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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

NYC Comptroller Supports 
Holiday For Diwali

These calls are wedded 
to emotions and appeal to 
the fact that since other re-
ligions have holidays then 
Hindus must be included. 
Well, it doesn’t work like 
that, not in New York with 
its politics and bureaucra-
cy.

In the 2015-16 School 
Year, the Muslim com-
munity was granted two 
school holidays by the 
City, while the Chinese 
had their Lunar New Year 
recognized as a holiday 
as well. What this means 
is that three additional 
holidays were added to 
the school calendar and 
students and teachers got 
the day off from school. 
But this did not magically 
happen.

According to sources 
the Muslim community 
had campaigned for ten 
years for the holidays. 
When Mr. Bill de Blasio 
was the Public Advocate 
it is said that he was ap-
proached by members of 
the Muslim community 
and was asked to support 
their case for the holidays. 
Mr. de Blasio ran for 
Mayor and was remind-
ed that should he win the 
holidays ought to be on 
his to-do list.

As any politician might 
do he needed the support 
of the Muslim communi-
ty. Mr. de Blasio won and 
the holidays were granted. 
The Chinese community 
adopted a similar strate-
gy and when it looked as 
if it might not be given 
Chinese leaders took to 
the streets in demonstra-
tions to remind Mayor 
de Blasio of his promise. 
The Hindu community 
could not get its act to-
gether. There were too 
many crossed signals and 
one was not sure who or 
which organization was 
leading the drive for the 
holiday.

The mantra that was 
oft-repeated was that, ‘ 
Hindus need a holiday 
too. If the others can get it 
so can we. We have a big 
population and it is time 
that the City recognizes us 
with a holiday.’ But there 
is another dimension to 
this and it is called num-

bers. New York is a City 
that looks at numbers. 
There is strength in num-
bers, as we know, and if 
they don’t add up the City 
will take steps to delimit 
and discard. For exam-
ple, if student attendance 
is poor in a class the City 
will close that class and 
place the students in an-
other class. It does not 
pay them to open classes 
for undersubscribed pop-
ulations.

The same logic applies 
to the call for holidays. 
The Muslim community 
has consistently kept stu-
dents at home on Eid-ul-
Fitr and Eid-ul-Adha, two 
of the main holidays. The 
Chinese community has 
done the same with stu-
dents on the Lunar New 
Year. These patterns of 
absences together with 
politicking from the com-
munity organizations sent 
a strong message to City. 
If the classes are only fi fty 
per cent fi lled then it af-
fects instruction, bussing, 
meals, homework policy 
and so on. When the sta-
tistics are tabulated across 
the City it makes sense for 
the administration to grant 
a holiday. The twin effects 
of advocacy and non-at-
tendance made their mark.

What of the Hindu 
community? Many agree 
that there should be a hol-
iday but as we have seen 
the leadership is lack-
ing. The South Asians 
and Indo- Caribbeans are 
apart when it comes to 
political agitation. Apart 
from a handful of persons 
the two communities sel-
dom meet. Two years ago 
there were petitions online 
for a Diwali holiday and 
a Diwali Coalition was 
formed but this fi zzled out 
without any results. The 
petition mustered only 
2,000 signatures. A radi-
cal group from the South 
Asian community said it 
had the strategies and the 
know-how to get the job 
done. It organized a picket 
demonstration in Manhat-
tan and proclaimed victo-
ry afterwards but the City 
did not take any notice. 

What is noteworthy 
is that Diwali is a school 

holiday in certain dis-
tricts in New Jersey and 
in California. The festival 
is celebrated by Hindus, 
Sikhs, and Jains and in the 
Caribbean by non-Hindus 
also. Dr. Uma Mysorekar 
from the Hindu Temple in 
Flushing has argued that 
if the other religions are 
able to get a holiday then 
the same should apply to 
the Hindu community.

Mr. de Blasio, howev-
er, was having none of it. 
He reiterated that the two 
Muslim holidays were 
campaign promises and 

he would not go beyond 
the Chinese New Year. 
The Mayor said, ‘ I under-
stand anyone’s impulse to 
add additional days but at 
this point I don’t intend to 
make any additions any-
time in the foreseeable fu-
ture.’ The calendar for the 
NYC schools for 2016-17 
does not include Diwali as 
a holiday. This means that 
the campaign has to begin 
from now to have Diwali 
recognized in the 2018 
school year.

What are the chances 
that this can happen?  The 
key to success as in ven-
tures of this kind is com-
munity mobilization. The 
Hindu community needs 
to take a page and learn 
from the other commu-
nities and with the esti-
mated 500,000 Hindus in 
the New York area there 
should be better outreach 
and involvement.

It is essential that the 
Hindu communities from 
South Asia, the Caribbean 
and elsewhere meet and 
plan a course of action. 

The Federation of Hindu 
Mandirs that is based in 
Queens needs to reach out 
to the Caribbean Hindu 
community and point out 
the importance of the hol-
iday to the members. The 
Federation has been silent 
on the Diwali holiday and 
there is room for it to be 
more proactive.

Given the need for 
more work to be done it 
would appear that the best 
chance for the holiday 
to be a reality lies in the 
making of alliances with 
various parties. The Hindu 

community will do well 
to invite the support of 
the Muslim and Chinese 
communities and work 
with them as partners. 
Hindu leaders should be-
gin to actively court the 
support of the political 
establishment, especially 
those candidates that will 
be running for offi ce.

It is no secret that May-
or Bill de Blasio plans 
to run for a second term. 
Shouldn’t the leaders re-
mind him of the Diwali 
holiday in exchange for 
their support? This is the 
politics of give and take, 
of alliances, of holding 
politicians accountable. 
This is why Mayor de 
Blasio was able to say that 
he was granting two Mus-
lim holidays to the Mus-
lim community to fulfi ll a 
‘campaign promise.’

As is stands the best 
chance for a Diwali hol-
iday seems to rest with 
Councilman Daniel 
Dromm, New York City 
Comptroller Scott String-
er and Assemblyman Da-

vid Weprin. Mr. Stringer 
held a ‘Diwali Breakfast’ 
in his offi ce a week ago 
and  representatives from 
a number of communities 
were invited. There was a 
lamp-lighting ceremony 
after prayers from Pandit 
Mahendra Doobay and 
members of the Flushing 
Temple. Dr. Mysorekar 
pointed out that everyday 
is Diwali and she lit diyas  
‘for the city, the country 
and the world.’

Aliyah Latif said that 
Mr. Stringer has been a 
tireless supporter of the 

Hindu, Sikh and Jain com-
munities and over the last 
few years he has become 
an advocate for a number 
of issues that are related to 
these communities.

In his remarks Mr. 
Stringer outlined the im-
portance of the Indian 
community to the City. 
He thanked Aliyah for her 
work he acknowledged 
the Indian, Indo-Carib-
bean, Nepali, and Ban-
gladeshi communities at 
the function to celebrate 
Diwali.

According to Mr. 
Stringer, ‘ one of the 
great issues that we have 
today is that in our great 
diverse city we have per-
sons here that have made 
great contributions to our 
civic life and our cultural 
heritage and our business 
community. Today we are 
celebrating the victory of 
light over darkness and 
the triumph of knowledge 
over ignorance and we do 
this in the spirit of truth 
and justice.’

Mr. Stringer said that 

New York has always 
been a beacon to the world 
and when there is talk of 
justice efforts should be 
made to reach every com-
munity. Mr. Stringer said 
further that, ‘ immigrants 
built New York City and 
we can honor their work 
by making sure that new-
comers have equal oppor-
tunities to succeed. Over 
the last two years I have 
worked very hard to do 
just that.’ He pointed out 
that he would try to frame 
policies so that everyone 
can have an equal eco-
nomic playing fi eld.

The idea is for minori-
ties to have an opportu-
nity to access contracts 
from various agencies and 
Mr. Stringer has promised 
to be the watchdog for the 
community. He said that 
if we are to have one New 
York people would have 
to be treated equally. Mr. 
Stringer continued, ‘ I am 
so proud that we are all 
here today. I am so proud 
of all of you.’ Mr. String-
er introduced Councilman 
Daniel Dromm from Jack-
son Heights.

Mr. Dromm said that 
the Diwali breakfast was 
a positive step to recog-
nize the diversity of the 
City and he thanked Mr. 
Stringer. Mr. Dromm 
pointed out that he is for-
tunate to represent Jack-
son Heights and he stated 
that the contribution made 
by the Indian communi-
ty has transformed 74th 
Street into an internation-
al business hub. He urged 
everyone to see the movie 
‘In Jackson Heights’ as it 
shows the diversity of the 
City. 

Mr. Stringer said to 
loud applause that, ‘ Di-
wali has to be recognized 
as a holiday for the chil-
dren just as the other 
cultures are given a hol-
iday for their festivals.’ 
Assemblyman Mr. David 
Weprin said our strength 
is our diversity. He said 
that Diwali is a beautiful 
festival and he concluded 
by saying that, ‘ soon Di-
wali will be a New York 
City holiday.’   

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do 
not necessarily represent the views 

of the THE WEST INDIAN.

Nothing would please the New York 
Hindu community more than a 

holiday for Diwali. If it could get anoth-
er one for Holi or Phagwah then that 
would be a real boon. However, as it 
stands neither is on the cards despite 
vociferous statements in various places. 

NYC Comptroller Scott Stringer and Dr. Dhanpaul Narine at the Diwali Breakfast.


