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Distance Is Measured 
in Time

Diasporic distance is measured in time—the 
number of hours spent devouring news from 
India, the months spent imagining a near future 
of reunions.

Sneha Annavarapu

It is a typical Monday in June 2021. I am in Chicago, where 
the summer is making a delightful return after many 
months of the bitter, wintry, windy cold. I wake up and 

see the buttery yellow sunshine fall on my windowsill. The 
colour of optimism, of hope, of worries melting away. I can-
not help feeling a sense of warmth from within. Instinctively, 
my hand fi nds my phone from under the pillow. I call my 
parents back home in India. The conversation takes a pre-
dictable path: they talk about their “new normal”—living 
lives under lockdown while recovering from COVID-19—and 
the inevitability of a third wave. Then, they ask me the 
dreaded question: What have you been up to? 

I tell them about my weekend. How I went to meet several 
groups of friends around the city; how I took the city bus after 
more than a year; how I went to my favourite pub and ate my 
favourite pizza. I tell them how the streets in Chicago are 
bursting with colour and joy and I tell them how one can walk 
into any pharmacy and get vaccinated. Sheepishly, I say some-
thing about the arrogance of the United States: partying while 
the world burns. My father scoffs. And then says that he is 
glad I moved away to the “fi rst world” when I could. He adds 
that he fi nally understands why his brother moved to New 
Zealand three decades ago. As someone who is a fi sh out of 
water in any city that is not Visakhapatnam, him saying this 
makes my heart break a little. “The value for life in India is 
zero,” he concludes grimly. I think about how this has been 
true for so many marginalised (by caste, class, religion, gender, 
sexuality) Indians for a long, long time now. I say nothing. 
We will talk again, in a couple of days. The conversation will 
hardly be any different. It has been the same for about two 
months now. It has been the same for over a year now. 

The silence at the end of these calls nowadays leaves me feel-
ing a bit disoriented. Ever since the coronavirus humanitarian 
crisis in India began, I have found myself in an emotional bind: 
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The “nation’s” 
absence has not 
made the heart 

fonder, but it has 
certainly given me 
palpitations. It has 

made me care

on the one hand, I am relieved (if not grateful) to have got vac-
cinated without much trouble; and on the other, almost every-
one I love is in India, in a never-ending nightmare caused by the 
triumvirate of bad policies, divisive politics, and the obvious 
hand of disaster capitalism that feeds the full and strangles the 
starving. My fully vaccinated body shudders a little. It might 
be immune to COVID-19, but it is certainly not immune to sur-
vivor’s guilt. Immediately, I am reminded of a 
tweet by someone from India chiding those in the 
diaspora “making it all about themselves”—our 
fully vaccinated bodies, our survivor’s guilt, our 
anxiety about family … I feel doubly guilty now. 

I check Twitter. I see a tweet from a dear friend: 
“My thinking has changed from I hope I can see my 
family ASAP to I hope I can see my family.” The 
devastation of the coronavirus calamity is spectacular and 
subtle at once. I think of all my friends—some who have not 
seen their families in three years—estranged from the touch 
of their loved ones. Our bodies remain parched for the com-
fort of those familial touches we took for granted all these 
years—the reassuring pat on the back, the aggressive avun-
cular handshake, the uncertain half-hug, and the quick kiss 
on the forehead. I feel uncomfortable romanticising fi lial 
love or even human touch for that matter—we all know that 
the combination of the two is often violent—but such is nos-
talgic longing across the distances. It is a dangerous dance 
between fact and fi ction, between longing and lies. 

When I moved to Chicago for a PhD in 2014, I felt strongly 
about not wanting to be diaspora—I refused the American 
accents, I rolled my eyes at how easily my diasporic friends 
spoke about the “homeland” in extremes (always either too 
exotic or too dirty). Completely overlooking how my privi-
leged upbringing in urban India shapes my relationship to 
India. I promised myself to never “become an NRI”—anyway, 
I was not here to remain; I was here for an education. It was 
temporary, I reassured myself. 

The pandemic has made me rethink my relationship to my 
burgeoning diasporic subjectivity. I am in a long-distance re-
lationship with my country—Benedict Anderson would per-
haps refer to this as “long-distance nationalism” but I would 
like to excuse myself from any accusations of nationalism. 
The “nation’s” absence has not made the heart fonder, but it 
has certainly given me palpitations. It has made me care. As I 
witness a public health disaster unfold relentlessly, I worry 
that perhaps I have begun to feel like an NRI. My worries, my 
anxieties, my hopes, and my joys are intimately tied to the 
country—from a safe distance, more than just six feet apart. 
I fi nd myself doling out impractical advice to my friends and 
family. For better or worse, they have learned to dismiss my 
fearful advice as “fi rst world advice”—cute and misplaced. 

But more than anything, this past year of disease and despair 
has made me realise that distance can hardly be measured in 
terms of space. Instead, distance is measured in terms of time: 
the number of hours spent devouring news from India; the days 

spent in a haze wondering if I should ship an oxygen cylinder 
to my parents; the weeks of waiting with bated breath for my 
family to recover from COVID-19; the months spent imagining a 
near future of reunions; and, through it all, the stolen moments 
of laughter. Distance is also measured in terms of questions: 
When will I see my parents? When will enough people be 
vaccinated? When will the state stop putting countless lives at 

risk? The time apart, away from my family, has 
amplifi ed into a vast chasm, almost as if we are 
living in two separate universes. Sure, they are one 
fl ight away—but what is one returning to? Can one 
return before it is too late? When will this end?

Last year, sometime in January 2020 amidst the 
rightful anger against the Citizenship (Amendment) 
Act–National Register of Citizens, I wrote a short 

article for Postscript (Home Is Where the Revolution Is, Janu-
ary 2020) about my dilemmas with calling India my “home.” 
I suggested that the semantic slipperiness of “home” normalises 
the mundane violence that occurs at home everywhere and 
that even if one were to fall for the ideal version of domestic 
bliss, India does not feel like “home” anymore. Little did I know 
then that the coming months would bring a variety of emotions, 
much more potent a potion than I had imagined. That, in the 
process of “caring” about everything going on in India, my 
relationship to it would be strengthened. That, against my 
deepest convictions, I would be unable to take my mind off 
the country. That, I would witness my country implode under 
the weight of a pandemic, and that I would watch from afar—as 
helpless as I was agitated. That, I too would implode under 
the weight of a complicated and inevitable love for the coun-
try of my birth—a love so familiar to so many immigrants.

Sneha Annavarapu (snehanna@nus.edu.sg) teaches urban studies at Yale-NUS College, 
Singapore. Her research interests are at the intersection of urbanisation, politics, gender 
and social control in India.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.6
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


