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A Continual Process of Change

- PyarallyM Rattansi

Conceiving, organising, and bringing to «a
triumphant conclusion nothing less than a web-
based digital Gujarati Lexicon through the passion
and commitment of a private individual is «
remarkable achievement. I should like fo join the
other speakers here today in paying warm tribute
to  Ratibhai that

accomplishment.

Chandaria  for great

Ratibhai's achievement consists not only in
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grasping the greaf potential offered by a web-
based digital lexicon. He has had to master the
technical and organisational problems involved in
facilitating the transition from a text-based to a
digitalised medium; to recruit an expert team to
carry through this considerable project: to commit
generous financial resources to it; and to plan and
bring it to completion through sustained effort
over two decades. It is a task usually attempted by
centres within universities, for example, Cologne
University's projects on two projects, one on
Sanskrit and the other on Iranian Languages, and
still ongoing.

That Ratibhai
should have devoted
| two decades of his
| so-called retirement
| to that ‘toask s
| wholly  consistent
with the aims which

have inspired his

many public activities: that of preserving the best
of our past, while responding positively to the
chaflenges of the new in adapting 1o the country and

culture in which we have chosen to make our home.

I first came to know him soon after my
appointment fo a chair af University College
brought me back to London, where T had pursued
my undergraduate and postgraduate studies. We
were both members of a committee to assist with
the admission and reception of Ugandan Asian
refugees, abruptly displaced from their adoepted
country by the Amin military regime. I was then
Jointly associated with him in moves to find a place
for second-language teaching for ethnic minority
groups, including the Gujaratis, within the UK
educational system.
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That had become necessary because a simple-
minded ideal of ‘integration’ was pervasive in the
1970s, equating its achievement as the shedding by
recently arrived immigrants of all that made them
different, and instantly turning into becoming
‘British' men and women. Tt was necessary to
remind the larger community as well as many among
ourselves that maintaining a link with our ancestral
languages was not a hindrance but, rather, vitally
assisted the process of adaptation by providing a
secure sense of cultural identity that also helped
to mitigate inter-generational tension and conflict.

Today the low rates of crime and delinguency,
and the remarkable social mobility achieved by a
large proportion of 'South Asians' within a couple
of generations, particularly through its educational
attainment, is widely regarded as owing much 1o
the strong family and communal support, rooted in
cultural value-systems, that has sustained them.

The ideals that inspired Rafibhai's strong
involvement in that activity is equally evident in his
undertaking the Herculean task of devising a new
Gujarati Lexicon. Always interested in technical
innovations and quick to grasp the possibilities they
offered the

entrepreneurial activities of the Chandaria group,

whether in multifarious
initially in East Africa, and then more globally —
Ratibhai was quick fo realise the potential of a
web-based lexicon in Gujarati, as a powerful
resource for Gujaratis everywhere. It could assist
them in maintaining a fink with Gujarati and hence
with their culture, while harnessing the most

advanced of technologies in enabling them to do so.

A digital lexicon offers enormous advantages
over the text-based one,

lexicographers awakened to them, especially after

and professional

the emergence and ever-widening accessibility of
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the internet. It has been said that what most lay
readers dislike about dictionaries and lexica is
ultimately owing to the sheer limitations of space,
for example the seemingly over use of abbreviations
while providing few examples of usage. As memory
costs fell dramatically, these limitations ceased to
apply to their digital counterparts. Moreover,
multimedia opened up new possibilities inaccessible
to print-based texts: providing pictures and

diagrams, oand even sound-clips 1o assist
pronunciation. Error correction is far easier, too,
and can involve users, able to use e-mail, and

thereby gaining a sense of participation.

There is one other advantage of a digital lexicon
that it is easy to overiook. It is the fact that a
digital lexicon can continuously keep up with the
process of linguistic change. Text-based lexicons
give a snapshot, as it were, of a language af a
particular time. That may not seem such a problem.
In fact, dictionaries first originated in order to
fix the spelling, pronunciation and meaning of
words, hopefully for all time: Dr. Johnson gave that
as his aim in the most celebrated of English
dictionaries. Yet hundreds of new words, or
changes or additions to meaning of old words, enfer
the language every year. That is why new editions
of standard dictionaries, for example the Oxford
English Dictionary, are necessary every few years,

That is a dramatic illustration of the fact that
living languages, like living cultures, are in a
of But  this

characteristic of language is usually lost from

continual  process change.
sight, and the dictionary or lexicon is conventionally
assumed to serve an indispensable purpose in
preserving a language — and by implication a
culture, since language is seen as the embodiment or

supreme reposifory of a cuiture — in all its pristine
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‘purity’.

I wish briefly to dwell on this theme of linguistic
purity and confamination, never far from the
making of lexicons. That theme may be said to have
gained a hew vigour in the changed circumstances
brought about by the end of the Cold War. That
War was a battle of grand competing political
ideologies and we are now said 1o be in an era of the
politics of identity, both individual and regional. In
those circumstances the theme of linguistic purity

has resurfaced for Gujarati, too, with a vengeance.

I say 'resurface’, becouse such attempts had
already, during British imperial times, been the
subject of a satirical masterpiece in Gujarati as
long ago as 1928: it was the Bhandrambhadra of
Ramanbhai Nilkanth, which I read as a schoolboy.
If Parshuram took it upon himself to rid the world
of all kshatriyas — to render it ‘nakshatriya’ —
of
Nitkantha's satire, saw it as his divinely-appointed

another Brahmin, the eponymous hero
mission fo rid the language of the Gurjars of all
foreign (or non-Sanskrit-based) words. The word
railway station, for example, became ‘agni-ratha-
viram-sthana' in a set piece chapter, in which
Bhandrambhadra attempted to buy a ticket o
Bombay, or ‘Mohamayi’ as he calls it, to the
bafflement and then rage of the Parsi ticket office

clerk.

But it is a ridiculous activity? After dll, Gujarati
does contain a very large number of borrowings
from Farsi, Arabic and even Portuguese. Should not
post-independent India 'purify’ its languages from
what now may seem humiliating reminders of
foreign invasions and of ruling dynasties imposed by
force and violence?

Yet that aftempt remains as misguided as it
appeared in Ramanbhai Nilkanth's day. Imagine
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what would happen to English if there was an
attempt fo rid it of all the changes it underwent
from its origin among Sth century Germanic tribes
through to the successive impact of Latin, of the
Norse language of Viking invaders, and of the Anglo-
Normal French after 1066. Gujarati s aid to derive
from a process of ‘corruption’ suffered by Puranic
Sanskrit through the passage of time. Indeed, its
reputed first grammar was called an apabhramsha
grammar (or grammar of a corrupt language) by its
the 12th

Hemchandracharya.

compiler, century  Jain  monk

In fact, the incorporation of foreign words may
be said t¢ have enriched Gujarati by supplementing
the strength, resilience and grace it derived from
its Sanskrit roots, in the new view of Gujarati
history which is now displacing the old British
imperial one, and which gives us a very different
perspective on them.

The old history presented Gujarat as the more or
less passive victim of invaders from beyond its
frontiers, so as to bolster the beneficent claims of
the pax Britannica or peace secured by British arms
and governance. The new history is rather
different. It teaches us to think in terms of
oceans rather than continents. Gujarat then
emerges as pivotal to one of the two of the
greatest production and trading systems which
existed in the two halves of the Indian Ocean
before that system was disrupted and +ransformed
in the 16th
century—the ‘foundations of the pre-Columbus

world economy. With

by the Portuguese incursions

its ports, merchants,
mariners and ships, the Gujarat peninsula, together
with the western shore of the Indian subcontinent,
was joined in this trade nexus to the Persian Gulf,

the Hadramaut coast of the Arabian peninsula from
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Muscat to Aden, the Red Seaq, and the East African
coast stretching from Cape Guardafui in the horn
of Africa down to Sofala (in what later became
Mozambique).

Before the Portuguese eniry, signalled by Vasco
Da Gama's landfall in Malindi and then in Calicut in
1698, Gujarati merchants were more deeply
involved in the eastern Indian Ocean system,
looking mostly to the Indonesian archipelago for
long-distance trade. It was with their exclusion
from it by the Portuguese from the 16th century
(and later the Dutch and the English) that they
turned more westwards, fowards the Islamic
societies established along the Red Sea and the
Persian Gulf as offering a greater commercial

welcome.

Sltaredl aud got, o Adidaal Adtadl weArws wiidl
2atell well Gestot 2 B, adll, Bt (sudiefl) el sl
Adata et qeaot e, oflul vt 24, olgt gt gfoa 9.

The absorption of words from Farsi, Arabic and
Portuguese is not therefore solely to be seen as the
repository of a Gujarati capitulation to foreign
invaders and conquerors but owes as much to those
mahy centuries of peaceful activities of exchange
of goods and culture with many different societies.

Kiswahili offers another example of a language,
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with a foundation in Bantu languages, incorporating
Farsi, Arabic, and Portuguese borrowings, much as
Gujarati does. The new perspective also offers a
new way of looking at the history of the
settlement of South Asians, including Gujarati-
speaking Ismailis, Bohras and Mamons, on the East
African coast even before the establishment of
British dominion during the 19th century Scramble
for Africa, as well as on the much larger-scale
migration of Gujaratis and Punjabis which
accompanied the building of the railways that for
the first time opened up the hinterland to European

colonists and Tndian immigrants.

May T add a personal nrote when briefly sketching
this new historical perspective on Gujarati history
and on the Gujarati language. T was born in an
Ismaili family in Kenya, my father being a first
generation immigrant, in the employ of the great
Ismaili firm of Alidina Visram which supplied
stores for the building of the railways. He came
from a village in Amreli in Gujarat, and retained
throughout his life a great love of Gujarati language
and literature. He was chief patron of a ‘Gujarati
Schitya  Uttejak  Mandali’ with  his

encouragement I (with my elder brother) attended

and

Sanskrit classes after school to deepen our
appreciation of &Gujarafi. My own outlook was
shaped by that Gujarati culture and if I have
achieved anything in the world of scholarship, I am
infellectual

sure that it owes much to that

formation.

In recounting these personal details, I wish to
draw attention to the fact that those sharing
Gujarati culture come from both sides of the sub-
continental religious divide, and include also, of
course, the Parsis. In Kenya, T witnessed the
impact of the subcontinental divisions, which led
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ultimately to Partition, on the atmosphere of infer- A A 1ol AR Myl 2uup 20l B e udarxi
communal harmony in which I had grown up, and A%tell it entell e, 4 Qewaed wd Qe A isd)
a2tk SRA A sl ezt tirtion SR asldl B,

which the commonalty of the shared languages of ]
A 2 UMD 2o 2R oHAL 42, W5 £, e

Gujarati, Punjabi and Urdu hed done much to

Y):
sustain. I am dismayed to witness signs of a @A | 61w s qretel] AL BIoR D 7" 21of yesi,
similar  development in  this country, as ‘SSdl 7

fundamentalist extremisms from the sub-continent ol iofe, Rt

exert their influence both on the old and young, “L, <t o s
for very different reasons. That our languages and 513 ofldl o) §9R Asde QR 2darll U
the cultural heritage associated with them vistlden eflviar 33 2yiel sq). g wsu.
transcend religious divisions is something to be  UWSlYuy?
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brought us here: celebrating the formal launch of 3 o R, A8uRUL Ye eflagiiz Asaci 2o sill dat
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unite us as sharers of a common legacy rather than
to divide us. T hope that is an aim to which we can
rededicate ourselves as we acknowledge the debt

the culmination of Ratibhai's endeavours--a web-

UG, 2 G, 1A sl we oyl A eludug 204 8

based digital lexicon that will serve Gujaratis
everywhere, and aid the widespread Gujarati
Diaspora to maintain its cultural finks, even while it
reflects and tracks the changes that every living
language and cufture continually undergoes as part
of an evolving historical process,

(6 Hillersdon Avenve, EDGWARE, Middiesex HAS 75Q, UK ]
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