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BUILDING CROSS-CULTURAL BRIDGES 
BETWEEN SAARC NATIONS

NAVEEN S. GAREWAL

Chandigarh, June 1: He did not become the UNESCO Goodwill 
Ambassador by sheer chance. It was the trauma of India’s Partition and the
images of violence engraved in his mind that forced Madanjeet Singh to
promote cross-cultural ties among SAARC nations.

His belief that the destruction of culture manifested in violence that 
Punjab and Kashmir have witnessed has led him to strive hard to restore
Bhakti-Sufi-Rishi Culture. This he says ‘is one sure way to return peace
to Kashmir’.

Founded by Madanjeet eight years ago, the cardinal objective of the South
Asia Foundation (SAF) was to uphold core values of regional 
cooperation and peace through education, cultural interaction and 
sustainable development. SAF is today recognised as the apex body of
SAARC and admitted into the official relationship with UNESCO.

In Chandigarh on a visit to meet relatives, the 84-year-old shared some 
insights into his life and vision that have made his dream of having a
forum of South-Asian nations a united force on the pattern of the 
European Union (EU) with a common currency. ‘To make this objective
a reality, SAF is a secular, non-political organisation comprising eight 
autonomous chapters in eight SAARC nations. With democracy 
returning to Nepal and Pakistan, we are hopeful that achieving our 

objective will become less arduous. He hopes that one day Myanmar
would be the ninth member of SAF.’

Madanjeet’s vision for promoting goodwill and peace through 
people-to-people contact has been endorsed by none other than President
Pratibha Patil, who during her recent visit to Kashmir, inaugurated the
Institute for Kashmir Studies, established under a Memorandum of 
Understanding between SAF and the University of Kashmir. The 
Institute, started with a small personal donation from Madanjeet, has
emerged as one of the most important and latest of the eight institutions
of excellence established by SAF. It will promote regional cooperation
on Bhakti-Sufi-Rishi culture of ‘Kashmiriyat’ in ‘broader historical and
worldwide context’.

‘I started Sumitra Foundation, named after my mother in 1995. The 
objective was to work with hospitals in the tribal district of Bastar 
(Chhattisgarh) for providing them solar energy. But I soon ran out of
money. Determined to work at the grassroots, there was a virtual 
windfall in 2000. My son, a Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
graduate, floated an IT company where I held a 10 per cent stake. When
NASDAQ shot up, I cashed my shares for $200 million. I had enough
money of my own and decided not to do rounds of World Bank and other
institutions to borrow,’ he recalls, adding ‘If you have the money, there is
nothing stopping you from succeeding.’

Ever since there has been no looking back for SAF, which now works
with SOS villages and scouts at the grassroots level and has eight 
institutes of excellence in SAARC countries. The objective is common –
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to promote cross-cultural links. SAF promotes group scholarships and
offers other fellowships to academics and professionals to undertake 
research and publish books, etc. In Afghanistan SAF runs the Madanjeet
Singh Institute for Afghanistan’s Cultural Heritage. SAF is in the process
of forming a Centre for Research in South Asian Law in Bangladesh. In
Bhutan, SAF is upgrading the SAARC Forestry Centre. In Nepal, the
foundation is training Assistant Nurse Midwives since 2005. In Pakistan,
SAF supports the School of Visual Arts affiliated to Beaconhouse 
National University and the Institute of South Asian Studies under the
Government College University (GCU).

The success of SAF nearer home can be gauged from the fact that 30 
students trained by SAF in Kashmir have gone back home to establish
180 schools in rural areas. On May 25, SAF organised a Sufi-rock 
concert in Srinagar, featuring famous Pakistani band, Junoon, of Salman
Ahmad and Madanjeet’s son Jeet’s band The Singhs, defying threats by

fundamentalists and promoting integration between people of the two nations.
Recognising the power of Madanjeet’s concept of promoting culture and
people-to-people contact for reducing violence, Azerbaijan and Chechnya
have started similar institutions. To honour Madanjeet for his work in
1995, the UNESCO established an award in his name for the promotion
of non-violence and tolerance, fetching the winners US$ 100,000/-. In
the past, the award, judged by the likes of Butrous Butrous Ghali and
Desmond Tutu, has gone to people like Aung San Suu Kyi and Taslima
Nasrin etc, besides some women’s organisation in India and Pakistan
working on human rights.

Living it up with zest, Madanjeet’s life echoes Robert Frost as in 
Woods on a Snowy Evening: 

‘The woods are lovely, dark and deep 
But I have promises to keep 
And miles to go before I sleep’.

The Falling Autumn Leafs in Scandinavian Woods. Painting by Madanjeet Singh (Stockholm: 1960) 
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SOUTH ASIA FOUNDATION  INSTITUTIONS OF EXCELLENCE

AFGHANISTAN: AFGHANISTAN: Madanjeet Singh Institute for Afghanistan’s Cultural Heritage, Kabul. A tripartite MoU was signed
between UNESCO, The Government of Afghanistan and South Asia Foundation (SAF) on 22 March 2004. The Institute was 
inaugurated on 13 April 2007.

BANGLADESH: Madanjeet Singh Centre for Research in South Asian Law, inaugurated on 13 October 2008, within the South Asian
Institute of Advanced Legal and Human Rights Studies, Dhaka. The MoU was signed between SAF and the Institute on 26 
December 2006, with the provision that the institute will enter into an agreement with BRAC University (BU), Dhaka, for the 
purposes of conferral of degrees and promoting regional cooperation.

BHUTAN: SAF has decided to upgrade the SAARC Forestry Centre in Bhutan (in the process of formation), which was approved by
the SAARC Council of Ministers at its 25th session in Islamabad in July 2004. SAF will offer group scholarships to South Asian 
students to study together in order to promote regional cooperation.

INDIA: The SAF Group Scholarship Programme was first developed in 2002 at the Asian College of Journalism (ACJ) in Chennai. It
offers Madanjeet Singh Group Scholarships annually to students from the eight SAARC countries. This successful project, based on
gender equality, was upgraded on 7 May 2007, under the MoU singed between SAF and the Media Development Foundation
(MDF), Chennai.

On 23 March 2009, a proposal by the Vice Chancellor of Pondicherry University to establish Madanjeet Singh Institute for South Asia
Regional Cooperation (MISARC) was accepted by the Chairman of SAF-India chapter, which is now in the process of formation at 
Pondicherry.

NEPAL: The SAF project to train Assistant Nurse Midwives began in 2005, with the selection of fifty young women from the six 
poorest districts of Nepal, following an agreement between SAF and the Council for Technical Education and Vocational Training
(CTEVT). This annual programme has since been expanded under an MoU signed on 26 March 2007, between SAF and Jiri 
Technical School in Cooperation with the Poverty Alleviation Fund and Dhulikhel Hospital, Nepal.

PAKISTAN: The School of Visual Arts, affiliated with the Beaconhouse National University, Lahore, emulated the ACJ Group 
Scholarship programme in 2003. The first batch of 10 South Asian Madanjeet Singh art students graduated with professional BFA
degrees in June 2007. Since this time, SAF has upgraded the School of Visual Arts, including it among the SAF Institutions of 
Excellence under an MoU signed with Beaconhouse National University on 16 July 2007. 

The Institute of South Asian Studies under the Government College University (GCU), Lahore, is in the process of formation. To this
end, SAF signed an MoU with GCU on 17 January 2007. The Institute will enter into necessary agreements with GCU for the 
purposes of offering degrees and diplomas.

During the Programme Commission (l-V) of the 34th session of the UNESCO General Conference in October-November 2007, it was
decided that as with the Madanjeet Singh Institute of Afghanistan’s Cultural Heritage, Kabul, UNESCO will assist all institutions of
excellence established by South Asia Foundation (SAF).
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The two unique and memorable events that South Asia 
Foundation (SAF) organized in Srinagar to commemorate the
Bhakti-Sufi-Rishi culture of Kashmiriyat, featured a jointly held
India/Pakistan music concert Junoon and the Singhs, and an
unprecedented exhibition of paintings by South Asian women artists.

Madanjeet Singh narrates an account of these events, providing
insights into age-old links between the music and art of South Asia
and the pluralist culture and legacy of Kashmiriyat.

At the inaugural ceremony of the Institute of Kashmir Studies on
26 May 2008, Madanjeet Singh presented President Pratibha
Patil with a copy of his book, This My People, to which Prime
Minister Jawaharlal Nehru handwrote a preface, shortly after
India’s Partition in 1947. Published in 1989, its several language 
editions were reviewed and acclaimed worldwide. The French
weekly LʼExpress wrote a three-page article and the eminent art
critic of The International Herald Tribune, Souren Melikian called
it an ‘astonishing book of photographs (see cover image of Aasi),
a mental journey through the India Madanjeet loves so much’.
The famous film producer, Ismail Merchant, praised ‘the aesthetic
merits and historical value of the book’ in a full-page review 
published in The New York Times. 

Madanjeet Singh was born on 16 April 1924 in Lahore, 
present-day Pakistan. A well-known painter and a distinguished
photographer, he is an internationally known author of several
books on art and other subjects, closely interwoven with
UNESCO’s programmes, principles and ideals.

During Mahatma Gandhi’s ‘Quit India’ movement in 1942 against
colonial rule, Madanjeet Singh was imprisoned. He later 
migrated to newly partitioned India in 1947 and worked in a
refugee camp. He joined the Indian Foreign Service in 1953 and
served as Ambassador of India in Asia, South America, Africa
and Europe before joining UNESCO in1982, based in Paris.

In 1995, in recognition of his lifelong devotion to the cause of 
communal harmony and peace, the UNESCO Executive Board
created the biennial ‘UNESCO-Madanjeet Singh Prize for the 
Promotion of Tolerance and Non-Violence’. The decision was
adopted at meetings in Paris and Fez (16 May to 4 June), to 
commemorate the 125th birth anniversary of Mahatma Gandhi. In
2000, Madanjeet Singh was designated a UNESCO Goodwill 
Ambassador on the United Nations’ International Day of Tolerance.

Madanjeet Singh, in front of his painting, The Midnight Sun (1960).
The canvas is one of a series painted in the sixties, two of which
were acquired by the Museum of Modern Art, Stockholm, Sweden. 
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