
It is a hidden struggle that Muslims keep deep down inside.

When I open the blue door
to my grandparents’
home in the small town

of Rajkot in Gujarat, India, I see my
grandfather sitting on the swing just
outside. After dinner, I tell him
about my research, about how I plan
to interview people in the Mother
Teresa Ashram area and how I need
a few Muslim family contacts. 

He brings his arm over my
shoulder and tells me, “Everything
will be done, Rajiv. You will get your
interviews for that paper thing.” 
I feel reassured. That is how I want
to see it: just a “paper thing.” Fill it
with statistics and enjoy some time
with my grandparents, just like 
the old days. 

I head up to the terrace. Below,
rows of whitewashed apartments
fade into the horizon. I catch a view
of the Muslim neighborhood near
the Ashram, a district prone to
power failures, a black hole
surrounded by lights.

The next day, I walk down to 
the swing where my grandfather is
reading the morning news. “Nana,
am I going to meet your contact
today?” He puts the newspaper on 
a chair and begins to sway the
wooden swing faster. “Rajiv, why 
do you want to do this?” 

I think back to when I would 
sit on his lap and listen to him 
tell about the 1993 riots in India.
When my parents refused to tell me
details, he would call me into his
room and answer all my questions,
always proud of my curiosity. 

“You see Rajiv, I know this city. ...
There is no struggle here to look
into. Everyone is happy.” Still, he
agrees to arrange an interview with
two of his Muslim friends. I give
him a hug and walk into the kitchen.

After breakfast, I rehearse my
questions in Gujarati with my
grandmother. I have written them
in a thin Staples notebook. They ask
about the struggle of the Muslim
community during the 2002 riots 
in Rajkot. I hope to uncover stories
that explain what led to the violence
and how Hindu-Muslim relations
have changed. Later, I wait for my
grandfather’s friends on the front
steps, but he returns and explains
that they are busy. I grew up telling
friends that my family was the
support system behind my academic
success, but now my strong ties to
the family are holding me down. 
I need to do things myself. 

The next day, I go to the Internet
café down the street. After flipping
through e-mail, I approach the
owner, Mohan Singh, a one-time
reporter who covered the riots. 
He tells me stories of Muslim shops
burned in broad daylight. How can
a Muslim forget these things? Then
he gives me the name of a financial
reporter, Amit Vakil, from the 
Times of India. 

Amit is a burly man in his late
40s. He explains that Rajkot has
maintained good relations between
the groups since the riots. Hindus
control the city’s economy with
Muslims being underclass workers.
Even if they wanted to riot, he says,
Muslims are financially tied to the
Hindu owners. By the end of the

interview, he is calling Muslims
“dirty people who love goats.” 

His comments force me to
consider the role of the government,
so I write down several questions
about Muslims and the government.
I also add questions about prejudice
Muslims face. Amit gives me phone
numbers of some Muslim contacts.
The next day, I call one. 

“Hello, is this Tasnim?” 
“Who is speaking please?” 
“My name is Rajiv Bhagat. I am...”
“What is your name again?” 
“Rajiv Bhagat.”
“What do you want?” 
“I am a student from the U.S. I

just wanted to interview you about
your lifestyle ...being a Muslim ...
after the 2002 events. ...”

“How did you get this number?
Are you working for the government?
Never call this number again.”

Despite being an outsider to 
the conflict, my name places me 
on the Hindu side. What kind of
fear makes her see me as a threat? 
I write the question in my 
notebook in bold letters. 

Back at my grandfather’s, 
I walk outside to the swing and hear
him singing an old Hindi song. He
makes room for me. “Is the work
progressing, Rajiv? Finding what I
told you, right? Everyone is happy?” 

Watching his face turn toward
me, I want to tell him yes, to sing
that old Hindi song with him. 
“Well, Nana, it is actually not that
way. ... I called a Muslim contact
today, and they hung up on me
because they were scared I was
Hindu. ... I think it’s something 
to do with the government.”
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His hands tighten up on the sides
of the swing. “Let me tell you
something about this government.
...They are doing what is necessary.
Those people deserve it. ...You need
to understand that.” 

“Let me understand then, Nana,”
I plead.

He does not pursue it. “Rajiv, 
tell Nani to take you to the barber
Dodiya Bhai. He seemed to know 
a lot about the government 
when I went in last time.” 

Dodiya Bhai has white hair, a
wrinkled face and his stomach juts
out of his shirt. I am glad this is not
a Muslim interview and sit back in
the barber chair as he gives me a
history of his time as a police
officer. I ask if he feels the
government supports Muslims 
after the 2002 riots.

He takes his time, “Of course, 
the government is dedicated to all
people equally.”

I prod, “So, you think there 
is no problem between the 
Muslims and the government, 
no mistreatment at all?” 

He is about to answer but pauses
and puts his hand on my shoulder. 
I feel his powerful grip dig in.
“Listen carefully to me. I do not
think you should be asking those
kinds of questions around here.” He
moves closer to the chair. “You see,
some reporter tried to do this a year
ago ...and went to jail. I do not
think you want that to happen to
you, especially when there is
nothing to be found.” 

I nod my head and close my
notebook. He gives me a fake 
smile and shakes my hand until 
I cannot feel my fingers. 

The next morning, I want to be
back in Connecticut or at Penn. 
I check my cell phone and find a
message from Mohan telling me 
he has found a Muslim rickshaw
driver who would like to meet 
me at his Internet café. 

I walk in to find Nashar Bhai
sitting in a plastic chair. He is
wearing a white turban with strips
of gold. His face is hidden under 
a thick white beard, and his 
white-collared shirt is spotless.
When the café is silent, I ask the
difficult questions about the 2002
riots. He talks about the murder 
of his two brothers’ children and
laments that “things have still 
not changed.” He explains how
Muslims suffer in everything from
education to jobs to health care and
describes the role of government in
“pushing down the Muslim.” He
also tells me about the rift he feels
with Hindus since the riots. “It is 
a hidden struggle that Muslims 
keep deep down inside.” 

When the interview is over, we go
outside to his rickshaw, and I try to
pay him for the time he has lost.
“Rajiv,” he says leaning in closely, “all
I cared about was that you listened to
my story. The only thing you can do
for me is … to find more stories and
bring them off people’s chests. We
need it.” Then he puts his callused
hands on mine, spreads open my
fingers and slides the hundred-rupee
note back into my hand. 

I take out my notebook and write
down a new set of goals: I want to
understand this Muslim struggle. 
I want to uncover the stories. I want
Hindus, my family, my professors,
everyone to know about it. I think
back to the view from the terrace,
the blanket of blackness covering
the Muslim neighborhood near the
Ashram. I think about the payment
Nashar Bhai asked of me. His last
words hit me hard: We need it. ■

Rajiv Bhagat is a sophomore
majoring in biology. This excerpt 
is part of a research project 
still in progress. 
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