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Media Looking Beyond Crisis?

The Urdu/Pakistani Press in New York after 9/11

REHAN ANSARI

predate the 11th of September 2001. We also know that the crisis continues well

after the 11th of September 2001 in Afghanistan, in Irag and in Pakistan. There has
been some amount of discussion in all sorts of media in the US about the background, as
well as the fallout, of 9/11 not only in New York, Washington and London, but all across the
world, especially in terms of what is called the ‘War Against Terror'. But one of the things
that has remained outside the purview of the mainstream US media is the accumulating
sense of unease and crisis within New York City, in areas like Brooklyn and Queens, where
Pakistani immigrants, be they on Atlantic Avenue or in Jackson Heights, see themselves
located squarely at the frontline of the skirmishes that mark the everyday domestic reality
of what is called the ‘War against Terror'.

Mainstream media in the US, be they the television networks — NBC, ABC, CBS, FOX,
CNN - or the major newspapers, ignore the persistent assaults on the civil liberties of
Pakistani immigrants in America, especially in New York. The New York Times, to be fair,
does carry the odd report, but it does so in a way that reminds me of the way the Karachi
Police (whom | often saw in action as | was growing up in Pakistan) would show up at the
scene of a crime always late enough to ensure that nothing could be done, so much so that
you got accustomed to presuming their complicity in the incidents that they were supposed
to redress.

We know well by now that the origins of the crisis that we are familiar with as ‘9/11’
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Since 9/11 | have been following and translating stories from seven weekly Urdu
publications in New York for “Voices That Must Be Heard”, a weekly news service that puts
out news compilations drawn from alternative news sources. There are almost 300
publications in New York City, including various kinds of papers and broadsheets put out by
a diverse array of small, neighbourhood, ethnic, community and the independent presses.
“Voices”, a project of the Independent Press Association, chooses stories from precisely
such non-corporate sources. The stories that | followed and translated were of FBI/INS raids
on the homes, places of work, shops, offices and businesses of Pakistani immigrants, of
detentions and deportations, and of the effect of the Special Registration Law and the
Patriot Act on the Pakistani community in the city.

It would be accurate to say that prior to 9/11, the Pakistani Press in New
York, which has names like Pakistan Post, Pakistan News, New York Awam (New
York Masses) and Sada-e-Pakistan (Voice of Pakistan) (all Urdu) and the Muslims
Weekly (English) are generally owned by men who have other businesses which tend
to be tax consultancies, real-estate brokerage and travel agencies. The papers
primarily serve as public relations fronts for these gentlemen who also position
themselves as ‘community leaders’. They carry reports of community events, social
functions, festivals and entertainment galas. In the months that followed 9/11, however,
it was this incredibly small, and often small-minded, press in New York that found
itself at the forefront of having to report and highlight many issues of public interest,
such as growing attacks on civil liberties, racial profiling, post war reconstruction,
the effect of the crisis on the deeply interdependent nature of the world economy,
capital and labour flows, migration and perceptions of ‘America’ both in this country and
in others.

Whereas these papers had previously carried op-eds almost exclusively about poli-
tics in Pakistan,! after September 11th, one saw a surge in local reporting reflecting on
FBI/INS raids, the rights of detainees (both legal and illegal), the effect of the ‘War
against terror’, the local economy of Coney Island, and a new interest in the cause of
civil liberties activists who were from outside the community. There was also a very vital
level of op-ed writing on American foreign policy and the globalization of the post 9/11
conflict.

The Pakistani press in New York became a crucial smoke detector for something
burning in US society. Topics that are currently haunting discussions in the mainstream
media, ranging from the US administration’s assault on civil liberties to the subject
of reconstruction in Iraq, first became visible in the Urdu press. It was there that |
first read a columnist wondering why the detainees in Guantanamo Bay didn’t have rights
that are available to anyone else in the territorial United States, which is essentially
the question before the US Supreme Court today. Again it was in the New York
Pakistani press that a writer asked a question concerning Afghanistan: “So, when will
reconstruction end?”

| would like to give a more detailed sense of the news that the papers carried.
Below is a selection of headlines and copy that | translated from the New York Urdu
papers post 9/11.2
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Authorities express srprise a the nunbers
of Rkistanis caling the INS on each ather
M R Ferrukn, Pekisten Rst, 7 Axil 2002

Ared Iniaz is one of those hundreds of thou-
sas of peope wo cone to the Uited Saes
dreaning about a happy and prosperaws life. Before
Septener 11th irrespedtive d his led staws, e
ves spedngaquie lifeeanngan hoourddeliv-
ing fa hs hasedd

Two nonths after Septenber 11th, he ves picked
up fromhi s hone in NewJersey. Hs goartnent vas
reided by the FB, the INSad a squed o Secid
Foroes. A aaud 230 am hiswfe three kids ad
hinsel f were anakened by a continuous ring ng of
the coobd|. Wen he gat out and sawthe of fiads
he panicked. H had previously never encount ered
apdiced fior & Hsdor. Thesigt o the o ficas
o three agencies bd ongng to the nost poverfu
coutry in the varld on his doorstep copletdy
urerved hhm The o ficers took hhmto hi s bedroom
and searched his hone for two hours. He swore
uwon his inocence, pleaded wth them They
arested hm

Like hudreds of those arested Imiaz ves
foud to have mo lirks wth the arocity of
Septener 11th Feed o terrari smcher ges he vas
trasferred fronFB detetion to the INS catre
There are peode in the INS cetre dgtained for
seven nonths now, wthout cher ges, becase the
lawd o thet. Inbiaz foud hingel f cher ged under
inmgration law Heves fardtobeinvidaion o
a dgortaion ader fromfive years ap.

Imiaz is nowfacing degportation H hes oy a
fewnare days in this couty.

He hes recently foud out vy he vas arrested. A
fewyears ago an ar gunert wth afriend over atriv-
ia natter becane an open sore betveen them They
stopped taking ad Inhiaz for gat about the natter
om tine Taking advantage of the post - Sept enber
11 anasprere, the farner friedtddthe athorities
thet Imiaz ves epoed in stspdos ativities.
The atharities vere on a ver footing and acted so.

Wo can the coomunity of Pakistanis |iving
illedly inthe Uited Saes tun to?
MR Farrukh, Pakisten Rost, 1 My 2002

The Wite Huse the Gngess, and the arny estab-
lisnert inRkistan are d| prgecting thasd ves as
figtingthe just var ageimst terrarism Mendile it
isthe Rkistani comonity inthe Uited Saes thet
is feding persecuted, vai od ess and abendoned

Afevdays ap a& arad o a Rkistan famly
living in Qeers, agerts eqdaned thet the head o
the househd d s nane vas sonewet simlar to the
rene o aswgpedtedteraist! A of ficer presat dr -
ing the rad tdd the famly thet the athoities hed
emyrigt toprseay ledinthefigt agarst te -
raism

Protest against detentions by New Yak Tad
Workers Aliance, Grey Island Avenue
P gect, ad 50 variaus organi zati ons

Mohsi n Zaheer , Sada-e-Raki stan, NY, 19 Jure 202

The pratest took place on June 15th on Gney sl ad
Avente, in Boodyn, wvhere high cocertrations of
pded Rkigal aignlive The crond vas lar g2
ad dvese excgt tha few Pdstans ateded
There wvere a nest tw dozen Pkistanis.
Spokespeopl e fromthe Brooklyn Ml a Gonmittee,
Pak- Anerican Mrchant s Associ ation and Mkki
Misque vere anong those who refused to attend the
narch, saying that pratests in ther om ne ghbour -
hood bring gregter risks o d sori mreti on

The victing of the VWr an Taroism ae
Pakistanis living here, as the crackdomn
against illegal inmgrants continues

Paki stan Rost , 2 Jddy 202

Awrican o fidds ae cotining thar capaon
apst Shesad Rk stais, dtizas o an impotat
Awrican dly inthe Ver @ Terraism. Mre then
1,70 Rid stan s have been dgtared in this coutry an
inmngrati on cher ges; nary have been deported
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The FB and INS are focusing on Brookl yn, were
Plistanis live ad thar husinesses ae besed
Athxities are knocking on Rld stan's doors lae a&
ngt, qestioingthe residets, serching thar hou-
ses and arresting those they find to be undocunert ed
inngats. Sne repot that o fidds ae sdamg
even legd docunents of peod e they question

The specid reationship between Anerica and
Paki stan
Ifti Neim News Pakistan, 25 Sgptenber 2002

(Ifti Nsimis ave|-knom hunarist, Udu poet ad
liteay aitic)

Inaoe o ha poas, SiviaRahtdks o afox
thet ves traged in a Hak shoe far thirty years,
poor ad wWite, bardy dring to bresthe. Thet fodt
is Rkistan wich hes suf faed fa thirty yeas in
the Hack shoe of Anmerican-sponsored nilitary
daaadips.

ARkistan wites froman Awrican jail
AzeemM Man, Pekistan Rost, 9 @tcher 2002

Afriedd theedtasd Pakistan RPost recdvedald -
ter fromZiair Hefi, which hes been forvarded to
ne ad | aninduwing in this cdum Zbar s
adfress is the Bodd yn Detetion Grter. Hs priso-
ner runber is 67898063, Theldte bersan Aug. 15

postnark, neening the letter hes taken dnast tvo
nothstoget tone Let us hopethet Zbar is sde
adther rdessad inthe Uited Saes o dgorted to
R stan

FewPekistanis rejster onfirst day
Nevs Paki stan, 22 Janery 2008

Onthefirst tvo days o reg stration, fewRkistan s
have shoved yo forty onthe first day in New Yak
(27 inthefirst tvo days); in Qicago, 70 gopeared
mthefirs dy.

A estinated 600,000 Ristans live in the
Uited Sates, 200,000 in New Yak Sae dae
Mst are undocunented, have inconplete led
staws, a ae uder de pooess. If the regstraion
requirenarts ae efacedtothe lete, anetinated
400,000 wll be farced to leave the courtry.

Farevell Uited Saes, dl hope is wth
Canada?
Pervai z Ranay, Sada-e-Paki stan, NY, 12 February 2008

Rlistans fleeang the Wited Saes ino Greda a
the bordr & Negaa Rlls ae findmg refue a
Viva Locasa, a church wthin Bteritay, jut 15
nmnutes drive fronthe Gred an border. Mst o
the refugess ae in teride nesd since they | €t
everything behind inther penicked fligt.

Immediately following 9/11, the Urdu/Pakistani press in New York rose to the occa-
sion. But where is the press now? How is it doing? Are they still sniffing in the wind for what
has not yet apparent to anyone else? Or are these small community papers only good at
the rapid, almost realtime dissemination of what a crisis feels like ‘from the inside’ only
when the crisis is upon their heads? Further, have the intellectual and cultural horizons of
the world that these papers present to their readers undergone any transformations?

In terms of cultural reporting, before 9/11 there would be no writing in the op-ed pages
of almost all the Urdu press that challenged mainstream, middle-class Pakistani Punjabi
social mores. There was very little that one could see reflected about the transformations
in a new immigrant community, or the awareness of a new generation of immigrants, or of
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second-generation Pakistani-Americans and their attitudes, and almost no new voices in
the op-ed pages. In fact, more than one paper carried the prolific writings of a dead
columnist. Maulana Maudoodi, a conservative intellectual and essayist and founder of
the Jamaat-e-Islami in Pakistan, who in his lifetime wrote about everything under the sun —
on marriage, death, cinema, literature, the economy, the upbringing of children, living in
the west as a minority, and in the east as a majority, the separation of church and state —
but who was, nonetheless, dead, was published with monotonous regularity in several
of these papers.

However, it needs to be pointed out that at least two papers — The Pakistan News
(Urdu) and the Muslims Weekly (English) — are positioning themselves editorially, each in
different but interesting ways, to the challenges of being interlocutors in post-9/11 New
York. | believe the creation and growth of these publications reflects the ways that 9/11 has
forced members of the Pakistani-American community to redefine what it means to be
Pakistani-American, as well as what it means to be a Muslim-American. The fact that the
Muslims Weekly is an English language publication indicates an intention to move beyond
the confines of a specifically Pakistani identity. It has an Israeli peace activist writing for it,
which means that it is positioning itself in a different kind of role from what one is accus-
tomed to seeing within the Muslim community in the United States. Its circulation jumped
from 5000 pre-9/11 to 25000. Of its five paid staff, three are non-Muslim.

The Pakistan News, meanwhile, makes the effort of translating articles from the libe-
ral English press in the United States into Urdu. Moreover, it is the first Urdu paper to give
prominent column space to women (and not just in the ‘Women’s Pages’), to regularly pub-
lish an openly gay Urdu poet based in Chicago, and to foreground a generally liberal and
progressive political/cultural agenda.

Barring exceptions like The Pakistan News (Urdu) and the Muslims Weekly (English)
most Urdu/Pakistani publications in New York have not really evolved beyond the immediate
need of reporting what affects the Pakistani community on a day-to-day level. Further, they
are in a sense undergoing their own peculiar crisis of ‘over-stimulation and under-statement’,
of exaggeration and exhaustion, and certainly of (self) censorship. They are not reporting
on the alliances that are forming between activist and immigrant communities. The work of
the New York Immigration Coalition, Asian American Legal Defense Fund, and the American
Civil Liberties Union remains un-commented on, and un-analyzed. If at all it is reported, it is
done so in the blandest way, by reproducing information from a press release. Nor is there
any attempt to flesh out the personalities in these organizations and the issues that they
concern themselves with. There was no analysis of the coalitions that made possible the
Immigrant Workers Freedom Ride? in October 2003.

The Urdu/Pakistani press in New York did ask key questions, but it has not been able
to follow through on answering those questions. Severe resource constraints, which ensure
that a journalist who writes for these publications never has the luxury to research and
follow a story in order to write a well-rounded feature, or even keep to one beat, are
certainly responsible for this state of affairs. But given that the reality that the readers of
these papers face is a complex and challenging one, one hopes that at least some of the
publications will find the wherewithal to evolve beyond their current limitations
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This essay is based on a presentation given at the Sixth Sustainable Development Conference (11th to
13th December, 2003) organized by SDPI, Islamabad.

All translations from Urdu by the author.

NOTES

1. Mostly about the pros and cons of the Musharraf regime in Pakistan and the pronouncements from exile
of the two civilian ex-Prime ministers — Nawaz Sharif and Benazir Bhutto.

2. For more information, and the full text of these articles see the archive of “Voices That Must Be Heard”
(Voices), the weekly web-digest of the Independent Press Association, New York, at
http://www.indypressny.org

3. The Immigrant Workers Freedom Ride (a campaign to endorse and support the civil liberties of all

immigrant workers in the United States) ended with a huge day-long celebration of America’s Immigrants
in New York’s Flushing Meadows Park on October 2003. More than 125,00 labour activists and commu-
nity supporters joined the nearly 1,000 immigrant workers who had travelled all over the US in an unprece-
dented effort to put immigration issues squarely on the national political agenda for 2004 and mobilize
USA-wide support for changes in immigration policies. For more information, see http://www.ifwr.org



