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When Shayna Parekh, 21, received her University Medal, the top honor at UC Berkeley for a graduating senior with outstanding accomplishments, on May 17, she said she was getting a one-way ticket to India, the land her grandfather left 60 years ago, because she wanted to explore it and discover it by living there for a long time. 

In an interview with News India-Times, the California-born Parekh said one of the driving influences in her life was Jainism. 

Speaking soon after the biennial Jain conference held in New Jersey, Parekh said, “The philosophy of Jainism which stresses nonviolence and anekaantvada, which translates literally into nonsingular conclusivity, there are no single conclusions about any event. That is so practical in the modern world and in the everyday things we go through.”

Parekh will be spending at least a year in India working with Veerayatan, a nonprofit organization based in Bihar, but which also functions in Gujarat. “Just this idea of trying to understand different points of view before we reach our conclusion,” is a thought that appeals to Parekh. 

“In practical ways also, I was influenced by the local Jain community that was active sending clothes and money to India, and the incredible involvement with local issues and health camps.” 

“Growing up in Cerritos, I had heard of Bata slippers, and Hot Mix. I was very much into trying to absorb all of these things,” Parekh said regarding her decision to go to work in India two summers ago. A political science and interdisciplinary studies major at Berkeley, whose “outstanding achievements” included a grade point average of at least 3.96, Parekh strongly believes individuals can change the world by helping one person at a time. 

“I felt like there were two main things that happened that planted the desire to go back. First was I began volunteering at Mother Teresa children’s home (in Delhi), where I worked with 18 abandoned babies. Not only were they without parents, but were growing up in a society with so many other issues. I knew that those kids were the lucky ones. It was such a stark reality,” Parekh said. 

The second was her involvement in a polio eradication drive with the American Embassy. “It was such a powerful thing that I was able to deliver this polio drug and save some of these kids. It hit me when I went door-to-door and spoke to parents to help us help the kids. So even though my language skills were limited, I felt it was so powerful that I was still able to help in some small way.” 

Parekh feels lucky to be able to spare the year as she looks at even her closest friends in Berkeley, who must go jobhunting after graduating. “I don’t feel those constraints. I feel the need to go work with Veerayatan, the community organization that has been around for 30 years.” Parekh worked with them last summer before her final year in college, on post-earthquake rehabilitation efforts. “We concentrated on the educational aspects of that, and now they are building a permanent site and I am going back there in September.” 

Following the communal violence in Gujarat this year, Parekh said she will be visiting some of those refugee camps as well. “Because of that sort of idea of anekaantvada, I do want to try to understand” why those horrific events took place, she said. She plans to study these political events, and refugee issues in graduate school. 

“Hopefully, I will be able to communicate with some of these people. Veerayatan is aware of all the other issues, especially communal ones, that exist there and I have the flexibility to start programs. At this point, it is not something I have researched. I’ve only read newspapers on it. Now that I have graduated, I would like to study how nongovernmental organizations have reacted,” said Parekh. Born in Long Beach, Ca., and raised in Cerritos, Ca., which has a large Indian population, Parekh is not a stranger to Indian ways. Her mother, Hasmita, used to be a Montessori school teacher who now runs a party supply store called MaxPro. Her father, Chandrakant, is an aerospace engineer. Her elder brother, Sheetal, graduated from Berkeley in molecular cell biology, and is now at business school. Her younger brother, Shreyans, is a sophomore. “Apart from the obvious family, including extended family, the next biggest thing that influenced me was being involved with the local Jain community,” said Parekh. She is already receiving e-mails from people in India who want to partner with Veerayatan. “I feel inadequate right now, but I think its wonderful so many organizations want to battle these issues. But from experience, I feel many are unable to make the impact they would like to make, and I would like to be there and see what is happening, and have a meaningful dialogue.” 

She added: “There are so many issues: Education, women’s health. Veerayatan’s success is the ability to remain focused to make an impact. It realizes it is new in the area and needs to establish itself.” Last month, the organization started a service corps that will help people come into India to work on issues. After returning from India, Parekh is interested in joining the London School of Economics for her master’s and Ph.D., because it offers regional specializations and human rights. She would take South Asia. “I want it to be something very practical, and I plan on doing a lot of writing.” What is it that draws her back to India? “There are so many things... all of those little things. Because I haven’t lived there, I haven’t been weathered by the problems there. People might say I am too idealistic,” Parekh said. 
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