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AB ST RACT T hi s :1nick di sc us~ c, ti lt' po li,i u or idl'll iit y :111d 

narr:uives or the P.1rsi 111i11orit1' co111111u11it y in l11d i.1. who are 

lndian Zoro.tstr ians on the brink or n ti11ctin 11 . The 111.1pping of 

the mythical co ns tructio n or th e P.1r,is lw the P:ll·sis th e111 selves 

is contrasted wi ch rcpresrn tacions hv pop ul.ir uil curc. T he mai n 

conce rn is that when there arc 11 0 111c1 1e P.irsi, k{c in South Asia co 

participate in this di:i lnguc reg.m\ing che 111.11111 L1rn1rc ntidenrit)', 

unchallenged stereorypes wi ll pn s1s c, co the di , .tdv:111 1:igc ol the 

co m111u111ty. Spcciti ca\h·. rh c ch.1r.1crcr of· ch c 111:id P.1rsi 01/'Cln) in 

Hindi ci nem:i will remai n predomin.rn t in pop ular imagin:Hion, 

while narratives of gn~at P:u si emr epreneurs wi ll be absorbed into 

general narra tives of the nation. :ind collenive 111e11101) ' wi ll privilege 

the queer, the foo l, the drug dealer or che .ll1t i-Christ. 

KEY\X' O RDS: collrni11t' 1111'11101:i•, rnlture, idt'l1ti1y, lll)'th , Pnrsis, 

Zoroastrians 

Introduction 

When a community is rendered voiceless, not due to disempowerment but due to 

extinction, one of the major sources rhat remains to resurrect its past realiry is tex tual 

evidence. Often , much of rhe textual evidence that informs collective memory originate~ 

from oral traditions that eventually :m ain mythica l sta tus. This article is p:1 rt of .1 

research project with a broader scope that attempts to understand how rhe P:irsis will 

be remembered when rhe community is ex tinct, by approachi ng rhe problem from 

rwo angles. Ir explores rhe nostalgic memori es of rhe Parsis of India, many oF whom 

have migrated elsewhere, constructing rheir parricular ethnic identity through their 

own myths, and examines popular culrure tha t in forms the collective memory of how 

other people perceive and regard rhe Parsis oFlnd ia, if at all the Parsis are remembered 

as Parsis. While a specialist academic literature documenrs Parsi idenrity (Boyce, 1996; 

Hinnells, 1996; Palseria, 200 I), people on rhe streets of India simply do nor know, 

for example, that the Taras are Parsis. 
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T he :ur iclc argues, using oral and texlu :il ev idl'll cc, including ex trnsive in te r

view wirh common peop le in lndi ,1, that nver the years bro:-id ly fo ur p:-i r;idigms 

have evo lved d1:ll rend to stereo type Parsis :is the quee r, the foo l, the cnrrepreneu1· 

o r d rug de:der, :incl the anti-Christ. T he research problc111 :1tises rh e portraya l of a 

once pro minent minori ty co mmunity that may be exr in cr in India by th e end of 

the p resent century. T he author is herself an India n Zoroastrian, also known as a 

Parsi, and hence is wri ting fro m inside rhc culru re, h:wing grow n up withi n the 

communi ty as a pract ising Zoroastrian . Culrure, here, si111p lis ri c:1ll y, signifies th e 

way ':ve live and in cludes li fesry le, food, ri ru:11.~, rel igion, s:1rtorial markers and even 

~e r_r,'.in loc:-i les. ~ n insider po rrr:-iy:-i l of P:u sis m:1y include cc rt:1i11 ass um ptions on 

l :-ii st culture whi ch resea rchers on the out·sid c of rh c co mm uniry may ques tion. 

In addi tion to ethnograp hi c evidrnce, tex tua l rn:ttcri:d, which in itself is broad in 

scope, i~ used h~re. Although li tcr:-itu rc is l1 crio n, fahr ic:uing sro ries rhat arc not 

necessa rily tru e, tt draws upon rea l peo ple :111d rea l sit uations ro co nstrucr rh is sim u

lacrum or inirage of :1 wo rl d that ex isted at some poin t in the pasr. However, such 

constructs are always stee red by power. Thus, who writes and fo r whom, at what 

point in histo ry are they writ ing, what rime in hisro ry arc rhey depicting, and why? 

\Xlhat is the do minant discourse of 1h:1r rime' How :ire people remembered and by 

whom? Are they remembered differemly? T hese are important quest ions whi ch rhis 
articl e addresses, seeking ro :rn ricipate how the l\irs is will be rern embei-ed . 

Memory and Remembering 

Evelyne Ender (2005: 2) remarks that if a memory disa ppea rs, a person's life becomes 
meaningless: 'Remembrance casts things in ro a narrat ive pattern and creates a self. 
H ence, sto ri es are nor mere fi cti on, they are an imprint of one's self and how one 

would like ro be remembered as opposed ro mere nostalgia. Often, deep co ncern 

about how minoriti es are remembered, represented, Fo rgo rren :rnd erased rnorivares 
a specialist literature. 

Maurice Halbwachs (1950) asse rred in his se minal wriring rim fa mil y, class, reli 

gious communities, the nat ion and perh aps even poli rical ori <: nta rion, grn de r and 
sexual orientati on can Form the 'Co ll ecri ve', so merhing likc 'co mmuni ry', but rh is is 

always an enti ty rhat contains both inrern al :llld exre rn al views and percepr ions and 

rhus circumscribes what is widely kn own as crlrni c characre rist ics . Cruciall y, ir is 'the 

co ll ective' that decides what is valuable and hence , by ex crns ion, wh:ir must be 

remembered. For Halbwachs, culmral memory oF th e co ll ect ive is based 0 11 soc ially 

o rganised mnemoni cs, institutions and medi a. T hus, rhcr<: is popular cinema and 

adverti sing, as opposed co the Parsis' own effons to consrrucL memory through 

myths, museum exhibitions, Parsi magazines like Parsiana, and local Parsi sales of 

fo od and clothing. lt even includes short fi lms like Ajierglow, a National Awa rd

winning short film from the Film and Televisiop_ Institute of India (FT II) , directed 

by Kaushal Oza and inspired by_ t~~!:~.lli{?~<:.S\~S\ 'Condolence Visit' by the 
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well-know n Parsi wr iter Rohinron M istry of Tales from Firozsha Baag fam e (Mistry, 
19 87) . The film captures, as th e tid e impli es , the glow rhar remains after rhe ligh t 
has di ~appeared , signify ing rh e memo ry of rhe Parsis as an almost extinct commu
ni ry, " ·hose demographi c crisis has been highlighted by several writers (Desai , 1948; 
Sayeed er al. , 2008 ; V isaria , 1974) . Since memory, according to Halbwachs (1950) , 
is a soc ial product, and individual memory is based on sociery, social norms in 
mino rity gro ups are often align ed with those of the dominant communiry. 

Al essandro Panelli (199 1) has suggested that oral history talks less about events 
and more about th eir meaning. W e often rei magine a past, which then reconstructs 
us. fa·en more precarious, by extu,;; ion , others reimagine a past for a minority, to 
recon st ruct an infl ated idenriry for th emselves to reinforce their own power. This 
happens every day, sometimes innocuously, at other rimes overtly. 

Wh il e mem ory is in escapable, a related ass umption is that remembering as a 
more o r less conscious Jct inadve rtently involves agency. The subject consciously 
selects sires of remembering, JS Pi erre Nora ( 1989) theorised. Bur in that determi
nate selection from memo ry, there is also J deliberate amnesia or forgetting, which 
collectively, over rime. cJ n leJd to erasure. T he present research explores sires of 
erasure that paradoxically beco me potenri al sires of remembering. Ricoeur (2004) 
identi fied three b ·els of abuse of memory. The first is blocked memory, a form of 
Freud ian repression. T he seco nd is manipulation of memories through specific nar
ratives, which is what the presen t study is mainly concerned with. Narratives can 
vary from news repo rts ro hisro ry lessons or religious lecrnres. The present research 
on non-Parsi representations of Parsis focuses primarily on oral histories , fictional 
autobiographies. novels, ci nema and interviews . Narratives are selective and at the 
same time allow for va riation , as no rwo people will tell the same srory. 

Ricoeur (2004) argued thar abuse of memory results from rhe manipulation of 
memory through master narratives. The rhird abuse of memory is thus connected to 
the categorical imperati ve, wh ich means that it is one's duty ro remember. Coercions 
like 'yo u must remember' or 'you must nor forger ' rend to threaten the truth claims 
of m emory. This las t form of abuse is ex rremely significanr for Parsis, who are in a 
dual stare of flu x, between [he demand ro remember rhe commitment to the purity 
of rhe race/communiry :rnd i[s culture and [he os tensible promise to rhe local Indian 
king who first accepted rhc Parsi refugees as res idems in India, while demanding rhar 
rhey ass imila te ro rhe local culrnre. Borh facrors led ro the precariousness of the com
munity's very exi stence , plummeting towards an inescapable erasure, as most proba
bly by the end of the present cenrnry, the Parsi , as a pure-blooded Indian Zoroastrian, 
will be extinct. 

This raises the question to what extent oral history is able ro operate as a tool of 
subversion of collective memory. As in most narratives, the Parsi stage has many 
actors speaking conrradicrory scripts across the country, bur cohering in their par
ticular local e. During personal interviews conducted on . 
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c · · l ] cl .I ] .· c I ,·ace As w·1s !cunt in a focu s 0 ro up race exnncnon rat 1er t 1an I ute t 1e pu11ty or t 1e • , ' · v 
discussion with Pacy Dagina, Bahadur Posrwalla, Noshir Wadia and Sam Medora on 
7 November 2017, Parsis in Kolkata, already on the brink of exti nc tion ·wi th an average 
age of about 75 years, are inviting young Parsis ro shift residence co Kolkata, luring 
rhem with lodging and jobs. The Parsis in Kolkata are extremely inclusive and tolerant 
of mixed marriages, while for orthodox Parsis, any Parsi female who enters a mixed 
marriage is lost to rhe community. 

Culture, Power and Memory 

The intersection of culture, power and memory construction is at the heart of the 
present project. Stuart Hall 's extensive work on cultural and national identity as well 
as the power of representation is pertinent here (Hall , 1997a). C lea rly, Parsis have 
reinv~nred their identity over hundreds of years in India, despite not having a king 
or a s111gle head priest, evolving from refugees ro me rchant princes to eccentrics, and 
perhaps that explains why they have survived this long as a separate community in India. 

At the same rime, rhe process of communal identity formation was notably rein
forced by an intriguing process in which 'rh e Parsis worked from within and through 
the colonial stare' (Sharaft , 201 4: 6) , so rhar '[b] y the end of co lonial rule in 1947, 
Parsi law consisted of distinctive legal institutions and substantive law, al l of which 
came about through Parsi-led initiatives or new profess ional opportunities exploited 
by Parsis' (Sharafi , 2014: 5-6). In short, South Asia's legal structure with its colonially 
manipulated personal law system, mainly for Hindus and Muslims, now included an 
explicitly recognised Parsi legal culture as well. 

Bur precisely rhis special ethnic stare of being 'another' also poses risk factors for this 
small community, which always needed the support of others, while they were also 
competitors in certain domains (Guha, 1970a). In this regard, Luhrmann (2002: 86 I) 
argues that Parsis as a community, 'whose members have never forgotten that they are 
outsiders in an adopted land', subsequently 'made efforrs ro represents themselves as 
being like rhe British, and they did so more diligently Jnd more effectively than perhaps 
any other South Asian community'. Luhrmann (2002: 86 I) further observes that 
'[t]his impulse is well understood in the anrhropological literature as the phenomenon 
of native idenrification with rhe colonizer'. She also provides important comments 
about observance of Parsi practices, referring to an unpublished dissertation from 1987 
by Taraporevala on Bombay Parsis (Luhrmann, 2002: 870) . The critical point here is 
that rhe Parsis, as a long-established minority in India, did not really assimilate to the 
Hindu majority, bur skilfully navigated their own existence and separate idenriry, albeit 
never without some more or less critical concern, from the British, the Hindu majority 
community, as well as some internal Parsi critics. 

If we ask further how the dominant group depicts the margins between different 
sociocultural groups, one finds that Edwa.i:a-Sa-i-d..,(1978, 1993) idenrified the strategy 

· · · · · d · _/ ,,,.., ,auoo ,.tl., h I · · ro ma111ram maJontanan ommanGc;.~ l ·ric ~," tr us, not on y raises quesnons ; ,..,,,, .. r,~\ 
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ahou t how I I t l' idl'll Ii I y of' il1 c I ':11 \ i co m 111 uni I y i 11 Ind i:i has been form ed vis-a-vis th e 
col011i:d 11il L· t\ .lll d ii H· I li11dt1 majnri1 y bu1 ;ti ~o a~ks how mu ch oF thi .'i has been 
dct cr rn i ncd h1 tl1 c Pa 1 \ i\ t he1m cl vc.<, , a.<, opposed to bein g co nstru cted by the res pec
t ivc '01h n ' ur dorni1 1.1111 power, whc1hcr I linclu .'i, Mu .'i lim s, th e British, Wes tern 
:1c 1d ctni <. \ 01 u >11 1c1npura ry coll oqui al di .', CO ttrsc. 

Who Arc the Parsis? Myths of Identity Formation 

Fvery 1a111il y, le, :ilon c eve ry co rnmuni1 y, :i ll ow.<, stori es to grow symbolically and ro 
t:ike 0 11 rn yrhi c il .'i ta 111re which positions rh cm as v;:i ri ous types oF heroes . Finnegan 
(2006: t 78) es tablished \Cve ral pa radigms und er whi ch th ese stori es grow. There is 
the ' b .', t s1r:iw' in c_ idrn 1, 1he rnumhip rirn :i l oft en leading ro a 'love-ar-fim -s ight' or 
'res r-bcrwcen-corn pct i ng-s11 i tcH.',' variant , q u:urels and Feuds. Migration that separates 
people cnh :i ncc.<, the symboli c depth oF the selected memories. Those who enunciate 
and guard th ese trad itions and narratives are not 'pass ive transmitters but active 
cre:itors' (Finn cg;i n, 2006: t 78), :incl the myths that evolve may not be accurate in 
Fa ctu :i l term s, h11t rh cy definitel y mould the family or in thi s case the community's 
vi ew oF themse lves and th eir ex periences. 

Th ere is no doubt th :i t Zo rastrians have an ancient hisrory (Boyce, 1996; Hinnells, 
1996; Kulke, I 978; Nanavutry, 1977). The Iranian epic Shahnameh by Firdausi, 
translated by Warner and Warner (19 IO), further contributes towards myths oF 
Zoroastrian origin. However, the Parsis are unique as Indian Zoroastrians, who share 
origins with those oF the same faith in Iran but later evolved their own specific culture 
and idemi ty, extremely different from that of other Zoroastrians (Palsetia, 200 I). 

A recent narrative of the ancient trajectory of the Zoroastrian religion is chroni 
cled by the Indian film director Sooni Taraporevala (2000: 10-19) as part of the 
Achaemenian Empire (559-330 BC) in Persia. It was threatened 200 years later by 
Alexander the Great , who sacked their capital Persepolis. The religion was resur
rected five and a half centuries lacer by Ardeshir from the Sasanian dynasty, which 
ruled from 226 AD to 641 AD . While led by a 20-year-old youth, Yazdegerd, thi s 
dynasty was threaten ed in 632 AD by Arabs from the south. This particular invasion 
was so complete and overpowering that people today cannot conceive of a non 
Islamic Iran. 

There are numerous intriguing hints that, much earlier, there were various Iranian 
connections with India through early seafarers and traders (Desai, 1948: 2) . 

Archaeological evidence, as observed by Sharafi (2014: 17) with further references, 
indicates that 'there had been crade between Persia and Gujarat for centuries before. 
Zoroastrians may have come to western India in part because they were already famil
iar with the region through earlier commerce'. This also explains the continuing con
fusion in the literature about the precise dace of the Parsis' arrival in India, sometimes 
given as 636 AD , or 716, and more prominently 936. The most familiar story of 'the 
great exodus' (Desai , 1948: 2) is that a small band of devoted Zoroastrians fled over 
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h · r l( I · ·1 I ·1 I [ c1 · - -I< 1·cfL1 ae rh ere T heir ttrsr r e mountains or 1orasan 111 ran anc sa , cc ro n 1:1 ro see o · 

porr oF cal[ was Di u in Gujarat. Afte r res iding rhere for 19 years, rh ey j~urneyed to 
Sanj:rn , near today's Navsari , in 936, where th e loc:il 1--Jinclu rul er, Jae! , or Jadhav 

Rana, gave rhcm asylum under certain co ncli 1ions. They promised to co mpletely 
inregrare themselves, yet retained rheir unique idenriry, including th e protec tion of 

rheir sacred tire. Lacer, they fo ught alongside rheir Hindu neighbours when the 

Muslim Su lta nate invaded and sacked Sanjan . 

Parsi Myths 

The_ fa mous suga r and milk parabl e, dcsc rib i11 g rh e arrival and integrarion of rhe 
Parsis, has been used as much by Parsis as well as non-Parsis ro highlighr and praise 
thei,_· ~biliry to assimilate, nor onl y crea ting a fo undat ional myth bur al so inventing 

traditions. The story goes that Rana showed th e Parsi head pri est a glass of milk as 
a metaphor for his land , cla iming that th e land was Full , with no place for refugees. 
The head priest requested a spoon of sugar, which he carefully stirred into rhe milk. 
He prophes ised that th e Parsis wo uld mingle :md sweeten the land as did the sugar 
for the milk. Rana yielded, on the condition that the com munity adhered to certai n 
promises (Sharafi , 201 4: 17) . 

These co nditions, often alluded to , are th at Parsis wo uld adopt the Gujarati 
language, ways of dress and culrnre, wh ich they did. Oth er promises were that mar
riages would be after sunset, the community would keep its culrnre and religion 
private, and there would be no conversion. With time, the communi ty thrived and, 
thanks to later British patronage, they flourished and became very wealthy. 
Undeniably, there is a sense of superioriry within the community, not just because 
of their English-speaking abilities and high levels of education but also because of 
a sense of contiguity with power and the colour of their skin . This notion of supe
riority due to skin colour is never openly articulated but is conveniently assumed 

as part of the narrative for preserving racial purity, leading to the demographic 

decline of the community. 
The Parsis' later cooperation with the Easr India Company gave rise to trading 

and shipbuilding ventures, which changed the fo rrunes of the Parsis who migrated in 

large numbers from Gujarat to Bombay (Desai, 1948 : 3-8; Shroff, l 99 1: 40; 

Tajaldini, 2021) , where they still dominate th e landscape in particular pans of the 

city. The main industry was shipbuilding, pionee red by Lovji Nusserwanji Wadia, 

and the opium trade led by the merchant prince Sir Jamsetj ee Jejeebhoy, who was a 

far cry from a mafia don or the character of the wheeling-dealing drug pedlar in the 

2005 Hindi movie Mangal Pandey: The Rising, which was based on the 1857 revolt. 

Narratives of Parsi fascination with British royalty often overshadow their contribu

tion to the freedom struggle, whether regarding the efforrs of Dadabhai Naoroji, 

Behramji Malabari, Madam Bhikaiji Cama or t:he/r~si_~enr of the Indian National 

Congress in 1890, Sir Pherozeshah Mehta~ · ,,, .. - ·-·<. ,.· ';-., 
/' " t ' \ 
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Qissn-i San.Jan: A Narrative of Nation and a Continuity Myth 

The Jll()~l popul:i, 111 y1 h I ha L in Forms Parsi identity based on its arrival on Indian shores 

and tl 1<. rnmmuni1 y\ 1u1ure and social cond uct on Indian soil has its source in the 

Qwa-1 Sarjrm. This Pm ian tex t, tra nslated into English by Shah purshah 1-lormasji 

Hodi \ .da and originally published in 13ombay, is now available in an electronic edition 

012000, r repared by Jmerh H. Pe1m on. Hodivala ( 1920) refers to an ea rl ier English 

m11sl.11 io11 01 the Q_issa by l:. H. bmvick, published in the first volume oF the journal 

of the Rom hay /Jmnc/J of the Royal Asiatic Society, as being fa r from correct. According 

ro hi m, th<. C.upra1i vmion hy Da\tur Framji Aspandiar Rabad i in 1931 is better. 

Hodi \,da relied ma inly on 1he ma1rn\cript of Dastu r Oorab Hormazdyar's Rivayat, 

written in 1680. 

The Qissa w,t\ li r\1 wririen ,Hound 1600 by Bah man Kaikobad Hamjiar Sanjana. 

The 8~4- li ne poem i\ :in a<.co11nt of the emigration of the Zoroastrians from Iran to 

India :ind their \c1ilemcnr 111 Sanjan in 936 AD, the promises to Jadi Rana and the 

barrle wirh 1he :vlusli,m during the \acking of Surat, which rook place in 1465 . It 

also dl'\Cnhes how 1he \acred fire lmnshah was saved and moved to Navsari . T he 

next \l'Cti on of 1 hl' Qma decla re~ rha1 it wi ll re l\ one part of the wondrous tale oF the 

comi ng 01 rhe men lrom Khorasa n ro India, which has been recounred by Parsi 

priest\ (dm111r), religious/co mmuniry leaders and ancient sages. It alludes to Sikander 

(Alexander rhe (,rear), who burnt all the scri prnres threateni ng the religion til l about 

226 AD, when Ardeshir seized the kingdom and revived the faith only for it to lose 

currency unt il King Shah pur Ill (309-379 AD) came to power. An:er his death, the 

Qissa claims, Iran was shattered and al l Zoroastrian laymen and priests had to go 

into hid ing fo r about 15 years. The sage Oasrnr prophesised, by looking at the stars, 

chat their tenure in Iran had come to an end and ro survive, they must fl ee along 

with thei r women and chi ld ren co Hindustan. T he Qissa, in addition, ourlines the 

genesis oF rhe lranshah, considered rn be one of the most sacred fires in the Parsi 

faith. Zoroastrian priests as stargazers with rhe ability to prophesise are a recurring 

trope in Zoroastrian mythology 1ha1 connects to the myth of the biblical Magi , 

following the star co Bethlehem to wimess rhe birch of Christ. 

As menrioned , on landing in Sanjan , rhe refugees met rhe generous and vi rtuous 

Raja Jadi Ran;i . However, he wa_<, wary 01 these strange people with alien customs and 

ext racted 11ve promi~e\ which have in presenr-day myrh been diluted to three quite 

different ones. Hodivala ( 1920: 8) reported: 

Ll't me li r~l of all sex wl1 ,1 t your beliefs arc an<l we wi ll thrn arrange fu r your rcsi<lrnce hcrl'. 

Secondly, if wr: gave you shelter, you must abandon 1he language of your country, disuse the 

1ongue uf Iran :ind adop1 1he speech of the realm of Hind. Thirdly, as 10 the dress of your 

women , they ,houlcl wear garments like 1hme of our females. Founhly, you must put off 

all your arms and scim i1 ars and cc:~sc: 10 wc:ar them anywhere. fifth ly, when your children 

arc: wedded, the marriage k1rt.>L must l;i~ tied at evening rime. If you give · n promise 

10 observe all of this, y~u will he given places and abodes in my cir 1 ~,'('3
15 
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. ble nor is rhere any censure 
· J ar and m1 c paia ' 

T he Qissa does nor mention r 1e sug, r h .· • I promises made to the 
1 I . b e O t e 01 ia1na 

on conversion whi ch peop e c aim to e on I O ·I · . Ai ah r and pli ahr. 
' . . . I dastur ex p a1ns r 1e11 o o 

Raja. To quell rh e Raja s m1sg1v1ngs, n e ' · H 
fi . r sun and moo n. e goes on 

He elaborates char rh ey honour rh e cow, ie, ware ' ') I z . · 
. . . . d I ·ead (lrnstz r u t 01 asmans 

to describe or her rituals, like usmg a sacre woven t 11 d I d h 
. . . . . h. l nown as a sa ra sa re , 

ti e, while praying, around their waist over aw ne vest, < . 
. . I (L h . ann 2002: 870, n. 18, 
111 order to ward off evil and protect t 1e wearer LL I m ' 

. · 1 kept themselves Sharafi , 201 4: 322). H e also des rnbes how menstruating wom ei 
I f Th I · d d ' · db ] · I r rh e newcomers would a oo . e <In In ,an rul er was convmce y t 1e pri es t r u . 

::i ssimilate and all owed him to choose a fin e spo t fo r their dwelling, whi ch was 

thereafter named Sanj an. . 
The next sect ion deals with Shah Mahmud, who sent an army against the Rap 

of Sanjan, who was helped by the Parsis. The Qissa ends with a thanksgiving and a 
declaration that the lranshah remained ar Navsari for 200 years therea fter. The deeper 
significance of this historical narrative is th at it establishes that, by 1465, the Parsis 
shared an all egiance in terms of cultural and religious memory nor with Persia bur 
with their adopted motherland , whi ch they incegrated into rheir identi ty to the 
extent of a willingness to di e in battl e co protect certain incernal frontiers within 
South Asia. 

The Parsis as a Community and Contemporary Myths of 
Identity Formation 

Parsis have evolved their own idiosyncratic culture, which has made chem both 
loved and respected but also the butt of fond and gentle ridicule. The concern now 
is that a community which contributed so much to the sciences, arts, literature 
and architecture will disappear after struggling for thousands of years co survive. In 
addition, their identity may be usurped, reinvented and disrorced. The Parsis , in order 
co counter popular culrure and the stereotype of che 'mad Parsi' 01eda) , must preserve 
and document their identity and hi srory extensively and repeatedly, for all hisrorical 
fiction is the act of constantly erasing and rewriting history. In chis process, one must 
preserve the trophies as well as the scars of a community. 

Typically, the Parsi myths, little known to outsiders , celebrate rh e Parsis as 
heroic, evolved and superior, as all mythical heroes are. However, what happens to 
che identity of a minority community when myrhs of heroism are replaced by rales 
of buffoonery and corruption chat become pare of collective memory? The answer is 
char such tales live as a mythical foil, often to justify the dominance of and erasure by 
che majority. The consequence of such erasure can lead to usurping of ideal as well as 
material domains. The material sphere includes valuable properties in prime urban 
areas owned by Parsi charitable and religious trusts, one of many serious concerns 
within the community (Sharafi, 2014: .2-1- 2-)~ n important topic beyond the scope 
f h. . 1 /,,.,. ~12l!Oo 
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rl,i, 11 ·111 L \ pl< 11c\ hu \\ popul.1r udturc i11fo1 rm rhc co ll ective memory of people, 
\\ h IL h ,n111( 11111c, n plo i 1, 1 hL rcp1 ec,c11La1 ion of mino ri ties. In particula r, the research 
1
1rnjeu I OL ll \L'\ 011 \\ 1 i 1 tl 11 cvidrncL in novels 11 nder fou r paradigms of the queer, rhe 
I oo\, the c1111q1rl'llcu 1/d111g de,dcr and th e anti -Christ, each with the concern that th e 
\l,ll\i s lll:iy he 1nom1ruuLd to feed 1he ,1ppetite for sensarional and exotic im ages. 
\ince th ere will he no li vi ng voice to objecr , Parsis co uld be museurnised and their 
idcmit) usuqwd , uc,ed rrn purpo~c\ that might be agains t their will. Due ro their 
ext reme rni 1rn1 it \ c, 1at11 s, as osten~ihly the number is at 75,000 and dwindling, and 
their altnit 1, th e Lh,in ccs ol rhem being pos ir ioned as pro minenr leaders of the nation 
de~pitc thlll Ulll t1ibut1om will be slim. Whar wil l persist, most probably, as my 
extemivc riL•ldwork indiuted, is 1he image of rhe clown of cinema , who has enrer
t.1i11ed ,1u<liL11ll'\ !cl! centu1ics. 

On , trolling through the Parsi Panchayat in Mumbai, mighty yet dusty pai nrings 
of grey-bearded P,mi, in rich ly embroidered (and now fad ed) clothes stare inrensely 
at you, ,1 11cl more nurtured portraits of dearly departed hang in th e Agiary or fi re 
temple, bur these are for th e Parsi gne only. Non-Parsis mainly view the ca ricatures 
av:iilablc in rnainmeam ci nema. The character of the effeminate yeda Parsi, domi
nated b) hi~ sco ldi ng sh rew mo ther, or 011 rare occas ions his wife, is a recurring trope. 
A person who su nds up for principles that are no longer meaningful , he polishes his 
ancient "ehicle that is no longer manu fac rnred and yet in mint condition, dressed in 
his sadm and ropi , an inner ves t of fine muslin of religious significance, and a velvet 
prayer cap. The mighty srarues of Parsi Seths that guard over sacred wel ls like the 
Bhikha Behram \'(/ell merge with the architecrnral landscape and have simply become 
part of urban Mumbai. However, it is imporranr ro ques tion cul rn ral pa radigms or 
stereotypes, as rhese tend to become problematic. Commonly known as a wealthy, 
relati vely honest minority commu nity rhat has done a great deal of charity work, 
which again is in itself a stereotype, the Parsis have nor experienced overr discrimina
tion , yet have certainly not escaped com petiti ve hos tili ty (G uha, 1970a) . 

Effons are being made ro resurrect the glory of the pas t, so it overshadows the 
burl esque of th e present. This is being done through narra tives of the comm uni ty 
and emphasis on origin . ln March 20 16, Threads of Continuity: Zoroastrian Life and 
Culture, a remarkable exhibition organised by Parzor and Dr Shernaz Cama, was held 
at the Indira Gandhi National Centre fo r the Am in New Delh i. The exhibits came 
from around th e world and rhe exhibi tion was sponsored by Dr Cyrus Poonawalla. 
In addition, the United Nations Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), along with the Ministry of Minority Affairs of the Government of 
India, also supported the exhibition. 

Endangered as the Parsis are, they definit ely have a grea ter chance of being remem
bered than many other minoriti es in India, especially rribals. However, inevitably, 
what overshadows th e narrat ive of the communi ty will be that of the nation and its 
dominant culture, which perceives, as indicated, fo ur stereotypes of the Parsi, as the 
queer, the foo l, the entrepreneL ~ ~jer and the anri-Christ. * 'i) , '· 
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Tiu' Q111:cr 
. . _ . l l · ,,\ . prooressiYl' comrnurnr\ or mavbe \ 

n · · stensib y a re anH ' 0 
· · 

1\ :rhaps because n e rarsis aie O 
. . :1- ation there h,1\·e been signi fic.rnt 

-. d. . . \ die to a oenenc \!1 L in, . . 
lxcausc ur mbrec mg 01 51111P Y L O d I ae to be publich· queer. 1 n an 

. I \ I have ha t 1c courao . 
numbers of Parsi ,omosexua s w 10 

' ' _ ) ,·i 11 dow into mat world M . h· 1t (201 \ opens a \\ · , 
:n1robiographical book, Hoshang 1 eic '11 

. dd ' , A • - (l 946-199 l ) of 
. . I k 

I P·Hsi Fre 1e lv1eicur) 
111advcrtcntly reso nam,a to t ,e un no,, 11 ' · . · c . l 
, , ? . d read tl11S as a narranve 0 1 persona 
Queen Lune . The domimnt discourse ten s not rn . I . ;_ 

. . . . . I .. 10 , - ncl onecauseor t1ecommurn()~ 
s11 f!-c nng, bm ra1hcr treats tt ts an unnatura ,aoa ti.\\\ '

1 

· all 
... . . 

1 d 1. , I powerful and economic )' 
c\cmogr;1ph1c decl rnc. Others rebte t .e ec 111t to t , e . . , b _. . d \.. . 

1 _ · C- \ eeffeminatemamas v,.,rn 

sc l-rclwH Parsi women, who uve no pattence 101 t 1 
· I . I · . n ·irriaoe Both of these are 

,cncc luvc l0okcd outside to greener p:1stures, :1 so 111 1 , ' o · . . . 
~ . · · . . . cl blame their exnncnon 

s1crt·otypcs. Ck.Hh·, to bbcl rhe cnttre com mu nm as queer ,\11 ' l 1\\ inhrccl\in~ remkrs .1 g_,rc \t dissen·icc w the community. ~ ~-
1·1ic' !-;,o/ 
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The Ent repreneur/Drug Dealer 

The Par~i entrepreneur wil l li ve on , thanks to the Taras, Godrejs, Wadias, Poonawallas 

and others (Guha, 1970a), who have become part of great narratives of the nation , 

however, leading people to forger rhar these names belonged to Parsis, as in the case 

of B.]. Medical College in Pune. The eras ure is th at the initials stood for Byramj ee 

Jeejeebhoy, a crucial derail which peo ple have forgotten. These doyens of busi ness 

and leadership are remembered for their class and status, not the religious community 

rhey belong(ed) ro. On rh e other hand , perhaps ir will be rhe character of rhe wealthy 

opium dealer Bah ram portrayed by Amitav Ghosh (20 11 ) in River ofSmoke and his 

wife Shireen in Flood of Fire (G hosh, 201 5) rhar will live in the imagination of a 

certain educated reading class of peo ple. The Hindi movie Mangal Pandey: The Rising 

(2005) depicts a P:usi in rhc ro le of a co ll abo rator with rhe British and their opium 

trade, exploi ring ] nd ians, a rC' prescn ra tion rhar can nor be generalised for the whole 

communi ty (G uha, 1970a, I 9706; T 1jaldini , 202 I ). As mentioned, forgotten are 

activists like Behramji Malaba ri (1853- 1912) , Oadabhai Naoroji (1825-1917) and 

Madam Bhikaiji Ca ma (l SG l- 1936). Sir Oorabj i Tara (1959-1932) donated all his 

money to charity, which now is ,1 huge part of rhe Ta ta T1·usr, which rill dare supporrs 

arr, education , spo rt and :ig ricu lrure, nor jusr in lndia but aro und rhe world. 

The Anti-Chrisr 

Finally, rhe ride of Nierzsche's famo us book Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Nietzsche, 197 4 

[1896]) has nothing co do with the Parsi prophet Zararhusrra but appropriates his 

name to loosely signi~, a kind of anti-Christ, proclaiming that God is dead and man 

is superman. Ironicall y, the Parsis will be dead, nobody will read Nietzsche's book, bur 

popular imagination wi ll remember Zararhuscra's sayings because of what Nietzsche 

brought into existence in this book. Sooni Taraporevala (2000) notes rhar her own 

writing 'has ics genesis in that chi ldhood desire to hold on right to what is precious, 

nor allow it to change or disappea r', and for her rim is possible through photographs 

that 'freeze rime and survive dearh' (Ta raporevala, 2000: 9) . Any culture is precious, 

bur chat which is on the verge of ext incti on must be cre:i ted with extreme care, les t 

it disappear fo rever or, worse stil l, ge ts disro rrcd and disfigLm:d beyond recognition. 

Taraporevala commenced in her interview with the author on 3 May 20 l 8 that pan 

of her childhood school b:mrer involved her hei ng ca lled a 'mad Bawa.Ji', a colloquial 

label for Parsis. She even narrates a comic anecdote from when she was srudyino in 
. b 

America, where on mentioning the name of the Parsi prophet Zarathusrra, her fellow 

students would say, 'Zorro who?' (Taraporevala, 2000: 11 ), and she would clarify rhis by 

referring ro Nietzsche (1974 [ I 896]) and rhe famous composer Richard Strauss who, 

inspired by Nietzsche in 1896, composed a score called Also sprach Zarathustra (Thus 

Spake Zarathustra). This music score was used in the 1968 Stanley Kubrick film 2001: 

A Space Odyssey. Ironically, neither has anything ro do with the prophet. Comically, 

Taraporevala (2000: 11) writes rhayrJ-i"e ~P.fl}~ay Parsi Panchayar enthusiastically ordered 
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~ne1,1 1u11L 1cL c r · I . ouH the,· underst;rnd It. did it have an,'th ino to do wid1 the prop 1et not ~ L . , . . , b d • ::J bl . I :i.npropnares .in c:xonc 11-tmc:, :i.se on an 
The music score most :i.t,rnt Y 'r . . . ,, . _. 1 . . . I of the orio1n:i.l ethnic follo\\LI S "1 I 1ead 0 1 under-

Orie11t:1list assumpnon t 1at none ::J • ' 
. . 

. • N' I e could h:i.ve mventcd a name 01 t:i.ken an ordmar)' 
sr.rnd wh:i.t 1s wrmen. 1eczse1 . . . . . 
, , , 

1 
b I b d unusu:i.l name of an anc1em co mmunity to legmmise 

evcrvm:i.n s a e ut use an · . . . . . I 
· 1' · I ·d : 1a that he was v10lat1n° the senu rncnts of a l1v111g com-

11s r 1eo ry, wit 1out cons1 e111 ::J , , • • ::J 
• 

· I · l · l · · d did not exist insntnn° other people to create so methino 
mu111ry, w 11c 1 111 11s 111111 , ' _r O 

o in that name while knowing nothing :i.bout tr. . \Xlhat will happen when th:i.t community really docs nor e_x1st? All these paradigms become craces of the sionifier 'Parsi' . Yet exploring which one will dom111atc over the oth-
b 

- , 
ers ro oener:ite a simubcrum that will persist in the minds o( (urure generati ons remains 

b 
the n,ain concern of the present research. The inrroduction to Hall ( \ 997a) elaborates on the politics of representation :rnd highlights that the effects :i.nd consequences of the discursive appro:1ch of studying cultural knowledge and representations Jre that power regulates conduct, makes up Jnd constructs identities and 'defines the w:i.y cenain things are represented, thought about, practised and studied' (Hall, 1997a: 6) . T heorising the fascination with 'otherness', Ha.II ( 1997b: 234) identifies four theoretirnl accounts that justi~, why difference matters. The first comes from linguistics, specifically Saussure, stating that meaning is possible only through binary opposition, so that one is non-Parsi because one is not a 'yed,1 Parsi' . For Hall (1997b: 258), 'ls} rereotyping tends t0 occur where there are gross inequalities of power'. While Pa.rsis have considerable wealth Jnd power, they a.re so few in number. Moreover, they constantly silence themselves, because d1at is how the community has survived all these years. 

Notably, such comments a.nd theorising presume the physical presence of the ·Other', similar co Foucault's revolutionary redefinition of the ci rculation of power as beino avail-
, 

b 
able for anyone ro seize, which also assumes the presence of another. However, in the case of the soon-extinct Parsis of 1ndia, neither wi ll they be around t0 parricip:ue in the dialogue nor can the dead seize power. Thus, the regime of represe11tario11 will neither be challenged nor contested or reformed within the Indian public space. 

Contemporary Reworking of Continuity Myths 
This section concerns first of all the myLh of the Magi a~ tlte three wise men connected to biblical stories (Keith, 19 15) . From a Western pe rspective, when considering the delightful shorr sto ry 'The Gift of the Magi' by 0. Henry ( 1905), it is completely er:ised that the Magi most probably were Zoroas trian kings. Histo ry, the writer belongi ng to the dominant communi ty, and even the fifth ed ition of the Oxford Advanced Learner's English Dictionary of 1996, defin es the Magi merely as 'three wise men from the Ea5t who brought gifts ro the baby Jesus' (p. 706), all have that obliterating effect. Eve n more problematic is TS . Elio~s-+ · em 'The Journey of the Magi' (Eliot, 1939: 99), wh ich deals with the1i4~a-&~~:fi-gs of the kings rejecting 'lt) he old ,·_, , _. 
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dispensation. With· an alien eo I I I . . , 

At no poi d h . . P. P e c utc 1111g their gods' as the lines of this poem ao. 

nt oes t e imao1nat1on of I d . b 

• .· I O t le ominant majority accept the presence of the 

m1no1 Ity. nstead , they s1Jeal fi . I . . h . . 

h . . l . . . . c < 01 t 1em, imagme t eir emotional upheaval and write 

t e11 a tenry as pnmmve WI Id h b 
. . . . ness. 1at cou ave een a narrative of the Magis' mag-

nanimity, rel101ous tole d c . . . 

. b ranee an respect ror a miracle of survival turns into self-

loathmo throuoh Eli c' · d. • . 
~ o O s eyes, 111 1catmg somethrng more dangerous than erasure, 

more a remembering'. If the Magi have been distorted so badly by the English, any 

future memory of the Parsis in Hindu-dominated India looks indeed bleak. 

. Another highly significant distortion is found in the 2006 Hollywood movie 

mled 300 (directed by Zack Snyder and based on a 1998 comic series by Frank 

Miller) and irs 2014 sequel 300: Rise of an Empire (directed by Noam Murro and 

based on Miller's unpublished graphi c novel Xerxes). This was the subject of a focus 

group discussion with foculc:y at Lady Shri Ram College in New Delhi as part of th e 

fieldwork in 201 7. One may argue that borh movies are plain acrion and fantasy. Yet 

there are clear racist overtones, where the blond brave bare-chested Greeks are con

trasted with the dark-skinned black-clad Persians, metonymic for America versus 

Iran. First, the Iranian rulers referred to in the movie are Darius and Xerxes, who were 

Zoroastrian kings, akin to the Magi who went to pay respects to Christ. Kaveh 

Farrokh (2004) criti cally notes that the film falsely portrays the Greco-Persian Wars 

in binary terms of the democrati c, good, rational 'Us' of Greece versus the tyrannical , 

evil and irrational 'Other' of the ever-nebulous (if not exotic) Persia. 

In the segue!, the god-king Xerxes is made to look inhuman and freakish, 8-feet 

tall, clad chiefly in body piercings and garishly made up. The entire race is dehuman

ised through the representation of the treatment of the slaves, who are chained ro the 

oars and whipped, while the Greeks are depicted as free. The success of such films is 

evident from the fact that a segue! was made and the film was nominated for best 

picture at the MTV Awards. The problem is that the number of people who will 

check historical facts and research what the Zoroastrian Iranian kings were really like 

is miniscule, compared ro the number of people who watch such movies and believe 

the stereotypes they are fed. 

Conclusions 

The aim of this article was to bring to light the dangers the Parsi community of 

India will face in the future. Ir may appear fatalistic, as it presumes the death of the 

community when there are still Pars is in many parts of rhe world. However, this makes 

the tyranny of the image even more potent, as questions of identity are at stake in India 

for this now nearly extinct minority community. Recendy declared a notified tribe, 

Parsis have always occupied a liminal space, with their identity shifting from kings to 

stargazers to refugees to warriors to entrepreneurs ro fools. In the fmure, maintaining 

any kind of adequate memory of Parsi identity will become increasingly impossible, 

whether for demographic reasons or • of 'shifting identities' and distortions by 

all kinds of self-interested meed· 7 1~f}r n.S(c'i:o~ and powers. 
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So what stori es about themselves can Parsis create when they are no more? What 

stories will be told about chem and why? What memory of the Parsi will the world 

inherit and will Indians remember? Will th ey di sappear like the Magi, disto rted into 

self- rejecting Magi, or will they beco me akin to che anti-Chri st who claims that God 

is dead? Or will people remember some merchan t princes? All are possibilities. 

Descartes famously sa id : 'l think therefore I am' . In the case of the Parsis, this wiU 

translate as ' [t]hey remember, therefore we are'. The main quest ion , however, remains 

how the Parsis will be remembered in Indi a. It is likely robe the coll ective and 'ochers' 

that will decide such iss ues, because th e Parsis will be no more. 
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