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holay to Sima aunty, US poll
campaign gets desi touch

Both Trump and Biden campaigns reference desi culture to clinch crucial Indian-American vote

Himanshi.Dhawan@timesgroup.com

® Mausi: Trump mein kya kharabi hai
beta?

@ Jai: Arre Mausi, Trump mein ek bhi
achha gun ho to batau. Jab Senate jaata
hai to galat kaam karke aata hai, moo
kholta hai to jhoot bolta hai aur poore desh
ko Covid ki bimari mein doboke rakha hai.
©® Mausi: Theek hai beta mein Biden ko vote
de kar aati hoon

eleome to the US election

desi style where the

power of pop culture —

tweaked Sholay dia-

logues, Bigg Boss memes
and Sima Aunty of Indian Matchmaking
fame — is being harnessed to urge Indian-
Americans to get out and vote. Radio spots
that have a doting daughter speaking to
“Papaji” in an unmistakeable Punjabi ac-
cent and TV advertisements that promise
to leave a safe world for “betiyan” (daugh-
ters) are all part of an intense campaign
where both Democrat and Republicans are
going all out to woo desis.

Even though Indian-Americans com-
prise less than 1% of all registered voters
— L9million —their influence goes beyond
numbers. Milan Vaishnaw, director at the
Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, says the scale and scope of the out-
reach to South Asian voters is unprece-
dented. “This is taking place for two rea-
sons. There is a top-down push from cam-
paigns as they've internalised the growth,
social mobility and deep pockets of the
Indian-Ameri¢an community But this is
being met by a bottom-up surge of interest
group formation, Indian-American mobil-
isers, and general awareness,” he says.

Varun Nikore, president of the Asian
American and Pacific Islanders (AAPI)
Victory Fund, agrees. “I have been in poli-
tics for 30 years and never seen the South

Asian community so galvanised, [ think
part of it stems from the guilt and regret
of not participating in the 2016 election

“SUNDAY SPECIAL

s Character.
v=:' Competence.

that led to Trump's rise."hssay&
But things seem to have changed, ac-

knowledges New York-based Republican

Raj Bhayani. “Indian-Americans are a

laidback community with a sense of iner-

tia but that has been broken now."
Todrive in the message that

disengage-
ment is not an option, Desis United, a vol-
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geandcu]turauy cofitent,”

Their TV comme;
issues like hate attacks that targeted Indi-
ans and Trump's sexist
doubts over women's safety. The faces are

Indian, with a mix of Hindi and English
voiceovers and slogans like ‘Ekta badhao

aur Trump ko harao’ (Increase unity and
defeat Trump) On the other side, Indian-
American Republican Danny Gaekwad has

se emotional

reads: Trump hai to safe hai’.
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Muslim lobby have been circulated by

remarks raising @USAHind

usdTrump.
Biden-Harris supporters are, mean-
while, rallying some desi star power. A
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- able with,” Mehta says. The group of soft-
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portance of the South Asian community
coming out to vote,

They See Blue (a play on the word desi)
founder Sunil Mehta, a pro Biden-Harris
voluntary group, points out that the reac-
tion to a desi voice or a face is totally dif-
ferent. “We realised while campaigning for
the 2018 mid-terms that when a Punjabi in
the US heard Sat Sri Akal (a form of greet-
ing used by Punjabi Sikhs), there would be
an immediate level of comfort. We would
be invited for chai instead of a cold brush-

In 30 years of political
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this election with volunteers speaking in

High
numbers of mail-in ballots indicate that
this push towards greater awareness might
break several records on November 3. But
as Sima Aunty says, “All my efforts are
meaningless, if youdonot register to vote.”
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