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COMMENT 188 – The Bridges We Have Already Built- 
European Connections with South Asia  

 

 

 

 

 

The Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) is, as per its official description, an ‘intergovernmental 

process established in 1996 to foster dialogue and cooperation between Asia and Europe’. 

Besides its political meetings – the biennial ASEM Summit, the ASEM Foreign Minister’s 

Meeting and the Senior Official’s meeting –, ASEM promotes a Cultural Festival. Last 

year, this festival had its opening concert in December, in Brussels. The speeches of 

introduction to the concert by members of Brussels-based entities echoed each other, and 

the wide consensus that the concert would be an example of the meeting between East and 

West - ‘where Europe meets Asia and Asia meets Europe’.   

Sitting in the audience, a descendent of the Indian East-African diaspora community now 

settled in Portugal, myself a meeting then, of East and West, I was left intrigued. With high 

expectations and remembering the songs sung in family gatherings of mine, alternating 

between Fado, Gujarati and Sanskrit devotional songs, and songs of the ’74 Portuguese  

Revolution by Zeca Afonso, I saw the lights in the room dim. At the centre of the stage 

stood, as the brochure read, a French singer who had been especially invited to join the 

Saiyuki trio of musicians at that occasion. The concert begun, and along with the sounds of 

the Japanese koto, Indian tabla, and electric guitar of the original trio - and invited 

musicians playing the vibraphone, bass and drums, - the centre-stage singer began to sing 

in Carnatic style, in an attempt, perhaps, to follow the way of the great singers of qawwallis, 

Nursrat and Rahat Fateh Ali Khan.  

As the undoubtedly brilliant musicians worked hard to ‘fuse’ beyond the fusion that the 

instruments in their hands and their backgrounds already were, it was suddenly confusion, 

and I struggled to find the musicality of it all. It continued for an hour, the Carnatic singing 

turning into loose syllables - the syllables seemingly running out. I buried myself in my  
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chair, searched among the people sitting nearby for a smile, an almost inaudible chuckle, 

but the audience only laughed when they were supposed to, and clapped vehemently at 

each break. Looking around, I recalled a short tale by the Danish author Hans Christian 

Andersen, ‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’. It tells the story of two tailors who promise an 

emperor a new attire, invisible to all those who are stupid or incompetent. These two tailors 

make no clothes at all, but because it is known that everyone who does not see the clothes 

is either stupid or incompetent, the king walks the streets naked and everyone applauds his 

new dress. This, until a child points and yells ‘the emperor is naked’. Was I, an East-West 

fusion myself, supposed to be as ‘odd’ as the music played?  

I recalled the photo exhibition at work portraying ‘Indian diaspora communities in Europe’: 

two girls standing alone with a downhearted expression, in school uniform, against a wall; 

two men sitting on stairs in the middle of a street playing tablas; women in saris with red 

paint on their faces. These pictures, like the ‘fusion’ music, did not represent normality to 

me. For me, as for a number of other scholars of the subject, Europe and Asia have not 

started to meet in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries but have instead met long ago. 

This meeting is deeply ingrained in the ‘normality’ of current-day Europe.  

What is important to understand, is that the history of the meeting of ‘Europe’ and ‘Asia’, 

two imagined groupings, is one that remains in part untold. The telling of the history of 

European connections with South Asia has effectively focussed mostly on the connections 

that belong to the legacy of the British Empire – especially when referring to South Asia. 

This way of remembering history, as put by the Goan-Portuguese anthropologist Jason 

Keith Fernandes, ‘wipes away the nuances born from other colonial experiences and their 

ramifications in the postcolonial world’ (Fernandes, p. 113). The history of, for example, 

the Portuguese Estado da Índia, is a history of bridges built. Bridges which later on The 

Netherlands, England and France and used, that facilitated the movement of people and 

that helped build into the community that Europe is today.  

This history is, however, not widely known. First, evidently because the impact of the 

British Empire in Indian history far exceeds the one of the Portuguese Estado da Índia. 

Secondly, because it should not be expected of Europe to address what Portuguese 

themselves, and the Portuguese school curricula almost do not themselves address. When 

they do, as pointed out by historian and writer Joana Bousa Serrano, they do so ‘at gust 

velocity’, as they have done since the 1980s. Indeed, in 1988, historian M. N. Pearson 

wrote, when researching about the Portuguese Estado da Índia¸ ‘I have become acutely 

aware of the huge gaps in our knowledge, (…) vast materials are available; so far they have 

hardly been sifted’ (p. 3). 
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These historical ‘gaps’, may it be in the history of Portuguese connections with South Asia 

or other histories, make it understandable and indeed needed that forums promote 

themselves as fostering a ‘flexible process on the basis of equal partnership, mutual respect 

and mutual benefit’, as it being a new phenomenon. In political encounters, it likely makes 

the work of the organisers and attendants of international fora who work hard to bring 

people together and find common ground, more difficult. May the mention to ASEM or the 

concert in Brussels be not understood as a criticism to their mission or existence – as a 

European citizen, I am grateful for these initiatives. It is also as a European citizen that I 

say: we have the resources to do better. It is worth considering how and what effects the 

knowledge of this history of bridges already built could have in shaping Europe’s efforts 

to draw nearer and promote connectivity with Asia. It is my understanding that we need 

not speak in syllables or ‘fuse’ – we have been speaking the same language for a long time. 

 

NOTE: The Portuguese version of this article was published on 30 May 2020 in the online 

newspaper Observador https://observador.pt/opiniao/as-pontes-que-ja-construimos-

conexoes-europeias-com-a-asia/  
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