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    This book is for Assam, our home.

  


  
    
Introduction


    This anthology of translated poems and songs comes from the ‘Miyah’ community of the Northeast Indian state of Assam. Except for Hafiz Ahmed’s ‘Write Down “I am Miyah”’, all of the poems were originally written in Assamese or the local dialects spoken by the community. This story of this community is tied to the history of modern India. Present-day Assam shares an international border with Bangladesh. Historically, Assam has seen multiple waves of migration. However, during the rule of the British Raj in the nineteenth century, the government facilitated the migration of a large agricultural labour community, predominantly Muslim, into Assam from areas which now fall in Bangladesh. This class of labourers were the ancestors of the ‘Miyahs’.


    They settled mostly in the low-lying riverine areas, demarcated by the administration as ‘wastelands’, and grew rice and jute. Both these crops feature heavily in this anthology. The areas they settled in, chars and chaporis, unstable islands and riverbanks of the Brahmaputra River, were always at the mercy of floods and erosion – the twin natural disasters that visit Assam every year. However, the terrain was not unknown to them because the areas they migrated from were the same. Over time their population grew but a major chunk of it continued living in the char-chaporis, facing the same ravages of nature their ancestors had faced. This is why the themes of the folk river-songs in this anthology carry over so easily to the poems. One of the terms the community still uses to identify itself is ‘char-chapori people’, a people defined by their immediate geography. In this anthology the islands and riverbanks keep reappearing, both as background and metaphor. And like poetry and songs from most working-class communities, the poems in this anthology glamourise labour, particularly tough physical labour which can bend the world and nature to its will.


    The word ‘Miyah’ itself is derogatory street slang with implications of barbarism and otherness. Originally a respectful term of address, no one knows when it began to be used in a negative sense for the ‘char-chapori people’ in Assam. In April 2016, the poet Hafiz Ahmed wrote the poem ‘Write Down “I am Miyah”’ modelled on Mahmoud Darwish’s ‘Identity Card’. The poem highlighted the problem with the term ‘Miyah’ while at the same time reclaiming it. This was not the first time a ‘Miyah’ poet declared themselves Miyah but it made other poets from the community respond to this poem through their own poems. Some of the responses are included in this anthology. A journalist called this collection of responses ‘Miyah poetry’ and that’s where the term had its genesis. A corpus of rich ‘char-chapori poetry’ existed in Assam three decades before ‘Miyah poetry’ started and continues to grow to this day but most of these poets didn’t identify as ‘Miyah poets’.


    Miyah poetry started as political poetry, responding to the then current issues of the National Register of Citizens or NRC which was being updated only for the residents of Assam and the Foreigners’ Tribunals. The former was an exercise to identify illegal immigrants resident in Assam. The latter was a quasi-judicial body that has the power to identify ‘foreigners’ or illegal immigrants. ‘Declared foreigners’ could be sent to detention centres. Initially many of the poets challenged the heavy-handedness of these processes. The NRC was updated and a final draft was published in 2019 but it was not enacted.


    ‘Miyah poetry’ today can still be political though the immediate context in which it began is gone. However, there is much more to the poems by these poets. Hafiz Ahmed’s ‘Babajaan’ is a history of the community through multiple generations. Kazi Neel’s poems recreate the horror of the 1990s in Assam with literally chilling images. There’s a feeling of loss, loneliness and fear in his poems which is shared by Ashraful Islam, Shajahan Ali Ahmed and Abdul Kalam Azad. Abdur Rahim, Siraj Khan, Johirul Islam and Rafiqul Islam all write with passion but their hard-hitting poems are filled with deep yearning. Someone has described Miyah poetry as ‘yearning to belong’ and I think it's quite true. Mohin Khan and Rehna Sultana’s poems are deep and moving, so much so that I had a difficult task translating them because of how personal and sensitive they were. The poems in this collection are ordered in the manner in which I translated them. The newest poems, written by Ameena Ahmed and Begum Asma Khatun are an indication of the new direction Miyah poetry has taken. Miyah poetry is moving from the particular into the wholeness of experience.


    Shalim M. Hussain, curator and translator

  


  
    
Write Down ‘I Am a Miyah’


    Hafiz Ahmed


    
      Write

    


    
      Write Down


      I am a Miyah


      My serial number in the NRC is 200543.


      I have two children.


      Another is coming next summer.

    


    
      Will you hate him as you hate me?

    


    
      Write


      I am a Miyah

    


    
      I turn waste, marshy lands


      to green paddy fields


      to feed you.

    


    
      I carry bricks


      to build your buildings.

    


    
      Drive your car


      for your comfort.

    


    
      Clean your drain


      to keep you healthy.

    


    
      I have always been in your service
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