Address by H.E. Ms. Bhaswati Mukherjee, Ambassador of India at Launch of the Book-

“Netherlands-India Association at 60: A Diamond Jubilee Commemorative Volume” 

at Dr. Anton Phillipzaal, The Hague on 8 Dec 2011 

Mr. Badri Madan, President, Netherlands-India Association (NIA), 

Mr. Dev Gurnani, Secretary, NIA,

Board Members, and Friends,


May I thank the Netherlands-India Association for inviting me to the launch of its Diamond Jubilee Commemorative Volume. This event marks the culmination of the year-long celebrations.  NIA has a proud legacy.  It can rightly claim to have played an important role in contributing to the cultural traditions of both countries in a mutually harmonious and beneficial manner.

2.
The message from the Hon’ble Minister of Overseas Indian Affairs and Civil Aviation, Shri Vayalar Ravi, notes that the NIA is to be congratulated for its six decade long sustained contribution to promoting friendly relations between the people of India and the Netherlands.  In my own foreword, I had noted that this important publication would lead to a better understanding of the rich, vibrant and multi-cultural entity that represents India.  That is indeed the case.  The Commemorative Volume is a chronicle of the life and times of the Association as it is of the Indian Community and the Diaspora. It encapsulates the trials and tribulations through which the NIA has passed through since its inception in 1951.  It is extremely well concieved, tightly compiled and eminently readable. The Volume has a rich collection of rare photographs and write-ups with nostalgic memories, interspersed with incisive and informed articles highlighting the very essence of Indian Culture, Indology and the rich mosaic of Indian Music, Dance, Cuisine and Languages.  

3.
The famous American poet of the 19th century, James Russell Lowell, had said, “Books are the bees which carry the quickening pollen from one to another mind.”  This publication, in Lowell’s words, carries that pollen from Netherlands to India and back.

4.
An array of distinguished writers and people who were privileged to be associated with NIA’s historic journey of the past six decades have provided interesting insights and written about their personal experiences in their articles. These are thoughtful, insightful essays - easy in prose and style. This Commemorative Volume stands testimony to the proud achievements and contribution of the Indian Diaspora in the Netherlands. May I congratulate the Editorial Board for presenting this extremely readable compilation.
5.
The Volume touches on the changing scene of Indo-Dutch relations as seen from the perspective of the Indian community and Indian expats in Netherlands.  This is indeed a fascinating glimpse into history in the making.  My good friend, Ambassador Bob Hiensch, Netherlands’ current Ambassador to India, rightly notes that “Netherlands and India can easily be defined as a melting pot in which national identities, religions and cultures easily co-exist”. I could not agree with him more.  As we are gathered here today, Mayor of the Hague is in Delhi meeting important Cabinet Ministers as well as Dr. Karan Singh, the President of the Indian Council of Cultural Relations and working on ways to bring Netherlands and India even closer, especially in the context of the city of The Hague. 
6.
Another dear friend, former Ambassador Eric Niehe, with his rich knowledge of overseeing diplomatic relations between the two countries from 2003-2007, succinctly defines contemporary India in his article by the four D’s – that is – Democracy, Demography, Diversity and Dynamism.  He rightly points out that there is growing awareness in Netherlands of what India is all about and that India deserves all the attention that it can get.
7.
Dr. Gowricharn has provided an interesting study into the changing culture of Surinami Hindustani in Netherlands. In his article, he takes the reader through the journey of assimilation, ethnification and change that successive generations of Surinami Hindustani have traversed since migrating from India in the 19th Century. The Indian Diaspora has to be commended for its smooth and silent integration into Dutch society, its acceptance of core Dutch values and social norms, while maintaining its own distinct Indian culture, traditions and values. The Netherlands’ Indian community has established itself as a culturally vibrant group.  It has grown into an integral part of Dutch society.  Surinami Hindustanis have not just integrated into Dutch society, but have actually become a part of Dutch identity.

8.
I recently had the privilege of meeting Prof. Kolff, one of the oldest Indologists in the Netherlands.  In his article, he has noted that Sanskrit was taught in the Netherlands even in 1865.  He traces the contribution of the Univesity of Leiden in establishing Indian Studies with added focus on Indian culture over the years.  Similarly, it traces the origin of classical studies, including in Sanskrit, in Amsterdam, Groningen and Utrecht.  Unfortunately, these departments have either merged or shut down.  Leiden is now the only University where a full programme of classical Indian studies is offered to students.  It underlines the importance of continuing to bring Chairs of Indian Studies to Netherlands.  Government of India has just done so by establishing a Chair of Contemporary Indian Studies in Leiden.  Dr. Ronki Ram is the first such occupant of the Chair.  
9.
Dr. Marianne Oort, another great friend of India, has in her short article outlined the inception of Sanskrit Studies in Netherlands while charting the history of the Kern Institute at Leiden University since its establishment in 1924. 

10.
Recepient of the Pravasi Bharatiya Samman for 2011, Wahid Saleh’s article takes us through the historical journey of Dutch relations with India, the formation of the Netherlands-India Association, followed by the  birth of the informative publication – “Indiawijzer”. 

11.
These are just a few of the examples that I have been able to take from the publication and I would stop here because of shortage of time.

12.
The success of the Indian Diaspora in various fields can be attributed to their great talent and hard work. Their contribution to the economic development of their country of adoption is well recognized and appreciated by the Government and People of the Netherlands.  It is indeed a matter of pride and joy for us that two eminent members from the Community have been awarded the Pravasi Bharatiya Samman by the Government of India in recognition of their contribution.

13.
I would like to quote from another article by Prof. Kolff where he had asked this question and I quote, “Why is it India, and not another place on the face of the earth, that should claim so much of the curiosity of the Dutch?”  He went on to note that in many ways, “India represents Europe’s most fascinating “Other.”  On the other hand, Europe’s curiosity with India has also been adequately reciprocated.”  This publication also provides a response to Prof. Kolff’s question.
14.
The British historian and politician James Bryce had once said that - “The worth of a book is to be measured by what you can carry away from it”.  In my view, I now have a much better understanding and insight on the thinking on all these issues from the perspective of the Indian Diaspora.
15.
It is an honour to officially launch this Commemorative Volume here today. 

Thank you,

Jai Hind.

* * * *
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