Jews, Judaism and Israel in India‘s English-Language Fiction:
A Glimpse at What India’s Elites Read or Believe

By Shalom Saloman Wald*

The sheer size and diversity of India makes it difficult to accurately gauge Indian
perceptions of Judaism and Israel, perhaps more so than for any other single country. Even
Chinese perceptions are perhaps easler to assess. In China the daily news and publications
that influence public perceptions on foreign issues are controlled and not too difficult to
follow, and the country has more academic centers studying Judaism and Isrsel than India.
Some of these academic centers are conducting occasional, rudimentary opinion
assessments to review Chinese public opinion about lews or Israel.’ The Indian people
speak not one, but dozens of languages and a lot of Indians are still illiterate. Thus,
nationwide opinion polls are likely to encounter enormous problems. However, the Jewlsh
people and Israel need to understand the Image they currently have in India’s collective
conscience if they want to strengthen their long-term bonds with this emerging power, The
chances are good, amongst others because Indla like China carries less negative theological
and historic baggage in relation to Jews than Europe and the Muslim world.

The few available statistical data on Indian attitudes are difficult to compare because
they measure different issues, Some of them indicate higher support and sympathy for
Israel in India’s urban middle classes than could be found today (e.g., In Europe). There Is
also much anecdotal evidence by Indian Jews as well as Jewish and Israeli visitors who
often report friendly comments by Indians, but such chance encounters are no proof either,
Can 1,200 million Indians really express an opinion on such a complex foreign policy issue
and can they be polled like an American or European public? Different ways must be
explored to find answers to this question,

Two scholars have shown such ways. Popular opinions do not form avernight. They
are often the result of past history, of older patterns of thought, belief and prejudice. This is
why the Anglo-Russian historian Yulia Egorova has chosen to track past and recent Indian
perceptions of lews and Judaism, Her Jews and India: Perceptions and Image |s a
systematic analysis of what India’s political, religious and intellectual leaders of the last 150
years had to say about Jews, Judaism, Zionism and anti-Semitism,” The other author s
P.R. Kumaraswamy, India’s leading Israel scholar, His indispensable book India’s Israel
Palicy describes the history of India’s polides toward Jews, Zionism and Israel from 1920 to
2010, against the background of the dominant attitudes and ideclogies of the Indian elites
during this period.* Both books show the evelution of Indian public attitudes toward Jews
and Israel,

Our approach focuses on India’s contemporary English-language literature and what
can be found there on Jews, Judaism and lIsrael. Great fiction can be a better introduction
into the mood of 3 time and the thought of a social class than an opinion poll or a
sociological doctor thesis. No opinion poll could have told us what we can learn from
Balzac's work about French society in the early 19™ century. Thus, a country's literary elites
often reflect widely shared public perceptions and the conflicting political trends of their
soclety. This was certalnly true for French literature of the 19" and 20™ centuries. In India
too, major opinion trends in regard to Jews and Israel, which Eqorova and Kumaraswamy
have Identified in their books, can also be found In the country’s literature, Both authors
lend credence to our assumption that the boaoks of India’s most popular and widely read
English-language novelists published between 1980 and 2010, If and when they speak about
Jews or Israel, reflect relevant Indian views of their time. The latter limitation must be
emphasized. India is changing fast, not only economically and soclally, but also culturally
and intellectually. The opinions of 1980 were no longer dominant in 2000, and those of
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