Opening Remarks at the Miss India Holland Pageant 
Sunday, 5th December 2010

Dear Friends,

1. It is with great pleasure that I accepted the kind offer to be a Special Guest at the Miss India Holland Pageant.  This is an unique event which is not only a beauty pageant but a pageant in which Indian ladies present their culture.  It is symbolic of how Indian culture is represented here in the Netherlands.  The lucky winner will participate in the Miss India world wide Pageant to be held in Dubai, UAE, next year.
2. It would therefore be appropriate to recall the place of women in our history and civilizations going back to Millenia.  Women have a unique place in Indian culture including the inter-linkage with nature.  It is for this reason that we say Mother Earth, Mother India, Maa Ganga etc.  Indian culture has been sustained for more than 5000 years primarily because of the role of women.  All of you are familiar with the role of women in Indian mythology but perhaps it is important to recall that even in the last century Margaret Noble became Sister Nivedita and disseminated the word of Vivekananda while the Mother was a spokesperson for Aurovindo.  The Indian woman has traditionally been equated with “Shakti” – “Power” derived from the Sanskrit word of “Power” or “Energy”.  Shakti represents creation, fire, the brilliance of the Sun and the very life force of all living beings.  She also represents intelligence (Buddhi), compassion (Daya) and divine love (Bhakti) among her many functions.  The women we see here today symbolize the Indian women in all these different manifestation.  Feminism came to India thousands of years ago.  Indeed, part of the Rig Veda (2250-1500 B.C.) is known as “Devi Sukta” and symbolizes recognition of Shakti as a cosmic principle.  Throughout history, the Indian woman played this twin role of beauty and compassion on one hand and intelligence on the other.  This is what makes the Indian women unique!
3. Today is an opportune occasion to recall the role of the Indian women in our Independence Movement.  The Founder of the Indian Nation, Mahatma Gandhi, so much revered here brought in women into the Freedom Struggle to participate as equal partners with men in the struggle for freedom, human rights and democracy.  It is therefore no coincidence that some great Indian women have left their imprint on India’s Freedom Struggle.  Today, women play a larger than life role in Indian politics, Indian economy and in India’s national landscape.  This is due to the policies enacted by the Founders of India’s nation state and its constitution, for the empowerment of women.  The principle of gender equality is enshrined in the Indian Constitution which also empowers the Indian State to adopt measures of positive discrimination in favour of women.  Let me underline here the primary role of education for the social empowerment of women.  This is widely recognised in last week’s Financial Times which noted that India was the only country where CEOs of major banks including foreign banks are women.  Even in the West, women have not been able to break into the cosy male-dominated banking sector!
4. Here in the Netherlands we are indeed fortunate that there is a great tradition of respect for women and recognition of her rightful role both in the family and society and at the workplace.  This commonality between Indian and Dutch cultures with regard to the attitude towards women adds strength and nurtures the fusion between our two cultures.
5.
In a beauty and talent Pageant, it is important to recall what beauty means and what beauty implies.  Khalil Gibran, the famous Lebanese Poet of the late 19th century said of Beauty and I quote:

“Beauty is not the image you would see, nor the song that you would hear.

Beauty is an image you see though you close your eyes and a song you hear when you shut your ears.

Beauty is life when life unveils her holy face.

But you are life and you are the veil.

Beauty is eternity gazing at itself in a mirror.

But you are eternity and you are the mirror.”

Thank you,
* * * *
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