
NEW DELHI: Fear and anger. Those are the
emotions that shadow Odole Emmanuel
Opeyemi every time the Nigerian man steps
out of his New Delhi apartment. Every
encounter with Indians is fraught with
those feelings, whether he’s taking an
autorickshaw or the Metro, buying vegeta-
bles or trying to find a spot to park his car.
“When I sit down in the Metro, people sit
away from me. Even old men and women
will stand up as if any contact with me will
give them a disease,” he said, describing the
mixture of fear and revulsion with which
most Indians treat Africans.

Opeyemi is among hundreds of thou-
sands of Africans in India, drawn by better
education and work opportunities. For
them rampant racism is a daily battle in a
country where their dark skin places them
at the lower end of a series of strictly
observed social hierarchies. Indians routine-
ly perceive Africans as either prostitutes or
drug dealers. The daily indignities Africans
suffer usually go undocumented both by
the police and local media.

That changed on May 20, when
Congolese student Masunda Kitada Oliver
was fatally attacked in a dispute over hir-
ing an autorickshaw in New Delhi. Three
men who insisted they had hired the vehi-
cle beat him up and hit him on the head
with a rock, killing him, according to
police. The death made the city’s African
students, diplomats and business owners
rally together demanding quick justice.
The African Heads of Mission in New Delhi
issued a statement asking the govern-
ment to address “racism and Afro-phobia”
in the country.

“Given the pervading climate of fear and
insecurity in Delhi, the African Heads of
Mission are left with little option than to
consider recommending to their govern-
ments not to send new students to India,
unless and until their safety can be guaran-
teed,” the statement said. The killing and
the outrage it sparked drew an unusually
prompt reaction from local police and
India’s foreign ministry. Two men suspected

in the attack were arrested within a day,
while a third remains at large.

Minister Sushma Swaraj tweeted that
her ministry asked for “stringent action
against the culprits.” But the ministry also
said all criminal acts involving Africans
should not be seen as racial in nature. The
bad press the country got as a result of the
killing prompted India’s glacial government
machinery to move quickly to try to address
the issue. An India-Africa art exhibition was
cobbled together at government expense
and on short notice. A protest planned by
African students in the Indian capital was
put off after government officials reached
out to African student groups.

The police and government began hold-
ing workshops in neighborhoods across the
city to try to sensitize local residents about
their African neighbors. There were other
well publicized examples of anti-African
prejudice in India before Oliver’s death. In
February, a Tanzanian woman was beaten
and stripped naked by a mob in the south-
ern city of Bangalore after a Sudanese stu-
dent’s car hit an Indian woman. In
September 2014, a video of three African
men being beaten inside a security booth at
a New Delhi Metro station went viral. For
several minutes a large mob beat the men
with bare hands and sticks and shoes as
they climbed up the walls of the glass
booth in terror. The police were absent.

These incidents made it to the local
newspapers. Hundreds more do not.
Prejudice is open in India. The matrimonial
columns of the newspaper are strictly seg-
regated along caste lines. Landlords in cities
including New Delhi and Mumbai deny
homes to people based on race and reli-
gion. Indians from northeastern India, who
look different because of their Asian fea-
tures, are routinely harassed and have to
endure being called names on the streets.

But the worst kind of discrimination is
reserved for the Africans. In a country
obsessed with fair skin and skin lightening
beauty treatments, their dark skin draws a
mixture of fear and ridicule. Landlords shun

Africans in all but the poorest neighbor-
hoods, and in those they are charged unusu-
ally high rent. African students in the New
Delhi neighborhood of Chhatarapur report-
ed paying 15,000 rupees ($225) a month for
a single room and bathroom that would
normally rent for 6,000 to 7,000 rupees.

Strangers point at them and laugh - or
gang up and assault them. At a recent racial
sensitization session in Chhatarapur, the
mutual distrust between the Indian land-
lords and their African tenants was glaring.
“I’m scared,” said Nancy Joseph, a 23-year-
old law student from South Sudan. That fear
keeps her from visiting friends at night. The
autorickshaw driver may refuse to take her.
Groups of Indian men could gather and call
her vile names just for fun.

“Delhi is the worst city I’ve ever lived in,”
said Eddie King, a student from Nigeria. He
hasn’t made a single friend in the year that
he has spent in the country. “I can’t talk to
my classmates. They won’t even answer
me. They pretend they don’t understand.”
The landlords say African tenants drink all
day and play loud music all night, charac-
terizations that Africans dismiss as unfair.
“They stand drinking beer on the road. We
feel scared crossing the area,” landlord
Umed Singh said. Whether this session suc-
ceeded in sensitizing anyone was unclear.
Police simply told both sides to try to
understand each other.

King said he’ll leave India as soon as he
finishes his studies next year. “The African
man cannot work with Indians. That’s just
the truth,” he said. Opeyemi, a 34-year-old
soccer coach, said he will stay. It’s easier for
him to earn a living here than in Nigeria, so
he will endure the indignities. Those include
hearing someone call out “Habshi!” - the
Hindi word for a black person - as he tries to
get on a bus. Recently, as he tried to park his
car, someone called him “bandar” - a mon-
key. “The security was looking but they said
nothing,” Opeyemi said. “We are scared. We
don’t fight back because we know what will
happen,” he said. “They will break your
head with a brick.” — AP 
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Africans in India face 
constant battles with racism

Fear and anger common emotions 

NEW DELHI, INDIA: An African man waits to hire a vehicle. — AP

Mums comfort scared
daughters after the

Pakistan ‘honor killing’
LAHORE: Two young girls stand inches away from charred
bricks and ash, staring at the detritus of a “kind and gentle”
teenager who taught them the Quran but was savagely
burned by her mother for marrying the man of her choice.
Maham and Muskan were pictured Wednesday with their
eyes riveted to the spot where, just hours before, 16-year-
old Zeenat Bibi was doused in kerosene and set alight. That
night, Maham’s mother told AFP, she had to reassure her
tearful and confused daughter that she loved her. “She cried
a lot and wept a lot, she did not eat anything,” Rani Bibi,
who shared the common last name with Zeenat’s family,
said yesterday. “She slept with me. Before sleeping she
asked many questions: ‘Why was my teacher killed? Why did
her mum kill her?’

“I said, ‘Don’t worry. You are my beloved daughter.’”
Maham, pictured in pink and black and frowning as she
looked at the burn marks, told AFP she had seen her
teacher’s feet beneath the shroud covering her body.
“When I saw that I started weeping because my teacher was
dead,” the 10-year-old said. “I was so afraid.” Muskan, also
10, lived opposite Zeenat in Pakistan’s teeming cultural capi-
tal of Lahore, and had been taught the Koran by her too, the
child’s grandmother Nasreen Bibi said. “Her face was very
pale when she returned from the house,” she said of her
granddaughter. “She was looking very afraid.”

Zeenat, both the women added, was “so kind and gen-
tle”. Police have said the teenager was killed Wednesday by
her mother after marrying Hasan Khan, her long-term
boyfriend. Burns covered 90 percent of her body. A post-
mortem to determine whether she was still alive when she
was set on fire was being conducted. None of her relatives
sought to claim her body, police said Thursday, leaving her
new husband’s family to bury her charred remains before
dawn in a graveyard near the city. — AFP 

With men gone, Nepalese
women shake up farming

in rural areas
PHULBARI: Ratna Chaudhary delicately lifts the hem of
her pink and green dress with one hand, while using the
other to scoop up a batch of cabbages in her garden in
the village of Phulbari, a dozen kilometers from the
Nepal-India border. She calls three women to help, who
join the dance-like movement, bending and swaying as
they pick up vegetables and lay them in a basket. “Since
my husband works in India now, I’m responsible for har-
vesting all our crops,” said Chaudhary, holding two cab-
bages to her face before throwing the yellower one to
the ground. Her husband, Chatkauna, is one of at least
2.2 million Nepalis - nearly 10 percent of the population -
who work abroad, according to the Nepal Institute of
Development Studies.

For the past three years, Chatkauna has taken on sea-
sonal work for most of the year as a miner in the Indian
city of Haldwani. It pays more than the daily jobs he used
to do in his hometown, and he returns to Phulbari every
four months to see his family and hand over his earnings.
Migration of mainly low-skilled workers is a key source of
income for Nepal, where remittances account for around
a quarter of gross domestic product. The outflow of male
workers - in particular from rural areas faced with wors-
ening climate conditions - has major implications for the
country’s agricultural sector, believes Madan Pariyar,
project director at International Development
Enterprises (iDE), a non-profit group that helps poor
farmers with work and income opportunities.

“Men going to find jobs in India and the Middle East
leaves few to manage agricultural activities that were tra-
ditionally men’s preserve,” he said. “As a result, more
women are taking charge of farming work.” Chaudhary
used to work on a sugarcane farm in India herself. “We
just couldn’t earn enough in our village,” she said. For the
past six months, however, she has cultivated her own
patch of land and leases the remainder of it - 1,700
square meters (18,299 square feet) - to other poor, low-
caste farmers from the “tharu” ethnic minority group,
one of Nepal’s largest. — Reuters


