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Europe and India – a reciprocal way? 

 

I remember walking out of my first encounter with a visa officer at the German 

Consulate in Chennai, shaken and close to tears. Having waited a fortnight for the 

appointment and acted entirely within the guidelines stated on both the German and 

Royal Danish Embassy websites, I am not prepared for this. For the rude visa officer 

who doesn‟t so much as look at me before sliding my carefully arranged application 

papers back through the polished glass window that separates our worlds, with a 

dismissive “you can submit these but I‟m warning you we will reject them.” Nor for 

the auto-rickshaw driver outside, who tries to take me for a figurative ride, when all I 

need is the transparent anonymity of a bus that will not fleece me but simply let me 

be. It seems the cruellest of ironies that transportation has anything to do with my 

feelings at that point, stuck in the chaotic traffic of Chennai, where I have spent years 

understanding and admiring the transportation system in Copenhagen, a city that now 

feels almost beyond grasp. 

 

This hardly turns out to be the end of my travails, however. I learn from „Travels with 

Herodotus‟, the final book of Ryszard Kapuściński, that famous Polish journalist 

loved equally by his adoptive Italy, that „travel‟ is derived from the same root as 

„travail‟, due to the hardship associated with it in the old days. Clearly I have not 

broken through to the post-modern era with regard to visas. I contact the Royal 

Danish Embassy in New Delhi, asking them why the German Consulate would refuse 

me when they claim to process Schengen visa applications for Denmark, and they are 

equally flummoxed. I get a polite, apologetic reply, and they request me to bring my 

papers to the Royal Danish Consulate in Chennai the next day. I sit across the table 

from a man with a knowing air about him who doesn‟t seem to give an inch, but at 

times fails to hide a smile that plays naturally on his lips. He grills me about why I 

want a short-term visa, how I know my girlfriend, even whether her apartment in 

Copenhagen is large enough for both of us! Then he takes my papers, waving me out 

with the advice to be patient. 

 

You see, as a young Indian male student, without a hefty salary or rich employer to 

back me up, I am suspect. The Danes have had too many Indian men dupe their 

immigration authorities with talk of girlfriends, only to seek permanent residence in 

the welfare state. Hence India figures on the Asylum country list of the Danish 

Immigration Service, and the good folks there want to put me through the scanner 

before they can be bothered to allow me six weeks with my girlfriend this summer in 

her city. In fact, they take two months before deciding I am not undesirable after all, 

and I finally arrive in Copenhagen on „Sankt Hans Eve‟ – that is to say, midsummer. 

Sitting by the dock, holding her hand and sipping wine, with friends around us 

singing traditional songs while the annual witch-burning ritual symbolizes the Danish 

past, even as the bonfire crackles and a jazz band plays on, I am happy but at the same 

time struck by the contrast of our worlds. Copenhagen seems like a toy city to me – 

and I mean that in the best possible manner – but its lovely old houses, cycle lanes 
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and city squares are at utter odds with the Indian cities I know, with their bustling 

throngs, honking cars and intense street life. 

 

A year has passed since, and the European Union now requires its member states to 

process visa applications much quicker, without allowing immigration services the 

luxury of asking for bank guarantees. Thanks to a resolution brought into force by the 

European Parliament on 1
st
 January 2011, I get a call from the VFS Global office (that 

now processes Schengen visas for Denmark in Chennai) on April Fools‟ Day. I 

almost cannot believe it – within a week of having applied! My girlfriend refuses to 

treat it as anything but a joke until I show her the shiny visa stamped into my 

passport. Come summer, we will be together in „Wonderful Copenhagen‟. Except 

that, unlike last year‟s trip to Gothenburg in Sweden to present a paper at the World 

Congress of Sociology, this time we are going to her summer house in the French 

Pyrenees. I muse to myself that any mountain range that doesn‟t reach 3,500 metres 

will be hard-put to match the breathtaking Himalayas, where even an amateur trekker 

like me ascended 5,000 metres at age 18, before entering university. Then I see photos 

of the quaint town called Ax-les-Thermes where we intend to stay, with its hot springs 

and gorgeous surroundings, and decide it might be an even contest after all! 

 

- 

 

Eric Weiner, in „The Geography of Bliss‟, posits in a chapter on India that „happiness 

is a contradiction‟. Having described the contradictions of my first brush with Europe, 

it is fitting to come to the antithetical crux of the matter at hand – a reciprocal way? 

My answer, without hesitation but with qualification, is resoundingly affirmative. 

Europe and India represent such incredible, mutually enriching contexts, that their 

engagement, be it cultural, economic or political, is highly positive. Moreover, with 

the global significance of each, it is inevitable. My university‟s strong ties with 

Germany are a classic example, and one I have been benefitted by enormously, 

personally and professionally. Interactions with exchange students as peers and 

visiting faculty from all over Germany, as well as Switzerland, France and Spain, 

opened up new windows and redefined horizons for me on commencing university. 

Some of these have developed into strong friendships over the years, and brought 

alive the diverse flavours of Europe, making its historically-grounded, multiple 

cultures real to me much before I first visited. Why, then, do I add a qualification? 

 

It is because despite our commonness in values such as diversity, secularism, open-

minded acceptance of differences within commonalities, innovation within tradition, 

and excellence combined with cooperation, Europe and India have not quite found the 

reciprocal way yet. As a student it is only fair to speak on the basis of my own, direct 

experience, rather than in a second-hand manner. What I see is great scope for growth 

and learning, for self-critical insight through the eyes of the other. Something in the 

tradition Euripides hints at in „Medea‟, saying – “You have navigated with raging 

soul far from the paternal home, passing beyond the sea‟s double rocks, and you now 
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inhabit a foreign land.” Yet the transition of the observer to the observed is not 

complete when it comes to Europe and India, and my argument here is that this is so 

because the conditions at present do not allow for it. 

 

Take the instance of exchange students mentioned above. Their influx at my 

university is over a dozen times greater than the outflow to Europe. Which is to say, 

for Indian students the opportunity of experiencing the European context is 

incomparably harder than vice versa. As my experience with even a short-term tourist 

visa illustrates, a middle-class student in India is hard-put to immerse oneself in a 

European context simply due to historical and economic differences that remain 

anything but reciprocal. A European student, on the other hand, can work a summer 

job and fund half a year‟s stay in India with relative ease, if not access one of an 

abundance of scholarships for a semester abroad. The hundreds of German students I 

have shared enjoyable, meaningful times with during their visits to India are 

testimony to the rich possibilities a reciprocal way would enable. The fact that during 

the same period, my department only managed to offer the same opportunity to six 

Indian students is a signifier of the struggle ahead, if we indeed wish to create a 

platform for truly horizontal involvement bridging our uneven cultures and 

circumstances. 

 

T.S. Eliot writes memorably in „Little Gidding‟, the last of „The Four Quartets‟, that 

“We shall not cease from exploration /   And the end of all our exploring  / Will be to 

arrive where we started   / And know the place for the first time.” Thanks to deep and 

lasting friendships with Europeans, not least my girlfriend and my best friend among 

them, I have no doubt that one can find oneself as much at home in Europe as in 

India, and that through such exploration one is privy to a rarefied sense of 

introspection and self-discovery to boot. What I sincerely hope, in today‟s globalized 

world, is that we can bridge more than just the gaps of longitudes and latitudes 

between Europe and India. I trust that both these entities will play definitive roles in 

realizing a more equitable, just world – a vision both aspire to – with and through 

each other, and that they will jointly create the conditions that enable such a 

reciprocal way. 
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