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Some activists feel that it 1s only now
that the second generation is starting to
mature that South Asians can “‘get it to-
gether” in a progressive political com-
munity. “Political identity will come as a
result of strengthening group identity
among South Asians as the cultural re-
gionalisms of our parents blur on some
points and reverberate positively on oth-
ers,” said U.C. Berkeley undergraduate
Rukimini Timmaragu.

Others believe that a South Asian
identity will be forced on people as the
community gets larger and more visible,
and runs head-on into white perceptions of
people of color. “Since the racist culture
views you as a monolithic group,” argues
ProfessorInderpal Grewal of the Women's
Studies Department at San Francisco State
University, “it doesn’t make sense to fight
discrimination as an Indian when a
Bangladeshiisalso fighting the same fight.
If you can extrapolate that to thinking of
yourself as a person of color, then you
yourself are better able to escape divide
and conquer tactics.” Really strong and
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fruitful alliances can be built with other

communities when a strong South Asian
identity develops, she said.

Many South Asians say they get mixed
signals from American society, which
sometimes treats them as a “model mi-
nority” and other times reacts in more
blatantly racist ways. “When I'm walking
around with other people of color,” says
Manu Baines, who grew up in Manhattan,
“I get treated like I’'m a minority, out to
cause trouble or steal something. If I'm
walking around with my white friends,
people think I’'m a doctor’s son.”

Another progressive impetus in the
community 18, wronically, from younger
people who are immigrating inrecent years
from South Asia. “I find that the people
my age who grew up in India or Bangladesh
are more hip and more progressive than
the ones who grew up here,” commented
Gawande. “They know they are from the
Third World, come to visit the oppressor
country.”

Progressive South Asians contacted for
this article expressed a hope that politi-
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cized second-generation South Asians
could link up with struggles for equality
and justice in newer, more working-class
South Asian communities. “Many people
incorporate the racism they themselves are
subject to and distrust other members of
communities of color,” points out activist
and folklorist Ved Vatuk. “But since they
are more overtly victimized by racism,
you'll find more democrats among the
poor, and thus more willingness to join
progressive coalitions.”

However, organized movements of
working-class or low-income South Asians
have yet to make themselves visible. In
part this might be due to the fact that
working-class South Asians don’t find
themselves 1n sufficient numbers to make
these kinds of community organizations
visible or viable. Amrnk Singh, a clerk at
Lucky’s Supermarket in Lafayette, Cali-
fornia and a member of the Food Employ-
ees Union Local 7179, believes that it 1s
better for people to work in organizations
like unions because then organizing can

continued on page 22

Reforming the Schools
Community Control or Corporate Con Game?

By JoHN ANNER

o an outsider, it looks like any urban elementary school
in an American big city. The asphalt school yard i1s
surrounded by a chain-link fence separating
classrooms from an impov- o
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crowded, and basic teaching materials that wealthy suburban
schools take for granted are in short supply.

The students are almost 100 percent children of color. Re-
flecting demographic changes common to many cities, ten years
ago the student body was 90 percent African-American, but to-
day about half the students are Latino, 35 percent are African-
American and the rest are Asian, Arab and Native American.
Many come to school speaking only their native language.

But inside the Melrose Elementary School in East Oakland,
there is a palpable sense that education is different here than 1n
most inner-city schools. “This school never closes,” says first-
grade teacher Moira Contreras. “There 1s always somebody here
late, working on one program or another or meeting with par-
ents.” Absenteeism has dropped dramatically, bilingual educa-
tion is the norm rather than the exception and a multi-cultural
curriculum 1s standard fare. Parents are much more involved in
the school than used to be the case.

But perhaps the biggest change 1s the way the school 1s run.
Melrose Elementary is governed by a “management team’™ made
up of teachers, parents and school administrators that has the
power to set educational policy, determine rules and regulations
and decide on the budget for the institution. “About four years
ago,” Contreras explained in an interview, “the staff looked
around at what we were doing and saw that it had to change. We
needed to develop a new model for teaching kids, and to do that

continued on page 18
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