.”

He also remembered little paradoxes —
India had just beaten Pakistan in a World
Cup cricket match at Old Trafford in
Manchester, England. “Relatives would
shake my hand and say, ‘Janaab, aapke to
batsmen bade behtereen hai [Sir, your
batsmen are way too good].’ I reciprocat-
ed by saying, ‘Janaab, aapke bowlers ki to
baat hi nahin [Sir, your bowlers are
beyond compare].’” 

Kumar stayed up with his in-laws to
watch India and Pakistan battle each other
on the cricket field, even as half a world
away their armies sought to decimate each
other on Tiger Hill in Katgil. To him, it
seemed only natural to develop feelings of
altruism for marrying ‘the enemy.’ 

‘During that match, one lone spectator
held a sign ‘Cricket for Peace,’’ Kumar
wrote in his book. ‘I wondered whether I
too could walk around with a placard hung
from my neck, saying ‘Marriage for Peace.’’

He was eager to share his euphoria, and
perhaps naïvely, prescribe his wedding as a

panacea for communal illwill and cross-
border hatred. But on his first visit to
Pakistan, the husband from across the
barbed-wire fence felt “the shock of discov-
ery” and the burden of his assumed identi-
ty. His altruism was abruptly tempered by
the hard edge of reality that he experienced
there. 

“Whenever I went to the studio to get
photographs developed, I would always
give my name as Safdar Ali,” he said. “Not
that I felt threatened, but I just didn’t feel
like saying I was Amitava Kumar.”

At his brother-in-law’s wedding in
Karachi, a woman asked his name. When
he replied giving his Hindu name, she
chided, ‘Stop joking and tell me your real
name.’ 

“We are lucky to be in a country where we
have minorities,” Kumar observed. “We are
not surprised when someone says, ‘Mera
naam Aftaab hai [My name is Aftaab].’”

Though his in-laws had recommended
Aftaab, which they felt resonated more
closely with his Hindu name, Kumar had
chosen Safdar — for Safdar Hashmi, a
dynamic young theater activist who was
killed by political goons in New Delhi in
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January 1989. 
But it was more than a change of name,

he realized during his wedding in Toronto.
The qazi who solemnized the ceremony
asked Kumar to repeat after him as he
recited a qalma from the Koran: La Illaha
Illallah Mohammad-ur-Rasulallah [There
is no god but Allah, and Mohammad is his
Holy Prophet]. 

Having thus accepted his allegiance to
another god, Kumar was mildly disturbed.
He knew the word for the process to which
he had, not unwillingly, submitted. Yet, he
was hesitant to put his finger on it. 

Conversion.
‘Although I have been employing the

word ‘conversion’ and describing it as a
desirable goal, it is perhaps not the right
word for what I have in mind, which has
more to do with a notion of plural identi-
ties,’ he wrote.

But had he truly converted? Would a
change of name and a few lines muttered to
placate his in-laws — who had expressed
concern that if he were to travel to
Pakistan, the marriage would not be recog-
nized as he was a non-Muslim — obliterate
every trace of his Hindu identity?

He would bear these weighty questions
as he journeyed through islands of love and
hate, to India and to Pakistan, the United
States and Britain, to learn for himself
how, and why, feelings of otherness were
zealously nurtured in the nurseries of
hatred. 

He wrote: ‘I remembered well that when
my visa application for my Pakistan visit
didn’t go through the first time, then on the
second application, in the box marked
‘Religion’ I had written ‘Hindu converted
to Islam during marriage.’ The words did-
n’t fit in the box and I filled the margins so
that anyone reading the form would notice
what I had written.’

He got his visa.

A wedding in no man’s land
I have lost India.
You have lost Pakistan.
We are now citizens of General Electric.
In this country, there are no new words

for exile.
And if you have nothing to sell,
you have nothing to say that this,
or that, is indeed you.
Kumar cannot hold back his smile when

he recalls this verse, which he wrote for
Mona in 1997, shortly after a mutual friend
introduced them.

“I had gone to read poems at Des Pardes,
a desi festival in Toronto,” he recalled, eas-
ing back in his chair. “This poem was writ-
ten partly as a report on the meeting but
also as a way to seduce her.”

‘We just hit it off,’ Mona Ali told
rediff.com shortly after she married Kumar
in 1999. ‘We both love literature and are
amateur poets, and we didn’t care about
being different…’

“I had bought a house in Florida and I
wanted Mona, who I had not yet married,
to come and stay with me,” Kumar said,
adding that when they had thought of mov-
ing in together two years after they first
met, her parents insisted they get married. 

The wedding was a somewhat hurried
affair and since his parents and most of his
family were in India, Kumar was the sole
representative on the groom’s side. A
Hindu ceremony, to be held in India, was
scheduled for later. 

When he rang his parents in Patna to tell
them about his sudden decision — they
knew about Mona, and that she was a
Pakistani Muslim — they did not hesitate
to bless them. But Kumar could not muster
the courage to tell them about his conver-
sion. Instead, he wrote a personal com-
mentary about it in the Indian news-
magazine Outlook.

“I am not sure I did the right thing —
maybe I should have informed my parents

directly but I was cowardly,” he recalled.
Kumar’s mother, in a livid letter, remind-

ed him that they had not asked Mona to
change her religion. Why was he not given
the same freedom? 

‘Please don’t glorify your marriage as one
between a Hindu and a Muslim; it was a
marriage between a Muslim and a Muslim,’
she wrote.

“I always thought of it as a so-called con-
version,” Kumar explained, quoting his
friend Ajai Singh from Lucknow, who used
to say: ‘Main aadha Hindu hoon, aadha
Musalman hoon/ Main poora Hindustan
hoon’ [I am half a Hindu, I am half a
Muslim/ I am the whole of India].

Love knows no borders, though the same
cannot be said of marriage. Yet, the couple
went to pains to keep their nationalities
out of the way.

‘I guess we’ll always remember the time
we got married. It’s ironical, historical, but
in a way completely irrelevant to us. It’s
not an issue,’ Mona, then a graduate stu-
dent in a New York City school, told red-
iff.com in 1999.

But within Kumar, his marriage repeat-
edly raised storms he could not easily
quiet. To do so, he had to step out of his
small, domestic shell and take on the
world’s realities with that most vulnerable
of consciences — the writer’s.

“The awareness of the Hindu-Muslim
social divide is the inheritance of every
Indian,” he said. “I can’t claim that I got
interested in it after I got married, but I
might have got married because of it.” 

He set out to encounter the creature at
the epicenter of all communal violence —
the fanatic.

Meeting the fanatic
The Japanese writer Haruki Murakami

had been living in Massachusetts for a year
or so when the Aum Shinrikyo cult
released sarin gas in a Tokyo subway,
killing 12 people and injuring about 5,000.
His conscience scalded, Murakami inter-
viewed 60 victims of the attack over one
year and told their stories. His book
Underground, his only work of non-fiction
to date, is a response to the tragedy.

Murakami was the muse in whose steps
Kumar followed. 

“For him, the desire to ask what were the
victims’ stories, what stories the papers
had not told — those questions were a part
of his way of entering his own society. My
desire to come to Gujarat was to recognize
a story I could tell myself of the country I
am from.”

But it was not Gujarat, bleeding from the
communal riots of February 2002, where
he first went. Hate was alive and well in his
very neighborhood. 

Kumar begins his book with a chapter
titled ‘Lunch with a bigot,’ in which he
relates his meeting in New Jersey with a
staunch Hindutva supporter. The writer
had his reasons for starting his quest at
home.

“I’m interested in how the soft emotion
of nostalgia is turned into the hard emo-
tion of fundamentalism,” he said. “I was in
graduate school in America when the Babri
Masjid was demolished [in 1992]. We also
learned that the movement to build the
temple was funded by Diasporic individu-
als. Many people were sending gold bricks
— the symbolic Ram shilas — that would
help purchase the real bricks that would
build the temple.”

Kumar tried to plumb the source of the
jingoism he observed. 

“It’s easy for a Diasporic Indian to make
the appeal that the amount you spend in
buying a cup of coffee in America can keep
a child educated in India,” he said. “I don’t
know if it is an accurate notion, but from
that sense of privilege precedes a certain
sense of guilt — guilt about privilege — and
it leads to exaggerated acts of compensa-

tion.”
The ‘fanatic’ he met in New Jersey was a

benevolent host, urging Kumar to eat the
warmest pieces of Naan at an Indian diner
even as he ranted, sparing no obscenity,
against Hindu women who had married
Muslim men, and who had been defiled by
having sex with them. But Kumar, he rea-
soned, was ‘f***ing’ Islam by having sex
with his wife.

In Gujarat, Kumar met a man, 97 years
old, with fair skin and large watery eyes.
He spoke fondly of the ‘well-bred Hindu
boys’ who had raped and killed the
Muslims in Gujarat, and qualified the vio-
lence with a shake of his wizened head. ‘It
had to be done, it had to be done,’ he said
in Gujarati. 

Kumar has often regretted that he did
not respond to him.

“Why didn’t I stop and say, ‘Tum to
qaatil ho! [You are a murderer!] Why are
you glorifying yourself as a warrior of an
endangered cause?’” 

Perhaps he had an inherent advantage as
a Hindu — he could ask incensing ques-

tions of the members of his community
and yet be received hospitably, with tea
and cookies. Kumar’s interviewees proba-
bly saw him as an errant member of the
flock who had strayed, who had married
one of the enemy in haste, but who could
be cajoled back, forgiven and reaccepted, if
only he were contrite. A Muslim could
never have that privilege.

His journey took him further into the
heart of hatred, always reached by a path
littered with love — a psychiatric ward in
Srinagar, a village by the Ganga in riot-
scarred Bhagalpur in Bihar, and then, to a
classroom in Gujarat…

Here, Kumar took the day’s newspaper to
a group of schoolchildren, reading aloud a
news item about travelers in Gujarat
changing their Muslim names to Hindu
ones. He asked them what they made of it.
“It was very revealing,” he said. “I should
have been happy I had such conclusive
proof of something I was looking for, but I
was very sad to discover that only one per-
son — and that person was a Muslim — had
said it was okay to hide your name because
there was a war going on in the country.”

At that point in the book the war is within

the writer. 
“What is the position one would take in

this war?” Kumar asked, his voice drop-
ping to an intent whisper against the din of
the café. “Is one a combatant? Is one a
mere victim? My position is that of the trai-
tor. I want to honor the soldier, not the one
who died simply killing the enemy but who
thought at that moment when he has been
drawn into war of his wife and his children,
and turned away. I don’t think there is one,
but if there is, I want to honor him. I want
to build a statue for him, too. I am not
reviling or in any way decreasing the sacri-
fice of the one who died. I just want to
broaden the canvas. What does it mean to
be a traitor to the Hindu cause? And at the
end of the book I am unable to occupy the
role of the traitor. I am only one who lives
and works, but works out of doubt — I am a
Hindu and I am not a Hindu. I want to
reclaim what is Hindu in me, and I want to
oppose what is Hindu in me. Through that
movement of doubt, I want to oppose the
brutal certitudes of those who are killers
for my faith. Certitude is the mark of the
fundamentalist, one who does not enter-
tain doubt. Traitors entertain doubts.”

In writing the book, his third after
Passport Photos (University of California
Press, 2000) and Bombay London New
York (Routledge, 2002), Kumar makes no
claims to journalistic detachment. 

“I don’t think I leave any doubt that I
abhor what has happened. But that is not
my focus,” he said. “How do you grasp the
individual details, the small contradic-
tions? Unlike a journalist or a sociologist
or a psychologist, I am interested in
expressing complicity, entanglement, com-
promise…”

Living with the fanatic
At the end of his journey, Kumar strug-

gles to confront the most difficult fanatic. 
“When I write about what I share as col-

lective memory, what I draw as water from
a deep well, I am confronting the fanatic in
myself,” he said. “I have that fear, I have in
my consciousness a memory about
Muslims who must be given food on anoth-
er plate, or who is unclean, or who is a
khattar [derogatory slang for a Muslim].
But all of these things also get complicated
in diverse ways. I don’t know what exactly
is the meaning of that gesture but I record
the fact that when I am kissing my wife in
my kitchen as we are washing dishes, I
think of what that guy in New Jersey had
said. I don’t know if that means I am con-
fronting the fanatic in me, but there are
complicated relationships with the articu-
lations of the fanatics, where I distance
myself from it and where I join myself with
it in different ways.”

“I must be honest,” he continues. “When
we got married we had the problems of two
people living for the first time together. But
I did not always think because Mona and
Amitava were fighting, missiles were being
lobbed across the LoC [Line of Control,
which separates India and Pakistan in
Kashmir]. I did not feel that when we had
our arguments that bodies were piling up.” 

He felt marriage too served as a certain
metaphor “of war, and peace and the deli-
cate art of negotiating spaces, or finding
across contradictions, ideas of concilia-
tion.” 

“It’s not an easy thing,” he conceded. “I
did not always think our national identities
were in question or that we were portray-
ing some essential characteristics of two
divided communities. But I did think, now
and then, of how it would be so stereotypi-
cal and so common to describe among my
community a Muslim as a fanatic, and I
would cherish those little moments when
my wife would turn around and say, ‘Who’s
the fanatic now?’”  n

‘I am a Hindu and I am not 
a Hindu. I want to reclaim
what is Hindu in me, and I
want to oppose what is 
Hindu in me’

nn Amitava Kumar and Mona Ali at their Hindu  
wedding ceremony in Patna in 1999 which 
followed the Toronto nikaah four months earlier

4Page M10

BIJOY.qxd  1/28/05  3:33 PM  Page 2


