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The Editors 
"V rishchik" 
Baroda. India. 

Apt. 12. 148W67st. 
N.Y. N.Y. 10023 

June 28, 1971 

HOW I HUM THE SONG-OF 
BHAGWAD! 
Dear Sir, 

The Isherwood - Prabhavananda introduction to the 
Bhagavad Gita points out that this greatest of all Sanskrit 
scriptures is not regarded as Sruti by Hindus, "but only 
as Smriti • But it's not explained why. The translation 
which is not numbered, not very accurate and jumps from 
prose to poetry, is dedicated to the memory of one Swami 
Turiyananda Uwho was ...... a perfect embodiment of. 
that renunciation which is taught in Bhagavad gita." 
If the late Swami figured that "renunciation" was the 
Gita's message, I am sorry to say~ he was mistaken! 
The author of Gita says renunciation of action is difficult 
to achieve, but many Swamis think its an easy way out. 
The Gita, however. states explicity that action, Karma 
yoga. is superior to renunciation i.e. Samkhya. The 
heart of Gita is a powerful promulgation for action, not 
renunciation. 

Adherents of Samkhya favour renunciation of all "works," 
of all activities. Although this method of achieving 
Brahma-nirvana is not put down. the Gita is firmly 
opposed to asceticism or to renunciation of action. 
"One acts in conformity with one's own nature ... : What 
will restrain accomplish? ID-33. For every man is forced 
to perform actions.· ...... that spring from material 
nature-ill 5. Renunciation and action, both lead to 
Brahman, but of these two, action is Superior-V 2." 

. Many people. scholars included, presume that the Gita ~ 
read as widely in India as the Bible is by the rest of the 
world. I do not agree. Even Mahatma Gandhi read an 
English translation of the Gita- I think Edwin Arnold's 
- but not many Indians who can read English would 
bother with the esoteric. but practical doctrine of the 
Gita. If Indians in general had had read this great book 
(greater, I think than even the Bible) and understood its 

formidable message of Karma, the proof would have been 
that they would ~ot have been living in a stupefied sta~e 
of Tamoguna, bound by the strand of sloth, as they have 
been for last several generations and still are. 
And it . is my considered opinion that the reaso~ why the 
Brahmins were afraid to elevate the Gita to Sruti is 
because the message of Karma, "of doing one's thing". of 
following one's thing", of following one's dharma was 
given to all mankind, and bhakti promised to everyone, 
regardless of caste or sex-.. IX 30, 32. 

When Mahatma Gandhi was asked to define the essence 
of Hinduism, he said i.t was observance of the ,sanc!ity 
of the cow! . -

But the cow is never mentioned as sacred in the Vedas or 
in the Upnishads. In the Gita, the cow is listed with 
other domestic animals, e.g. the dog and the elephant, 
without being selected for special reverence-V 18. In 
the same verse a Brahmin and an outcaste, "in the eyes 
of the wise", have the same status. The cow, in my opinion, 
was sanctified by the Brahmini not only as a means to 
placate their Oedipus complex but for a more selfish 
motive, since cow is a provider of the richest source of 
food. namely, milk. But despite the age of the Gita 
(dated around 500 B.C.) Indians are still a caste-ridden, 
cow-worshipping society. Gandhi was assissinated not for 
giving in to Jinnah, but for praising the untouchables as 
"the children of God"! Muslims are hated because they 
undertaI\e the slaughter of cows for people who like 
beef on their table. So that the Government of India as 
in its wisdom, found it necessary to make the caste system 
illegal by legislature. 

Even today, all over India and particularly in the nort~, 
the caste system rigidly prevails and discrimination is 
practised. There are temples displaying boards in 
Devnagd Script and English forbidding Muslims, 

Christians, Dasas etc. from entering these buildings which 
are claimed to be "Private property". But if any Brahmin, 
eventhough not related to the "owners of the temples" 
can and does freely enter these temples, it could be found 
by the courts that these temple owners and pries~ are 
breaking the law. Yet it seems that Hindu judges and 
magistrates have ruled that this "Private property 
subterfuge is legal!" Indian temples, especially older ones, 
are storehouses of art, some of it very great art indeed. 
If the Brahmins deny everyone, with discriminatory 
.exceptions, a right of entry, apart from breaking the law. 
they deny men and women the right to a cultural heritage 
which embraces aU the mankind! What nonsense-it would 
be if the Pope had claimed the Sistine chapel private 
property denying everyone, except Italians a right 
of entry!! 

The struggle against the Lalit Kala Akademy is just one 
battle ...... Now Vrishchik shpuld fight the barriers on 
temple entry and loose a nest of Scorpions - thats' what 
Vrishchik means, doesn't it~ a Scorption? - into these law 
breaking "Private properties". 
Action is more important than nOll-action .... Karl Marx, 
had he read the Bhagavad Gita, would have known that 
its author did not need opiu~ to get high. . .. India needs 
a Vital Civil Liberties Union. . 

Yours Sincerely, 
F. N. SOUZA. 

·1 dont wish to lengthen this letter with foot notes. Interested I readers who are not familiar with Sanskrit terms may look them up. 
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Preface 

After m,lIJr llcsitations I am publishilJg tllis long essay I wrote 
eluring my year's stay in London in 1968·'69. TIle hesitations were 
Oil two accounts. T he ideas I was interested in, although generated 
b\" contemporary art. look me in to ,ITcas of enquiry witl] which I 
m ls IJitllcrto quite unfu lllikir. T herefore my formulations \ViOlin 
these areas could not but be simple and sometimes tentative. T his 
the reader wiII discern; that t11cre is an unevenness in the level of 
lIllderManding and complexi ty of pro blems ill tIle course of tile 
essay . The other factor is tlJa t it is already a year since I finiS/l ed 
writing t ll is. In tile mc:mwllile I IlllVC modified some of tile ideas, 
or developed tllCm further, but T cannot include them without 
reworking tile entire essa}". As I 'lave finally decided to publisll 
it without" fu rtl1er delay I will briefly menaon, as examples, somc: 
Olspects t /1 :J t I 113ve subsequently considered. 

The revi, Cl /ist, indeed 'rcactionary' aspects of indigenislll althougli 
considered at some length in the essay, have become more 
immediately di,turbing because of the pseudo-Tantric t TellCl that lIas 
spread so rapidly in contclllponll), Indian art. TIlis docs not 
invaliciate. as far as I C3!1 see, tJlC tllcsis tllat I have explored. but 
it does mCan that one must recognise even more clearly, the g::Jp 
" etn'c('/l tI' coTctica l formulations and the artistic manifesta tions of 
an attitude and continuously re-evaluate botli in the light of each 
o tIlCr. As a reSt/if of this, however, one may just ;]S well conclude 
t/-mt Ole idea (the theoretic;] ! fo rmu la tion) was mi~guided as the 
part icular ;)rtists who are seell (correctly or incorrectly) to cmbodr 
it. 1 do think tlla t it has become necessary to re-consider the 
implica tions of somc of the ideas I lJa,'e raised but I still hold to 
I"l1c necessity (indeed empllt1siz/: it) ()f enquiring into the mo tion of 
indigeltism and I , .... ould ~ti1l leave it open as to whetlier the 
intentio!1 or tlie lllamfestation of it is to be Questioned. 

Another aspcct that 1 would now like to both modify and develop 
constihl t e.~ tllOse ideas that have socia-political implicati(lns 
because of my slightly greater understanding of them . In the essay 
J! have at times simplJfied or stopped short of problems in tilis area 
beca usc of inadequate information or understanding. 

Thus, on fllC one hand, the ess<nr nn re-working lnay become morc 
c:lU tiollS, a u the other, more bold whid l would c hange the 
cmpll<lsis but not its basic content. It is because 1 consider the 
basic contetent to be valid that 1 am publjshin~ it even as it is. 
The debate if any, that it prol'okes would further push me to 
defend or revise my ideas and then perhaps the essay could be 
re-written "ltogether.. This is as it should be, I tl1ink; ideas must 
change ,mel develop in inter-action with tIle changing reality. 



Synopsis 

This essay explores the relationship between art and 
indigenism - the latter interpreted to mean, a 
contemporary's concern for the unique features of his 
nation's history and tradition, its surviving culture and it, 
environment. It is in colonial countries that this concern 
becomes most intense. indeed obsessive. It is realised that 
the distinctive features of the culture have been obscllfed, 
often distorted by the colonialists, draining. the people of 
their identity. This realisation coincides with and feeds 
national consciollsness that culminates in national 
independence. But the COncern takes on another complex it) 
in the post-colonial period . The intelligentsia in particular 
sees itself faced with the challenge of building a 
contemporary society. wi thout the readymade 'va lues' of 
the foreign system, and equally without the need for 
heroic chau vinism that was displayed in the face of 
derisive foreigners. Tt is then that the fundamental search 
begins, to define a cultural identity in relationship to the 
past and the aspirations for the future and in that process 
to discover a contemporary uniqueness in a world in which 
these people have clearly been 'left behind'. 

The artist is involved in the qu est. automatically, if 
often unconsciously, in so far as he is a member of the 
nation's searching intelligentsia. T propose that he is 
integrally in volved by the very nature of hi s activi ty. Tf 
the quest can be , tated as one for cultural essence and 
authenticity - the artist's Own intention coincides with 
this. The imaginative apprehension of reality which is the 
artist's natural approach, is peculiarly sui ted to grasp a 
culture's configurating ethos (as against its particular, 
conventionally catagorised features) . Secondly. the artist's 
specific preoccupation with lallguage which yields him his 
unique Form and Style, brings him to the very sourCe 
of the culture for it is within the horizons of language 
that individuals and the community apprehend and shape 
their experience. 

Yet the artist. even when conscious of the relevance o f 
indigenism cannot simply subsume that search into bis 
own : in actual practice he would be faced with difficult 
choices. The most obvious danger is that he will fall back 
into a traditionalism 01' revivalism because the margins 
between these and a contemporary indigenism - more 
akin to a cultural renaissance - are not easily discernible. 
The differences are subtle and the art ist wishing to avoid 
revivalism as well as a spurious modernism and 
internationalism, walks along a tight rope. Tn doing this 
the only test is his contemporary awareness and 
authenticity - or to put it another way - it is his ability 
to negate a ll that gives him false ~ecurity in the past and 
at the same t ime to strip himse lf of the illusions of a 
modernism he has not himself ex perienced. It is in this 
process tbat hc find s. as is likely with the most deeply 
insightful artists - a communion with the culture in 

which he has been nourished because in its most intimate 
form it has moulded his very means of experiencing 
reality. One might say that the individual e£sence and 
authenticity will be arrived at by a dialcctical process 
between the artist's subjective and objective i.e., the 
societal dimensions. Even if the artist appears to be 
operating from a secluded psyche he is the more enriched 
and enriching if he is involved in this dialectic. 

If tbe lOCI" of choices is not the artist, bu t as often 
happen'> in issues of national eu ltUT\!_ other ideo ~ogica ll y 

incl ined members of the society_ the pursuit of indigenism 
will almost invariably tend toward revivalism. And if the 
pursuit o f indigenism develops into political and social 
ideologies aspi ring to Jay down the ground Tules for 
crea1ive activi~y. it will strangle fl rtir.;;tic crcalion and 
indeed, the renascent culture. At all times the relationShip 
must be organic or not at all. There are enough historical 
exa mples to prove how quickly creativitv Can be destroyed 
by ideologies appropriate to other - however important -
objectives. The source of art lies in life as processed through 
a liberated imagination; its effect is the extension of 
consciousness and areas of human freedom . And both 
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these belong to the idealism of the perennial rebe!, of 
whom the artist is one. 

The first part of the essay elaborates the theoretical 
propositions summarised above. Certain cross cultural 
references are made to illustrate the points: the example 
of Mexican art of the 1920's is dealt with in some detail 
to suggest the potential as well as the real problems faced 
by contemporary artists, in quest of a cultural identity. 

The second part of the essay attempts to analyse the 
contemporary situation of Western art and the so called 
International art witb a deiiberately critical viewpoint of 
an 'outsider . Tangentially, it reinforces the proposition 
for indigenism by challenging the commonly, even 
inevitably accepted hegemony of Western art. The 
bistorical premises, products and evaluative criteria special 
to Western art, are generally considered ipso facto tbe 
only contemporary and International criteria. Under thc 
circumstances, it seems necessary to take the outsider's 
position - a privileged pOSition - to gain insight of tbe 
overwhelming 'success' of Western art. At any rate it is 
probably the only relevant point of view for those of us 
who are ,wt an organic part of Western culture but bound 
to it by historical contingency. 

It is important, however, that the justification for tbe 
critical attitude be derived from tbe works themselves. 
therefore, a cross-section of contemporary works, their 
social context and historical premises are examined and 
evaluated. 

The brief review of 20th Indian art and more particulary 
art since Independence. draws out the underlying 
polemic between Indianness and 'modernity' or 
'Internationalism'. This issue has been a discernible 
preoccupation throughout, not only with historians and 
critics but with the artists themselves, seen in the art 
movements and stylistic attitudes. 

In the last 20 years the polemic has become much more 

subtle and significant - divested of the earlier, defensive 
chaUVinism. The issues are not seen as ideological 
adtematives within some pre-conceived notion of 'national 
culture'. They are as it were, internationalised by the 
individual artists, made integral to tbeir own searcb for 
meaning and style. There is therefore no attempt at 
solution. But in the lest ten years the re-admission of 
the quest at a subtle .]evel has opened up the potential 
for a new originality and uniqueness in contemporary 
Indian art. 

Thus the work of contemporary Indian painters is discussed 
in some detail to relate tbe tbeoretical formulations to a 
living situation and to see how the problem is confronted 
in wll its complexities by individual artists who have 
acknowledged it. The choice of the 3 artists (Husain, 
Swaminathan and Bhupen Khakhar) is obviously based on 
this - their conscious acknowledgment of this dilemma 
.- without attempting to see them as models or solutions to 
what still remains a cultural quest. 

There are no conclusions to such a study : the 
tentativeness is an attribute of the nature of problems 
raised and should justify itself in the course of the 
argument. Anyone who raises the issues of cultural 
identity regarding his or her own culture, is also likely to 
introject into tbe study, the personal dilemma of choices 
that are a part of the total cultural situation. To my 
m;nd this is as it should be if We are concerned with 
sensitive awareness and responsiveness to contemporary 
culture rather than formulae for their success. The 
significance of such explorations, including the 
ambivalences, depends on the depth level at wbich this 
occurs. And the deeper one goes, the more complex 
even a single aspect of the cultural phenomena becomes_ 
Just as one faces oncs anguish of choices, a people or 
nation bound by a commOn ClIlture, must confront their 
collective anguisb, thrown up by history. I see the one 
interposed upon the other_ both seeking in a dialectical 
process something as ambiguous and obsessive as identity. 



PART 1 

CHAPTER 

Introduction 

NATIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS AND INDIGENISM 

"If man is known by his acts, then we will say that the most 

urgent thing today for the intellectual is to build up his nation. 

If this building up is true, that is to say if it interprets the 

manifest will of the people ...... then the building of the 

nation is of necessity accompanied) by the discovery and 

encouragement of universalising values. Far from keeping aloof 

from other nations, therefore, it is national liberation which 1e<lds 

the nation to play its part on the stage of history . It: is at the 

heart of national consciousness that international consciousness 

lives and grows. And this two-fold emerging i!i ultimately only the 

source of an culture," 

fi'rantz Fanon 

Post-colonial nations are overwhelmed by a polemical 
search for direction and values as they face their dislocated 
cultures. There is an underlying search for identity; an 
identity defined in relation to their own tradition and 
their aspiration for the future. 

It is during the st.ruggle for independence that the issues 
about identity begin to emerge. The struggle demands a 
concept of nationalism; this may be based on a shared 
race, language rel igion, territory and cultural tradition ; 
the emotional rallying force is a presumed nati0nal 
character. 

After independence, during the process of re-construction, 
issues become ever more complex. Nationalist fervour gives 
place to internal dissentions that may have been artificially 
suppressed during the national struggle: a chaos threatens 
thd very concept of the nation. It is often against this 
background that the nation's intelligentsia finds itself as 
the major participant in evolving a contemporary culture. 
In this process, the special concern for history and tradi

. tion, for the surviving culture of the people, and the . 
environment. I refer to as indigenism. 

Beginning with a conceptional framework built from 
cultural cross-references, the specific pre-occupations of 
the artist, his ideological and aesthetic dilemmas, will 
be considered. In the last section, issues in contemporary 
Indian painting will be discussed in the light of the 
above. 

l begin by proposing that indigenism is an imperative for 
colonial peoples: at the initial stage it is a means for 
claiming one's dignity and one's liberty; at a more 
complex level it is an instrument for the re-appraisal of 
the morass of values that survive colonialism, by an 
understanding of history and tradition in terms of 
contemporary needs. And finally, it is a means of 
establishing a creative relationship with one's natural and 
culhlral environment. 

Objections are likely to be raised on the very notion of 
indigenism. It is easy to say, for example, that this 
expression has no established meaning and simply 
perpetrates a myth or a fallacy: that in so far as it includes 
elements of vendetta against the dominating natoins. it 
is harelly a fruitful aspiration and that in fact it becomes 
retrogressive. Further. that it is a waste of energy to 
prove the existence of a unique culture when in the 
very process of economic development, it will be 
submerged again - this time by the effect of science and 
technology. that establish a uniform Tnternational culture. 

Although these objections are reasonable, I think they 
miss the psychological motivation that gives meaning to 

Following the rise of nationalism in the 19 th century, there were 

mallY rac ial , ethnic and cultural rc\,j\'als in Europe. T shall 

however, draw my examples from the countries of the '111ird 

World' because Ithe shared fate of colonialism giycs a special edge 

to their problems. 



indigenism. In the course of the argument, I will try to 
tackle the objections. 

Here [ would like to mention one important objection: 
that indigenism impl ies - or becomes, revivalism, in 
almost every instance and especially in societies that 
a re tradition-bound . The revivalist attitude comes to the 
surface in variolls cultures, in periods of defeat and 
foreign oppression, or contrarily, during rapid historical 
change. Every attempt at a revival begins and ends in a 
nostalgia for some past golden age. Yet the mere fact 
of looking into history - and a period of cultural 
efflorescence in the past, is not escapist. The European 
Renaissance from the 15th century, is a most impressive 
exa mple of a vastly forwa rd reaching movement. based on 
historical inspiration. T would suggest that in contra · 
distinction to revivalism. a renaissance is a conscious 
shedding off, of a ritualistic tradition. in order to look 
at fundamental human problem - for which alone the 
spirit (and only secondarily. the forms) of an 
appropriate past are invoked. Tndigenisrn in the sense i .... 

which I have used it, is related in attitude to that of f 

renaissance. I t is an attempt to dif! deep 7nto the soil, in 
Wh1ch one is rooted -- to make it fertile again. 

Given tbe interru ption of centuries in the organic life of 
these cultures, the search for identity is bound to be 
elusive. Nor can the quest that lies at the heart of it, 
be simply judged by the objective 'success' of the 
respective cultures, if indeed there is any measure for 
that. The more perceptive leaders and members of the 
intelligentsia are not unaware of the problems involved, 
and try to take steps to combat these from the very 
beginning. 

Frantz Fanon, the Negro writer from Martinque (who 

lat .. r lived and worked in Algeria during its Liberation 
stluggle) has expressed the nature of this problem at its 
most fundamental level. The obsession to assert himself, 
even his despised nature haunts the 'native' under foreign 
rule. And it is through this antagonism with 'other', the 
foreigner that he exorcises his courage and his freedom. 

"Colonialism is not satisfied merely with holding a 
people in its grip and emptying the native's brain of 
all form and content. By a kind "f perverted logic, 
it turns to the past of the oppressed people, and distorts, 
djsfigu res and destroys it . .. ... . . " 1 

It is with the greatest delight and relief that t he colonised 
people begin to discover - once the movement for 
liberation begins - their own suppressed culture. And the 
native intelletcual, realising this and that they are 
constan tly in danger of being swamped anew: 

" . . . . .... relentlessly determine to renew contact once 
more with the oldest and most pre-colonial springs of 
life of their people." 2 

" Tn such a situat ion the claims of the native intellectual 
are no luxury but a necessity in any coherent 
prog.ramme. The native intellectual who takes up arms 
to defend his nation's legitimacy, who is willing to 
strip himself naked to study the history of his body. is 
ohliged t~ dissect the hea rt of his people." 3 

] Frantz Fanon, Tl)e \Vretchcd ot tIle Enrth, p. 170 

Z thid., Pl'. 169·170 

3 Ibid; p . J1 7 .. 



INDlGENISM: SOME HISTORICAL EXAMPLES. I 

Jean Franco in her book The Modern Culture of Latill 
America describes how, from the early studies of the 
Hispanic civilization by Jose Enrique Rodo (from 
Uruguay, 1871-1917, author of 'Ariel'), to the Mexican 
intellectuals of the post-revolutionary period like Jose 
Vasconcelos, Alfonso Reyes, Samuel Ramos, Leopold 
Zea and Octavio Paz, this question of national self
identification - made especially touchy by their mixed 
Indo-Spanish background - is posed again and again 
through interpretations of their history. 

It was under Jose Vasconcelos (1882-1959) who was 
twice the Education Minister in post-revolutionary Mexico 
that a far reaching programme of cultural nationalism 
became effective. His pioneering work included mass 
literary programmes in which the Indian population was 
sought to be included, both as a subject and object of 
education. He initiated the establishment of the Institute 
01 Indigenous Studies and the Museum of Anthropology 
and History. As he put a high premium on the arts in the 
building up of national culture, he encouraged the Folk 
Ballet, the National Theatre, musicians and orchestras, 
particularly those using traditional and folk instruments. 
He is of course best known for extending Government 
patronage to the Mexican painters, giving them 
opportunities to study pre-Columbian art, encouraging 
them to develop the mural technique and commissioning 
them to paint murals that allegorised the struggles of the 
Mexicans in finding their freedom and identity (although 
the famous painters, Rivera, Sequeiros and Orozco were 

The example of India will he treated in grea ter detail in a later 

section of the essay. Here I am making a brief mention of two 

cultural situations that provide a contest to the theoretical 

propositions made above. 

soon On their own and out-lived their patron, through 
their work). 

" ...... the impulse behind cultural nationalism was 
two-fold. First, there was the desire to bring all sections. 
of the community into national life. Secondly, the 
elite now sought in folk culture, in the indigenous 
peoples and the environment, the values they had 
previously accepted from Europe." 2 

Cultural nationalism itself, was seen by Vasconcelos ancl 
others as a preparation for a great collaboration of the 
Latin American cultures: intellectuals and artists were 
invited from the Latin American continent to come and 
participate in Mexico's experiment. And this was further 
conceived as a model for the fusion of races and culturar 
integration on a world-wide scale. 

These ideals never reached the peak of conviction (and' 
achievement) as in the 1920's; indeed, were betrayed in 
the political situation of subsequent years, as tbe Indian 
population remained illiterate and neglected, capitalism 
flourished and the intelligentsia remained an elite group. 
There were however, some lasting gains: through the 
institutions that were founded, the arts, particularly mural 
painting wbich affected social and aesthetic consciousness. 
not only in Mexico, but in the world. Moreover, nowhere
in Latin America, as in Mexico, are the people so aware 
and proud of their historical tradition, their popular 
culture, and this creates - at least - a potential for 
another resurgence. 

The notion of Negritude (Negroism), that developed after· 
the· 1930's amongst the Negro intellectuals, particularly of 
the French colonies, expressed in militant terms, the need' 

2 1. fi'ram:o : The Modem Culture of Latin America, pp. 71·72 
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for rejecting what the white colonising world stood for 
and upholding the intrinsic qualities of the Negro ; his 
natural aptitudes and passions, his culture and tradition. 
The two famous writers of this movement are Aime 
Cesaire (from Martinique) and Leopold Senghor (national 
1eader and writer from Senegal). 

Thirty years ago, in his long poem, Return to My Native 
Land. Cesaire sa id to his fellow-negroes -

"Sun, Angel Sun, cu rly-headed Angel of the Sun, 0 leap 
across the I sweet greenish fluid of the waters of Shame!" 

l.ater in the poem he says: 

" My negritude is not a stone, nor deafness flung out 
against the clamour of the day. 
My Negritude is not a white tower nor cathedral 
it plunges into the red flesh of the soil 
it plunges into the blazing flesh of the sky 
M y Negritude riddles with holes 
the dense affliction of its worthy patience." 2 

"Negritude has b\.!en criticised as defensive and 
self-defeating. Frantz Fanon is sympathetic to the notion 

:as a step toward in intensifying self-consciousness, but 
he points out that the final limitations of a 
'pan-Africanism is that it simplifies the historical-social 
·content of the struggle and therefore the objectives. Wole 
'Soyinka, the Nigerian writer and poet commented 
r idiculingly that we may just as well have the Tiger 
proclaim its Tigerism. Yet Negritude is a weapon which 
the American negroes arc nOw taking up. In claiming an 

1 Aime Cesa ire (trans: John Berger and Anna Bostock) Return to 
My Native Land, London, Penguins, 1969, p. 65 

'2 Ibid., p. 75 

• 

Afro-American identity their most articulate leader, 
Eldridge Cleaver deliberately subordinates the long history 
that severed them from their home land, emphasises their 
racial-cultural distinctness and therehy gives his people 
the will to fight white oppression. At the least . this is a 
strategy necessary at a particular historical stage in the 
struggle; if it releases problems, these are a part of the 
problems of rehabilitation which are unavoidable and 
which, with the hindsight on colonial struggles now 
available, can be simultaneously considered. In his 
collection of essays, entitled Soul on Ice, Eldridge Cleaver 
does go heyond separatism for its own sake, by linking 
the struggle of his people with the liberation movements 
everywhere and even with the young whites in America 
who are fighting the established culture of oppression. 

EXTRAPOLATION 

Ind igenism is most fruitful when its aims are a 
self-directed questioning. But often it becomes a means 
by which newly independent people defend themselves 
from being assimilated by the more advanced nations. 
Alternative values are expessed in over simplified 
polarities - the hlindly materialistic west, and the rest, 
the exploited cultures as ipso facto more spiritual and 
1110re human . Tn the wake of this come theories of 
inherent or historical superiority. most of which are 
merely chauvinistic. 

The actual state of these nations, the enormity of their 
problems, makes even the more modest assertions seem 
hollow and vain. the swan song as it were of civilisations 
that have in effect been submerged by history. Yet the 
West, despite its phenomenal achievements has been 
humbled hy its own actions during this century and the 
value of its supremacy questioned by its own best minds. 
The material optimism of the 19th century exploded into 



anguished I pessimism after World War 1. The subsequent 
rise of Nazism and World War IT have intensified the 
sense of crisis. 

"The western man is now realising the limitation of 
his own view 0/ what constitutes reaUty ... But this is 
equally being realised by other men. who until recently 
had to justify their humanity to a world that begrudged 
it,"1 

OCkwio Paz. in his exploration of the Mexican identity 
says: 

"We were objects before, but now we have become the 
agents of historical change. and our acts and our 
omissions affect the great powers. The image of the 
present·day world as a struggle between two giants with 
the rest of us as their friends. supporters, servants and 
followers. is very superficial. The back-ground - ana 
indeed. very substance - of contemporary history is 
the revolutionary wave that is whelming in the 
peripheral countries ............ 2(my italics) 

Against this background the search for identity by 
post-colonial nations, through a revaluation of their past. 
acquires real significance. It is not that they can conjure 
up, from their ancient past, solutions for contemporary 
problems but they can (a) create a sense of perspective 
though their hitherto ignored or sullied historical traditions 
(even as an anthropologist can, through his 'models' of 
primitive societies); (b) extend indigenism trom a 
remantic pursuit for its own sake, into an instrument of 
criticism, a means by which they distance themselves from 

1 Mexican thinker Leopold Zea; quoted by Jean Franco, Tile 
J\1odem Culture of Latin America, p. 216 

2 P3Z. Labyrinth of Solitude, p. 180 

the oppressive achievement of the West. A means by 
which to rethink the {undamental questions, to ask as it 
they were at the beginning: what are their needs, instead 
of blindly following the solutions made for them by the 

West.l 

The qllest of these emerging peoples will be greatly 
strengthened if they recognise that indigenism is one 
means by which their culture is vitalised; it must be 
accompanied by a diversification and radicalisation of the 
total cultural body. Secondly, that the historical 
circumstance of colonialism and underdevelopment has 
oiven these several nations common problems and their 
~ 

unity is essential, and not just a tactical contrivance. 

One of India's important SOCiologists said far back as in 
J 942 (when the Indian people were launching their biggest 
offensive against British rule). that our identity is to be 
seen in the double perspective of the past and the future . 
These words apply to all emerging nations: 

"Along with the withdrawal of foreign rule, India, the 
whole of it or each part of it. must 'withdraw' into 
itself. Every civilisation in history ' has thus 'retired' to 
draw from its inner resources and come out to meet 
a new challenge . ... n 

"It is not a reactionary move provided that the rally is 
affected. India has done likewise in her times of 
trouble; .. conscious emphasis will have to be laid on the 
return and the rally; the withdrawal being into the 
collective unconscious cannot but be unconscious. 

This should be seen in relation to the argument of Herbert Marcuse 
in One Dimensional Mall; that tlle achievements of post· 

technological societies absorb dissent and idealism and reduce 

reality to its single dimension - the established status quo. 



Conscious adjustment te Indian traditions and symbols 
is thus tbe first condition of remaking .. . 

"The outgoing attitude will have to be one of bearty 
alliance with all the people's governments . .. Wherever 
the people are On the move, wberever they bave 
t riumphed over their political economic or social 
matters, the so-called repositories and matters of 
culture, there the interests of Indian cu lture will be. 

"The culture of static parts is of the museum. It is not 
suggested that tbe West has ceased to exist - it will at 
least live through the USA, but certainly the world 
provides other types which the West has taught us all 
to ignore or look on with contempt. Western culture as 
we have known it these years has been essentially a 
class culture; and the large number who had adopted it 
have been conditioned to believe that the nature of 
culture itself is such. But many people today have begun 
to think otherwise. They are our friends and their 
friendship will help us to rally. 

"So in future, Tndians can only meet those who are 
wresting their human claims from unwilling hands and 
remaking their own culture in the process."! 

As these nations set out to solve their terrible problems, 
they may be forced to invent new means - in the way 
Tndia did her concept of non-violence and Satyagraha. 
and indeed as have the revolutionary peoples of China. 
North Vietnam and Cuba. in the last twenty years. Tn the 
process they may point out the malaise in the established 
values. in the fund of 'given' solutions. It is in this sense 
that their own search can be amplified, not only to the 
rest of the 'Third World' but to the entire world. But just 

I D. P. Mukerji, Modern Indian Culture, pp. 215·216 

as the claims of inherent superiority are irrelevant, the 
international aspect of individual solutions need not be 
over-emphasised. My extrapolations are based on 
indigenism. which is a creative exploration of a specific 
cultu re. I deliberately avoid any aIIempt at universal 
applications for it contains elements of cultural seduction. 

RECAPITULATION 

I have gone very far-afield in the introduction. To bring: 
it back to focus I will quote tbe ideas of Octavio Paz, 00 

the subject for he poses the dilemmas with a poigoance 
tbat is felt by all those pre-occupied with the quest. 

His long essay, Labyrinth of Solitude, is written as a 
poetic introspection on tbe theme of Mexicanism. He wants 
to tear away the masks tbat obscure th~ face of tbe 
Mexican; to arrive at his true identity as revealed in his 
myths, language, mores and present patterns of behaviour. 
Poetically he states that tbe Mexican must discover 
himself through a dialectic of solitude and communion, 
but like other thinkers who have struggled with the 
problem, he sees it realistically as well, and in its 
bewildering implications. He realises that tbere may nO 
longer be an 'essentia1' face of the Mex.ican. no unique 
destiny, which is not inextricably linked with the people 
of other post-colonial and underdeveloped nations - and 
of man everywhere. Tt is not an essay written to conjure 
up a Mexican identity. but to question the possibility and 
it lays down no idea]ogical dogma based on exclusivity. 
for discovering it. The vaccillation tbat characterises his 
approach and the doubt that hangs like a shadow over 
every assertion seem to me symbolic of the very state In 

which the self-conscious and sensitive individual finds 
himself in most of these post-colonial cultures. 

"At one time T thought that my pre-occupations with 
the "ignificance of my country's indiViduality - a 
pre-occupation T share with many others - was 



pointless and even dangerous. Instead of asking 
ourselves questions, it would be better, 1 felt, to create; to 
work with the realities of our situation. We could not 
alter those realities by contemplation, only by plungnig 
ourselves into them. We could distinguish .ourselves 
from other peoples by our creations rather than by the 
dubious originality of our character which was the result, 
perhaps, of constantly changing circumstances . .. . " t 

"But tbe adolescent cannot forget himself - when he 
succeeds in doing so, he is no longer an adolescent -
and we cannot escape the necessity of questioning and 
contemplating ourselves" 2 

"The Revolution began as a discovery of ourselves and 
a return to Our origins; later it became a search and an 
abortive attempt at a synthesis; finally since it was 
llnable to assimilate our tradition and to offer us a new 
and workable plan, it became a compromise. The 
Revo!ution has not been capable of organising its 
explosive values into a world view and the Mexican 
intelligentsia has not been able to resolve the conflict 
between the insufficiencies of our tradition and our 
need and desire for universality." 

''This recapitulation helps to define the problem of a 
Mexican philosophy - the conflicts ... (bad) 
remained hidden until a short while ago, covered over 
by foreign ideas and Corms that have served to justify 
our actions but have also hindered our self-expression 
and obscured the nature of our inner controversy. Our 
situation resembles that of a neurotic, Cor whom moral 

Paz. Op. cit. p. 2 

2 Ibid ., p. 3 

principles and abstract ideas have nO practical function 
except as a defence for his privacy - that is, as a 
complex system he employs to deceive both himself 
and others regarding the true meaning of his inclinations 
and the true character of his conflicts. But when these 
latter are clearly and accurately revealed to him, he 
must then confront them and resolve them himself. 
Much the same thing has happened to us. We have 
suddenly discovered that we are naked and that we are' 
confronted with an equally naked reality." 3 

Following from the above 1 am concerned with the quest 
usually led by a nation's intelligentsia and amongst them. 
the artists, for: 

( I) discovering the essence of the culture by an 
understanding of its unique tradition, and its present 
characteristic manifestations. 

(2) becoming authentic and self-aware by stripping off 
the masks put on in defence against a confused and 
frightening colonial history and the masks that hide 
the failures and deceptions of the post-colonial era 
as well. 

With the 'quick' of feeling Aime Cesaire expresses the 
quest: 

"1 break open the yolk-bag 

th~t separates me from myself" 4 

3 Ib;d., p. 157 

4 Cesa ire (trans: John Berger :Jnd Anna Bostock) Return to My 
Native Land, p. 62. 



THE MAN AND THE PEDESTAL 
Prabbakar Bftrwe 

Empty evening hung low. A man who had forgotten his 
own name was aimlessly pushing himself in the direction 
his feet chose. As he walked he thought of things, vacantly 
. . .. he felt tired of everything .. . . his life, his ambitions, 

his dreams, his work, in fact everything that was 
associated with him bored him. At the moment he only 
wanted to walk, walk anywhere, the place made no 

difference, time was endless. 

He kept on moving. He crossed gardens, then he entered 
tbe city square. Then be turned to the right and took the 
main road tbat led to the railway terminus. A little later 
he turned to the left, that road took him near the High 
Court building, then to the University. He kept On going. 
He neared an oval ground and as he reacbed the footpath 
opposite the ground be stopped near a small park. 

After a little hesitation he entered the park by the 
eastern gate. The park was secluded. It was abandoned 

and unkempt for years, so it seemed. Somehow, after 
entering that totally isolated place, be experienced relier. 
But then he also felt very tired. After hours of walking he 
wanted to sit for a while. He saw an old bench in a far 
off corner. The bench was half broken; but be managed 
to settle himself in the little place the bench offered. 

He sat down and SOon started observing the things . around 
him; old fat trees, rotten fences ; On the ground a heap of 
dry leaves and small branches; and a black patch of moist 
earth here and there. There was no wind. A strange silence 
ruled over the place. As he turned his eyes to the left, 
across the main road, he saw the wall and part of the 
High Court lawns. 

He also saw a small sign on the gate of the High Court 
building. He tried to read it. He couldn't. But be 
remembered - it said that that way was for the 
exclusive use of a Judge Sahib. He felt amused and 
vacantly smiled for the first tinlC. 

As he sat looking straight at the gate he observed in the 
distance a black' moving object. When in focus he was 
surprised to see a judge, running, coming out of the 
gate on to the main road. When the judge crossed the 
road and was on the footpath along the park be slowed 
his speed. He was panting. He was in his full attire and 
the wig On his head made him look very unreal. Seeing 
the forsaken p .... k; the judge entered it from a nearby 
entrance; and looking around he made sure that no one 
was in the vicinity. He felt assured and at ease. 

He straightened up his spectacles and cloak; and slowly 
started taking a stroll in the park. He felt relaxed and 
alone. 

During his slow, strolling venture the judge was much 
engrossed in himself. The evening light was changing the 
perspective and colour of things. Slowly the judge came 
near a small fence where wild grass and rusted iron bars 
were held in a peculiar relationship. Inside the fence he 
saw a cement pedestal. standing, singular. saving its many 
faces from the decay inflicted by time. It must have been 
there for thousands of years. from the begulOiQg of man. 
from the beginning of time, the judge thought. 

The judge looked upwards and was startled to find tbe 
pedestal unoccupied, there was no statue. A pedestal 
without a statue. in the centre of the protective fence! 
The judge was uneasy. He was sad too. 

In his sadness he stood there, looking at the pedestal, 
and at that moment a strange temptation entered him. 
He became obsessed with it. He would climb over the 
pedestal and stand there, he thought. He glanced around. 
and On seeing nothing but his own thoughts felt happy 
and gradually started making his way towards the 
pedestal, and he stood there motionless. 
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The man sitting on the bench at the far end of the park, 
after a quiet rest for a while, again felt restless. He decided 
to shift. to start again. He got up and decided to slowly 
go out of the park. On his· way he found himself standing 
near that fence. He stopped, watching the pedestal inside. 
'A real old piece of fine craftsmanship,' he thought. He 
tried reading the letters engraved on the face of the 
pedestal but they were disfigured. And he saw strange 
forms, snakelike, crosslike, starsbapes - something told 
him they must be of an old script. That strange calligraphy 
belonged to a different time. He could also sec the 
ornam~ntal border in fragments. Despite all that rain the 
pedestal was still in one piece. 

Then he looked up at the statue of a judge in grey marble; 
at places. like in the grooves of the under arms and in 
the folds of his great cloak, the colour was moss green. 
He saw that the shoes of the statue were half chipped 
off, and the external ridges of the dress disfigured. and the 
nose of the judge broken. His face looked strange without 
a nose. The rims of the spectacles were without glasses . . 
It must be a very old statue of a one·time great man. 
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now abandoned and left all to himself, in white grey 
marble. 'The man near the fence could not look away. 
He was under a spell. . 

Tn his bappy solitude at the top of the p~destal the judge 
felt at peace with his surroundings. He had nothing to 
[ear. He found himself in perfect harmony with his own 
being. Coming out of this deep enchantment, which the 
pedestal had cast on him. he looked around with a new 
vision. And to his surprise he ,saw a questioning statue at 
the foot of the pedestal: a statue stood looking up at the 

sky. The judge admired that weird sculpture in its peculiar 
posture. He had never thought of a garden statue likc 
that one. And then it dawned upon the judge that it 
could be the statue which was missing from the pedestal. 
He smiled to himself and thought, 'So the statue has 
descended from the pedes!,!l!' 

Then it so happened that a crow Came flynig near the 
judge, and was about to settle on his wig when the judge 
madc a slight gesture of smoking a cigar (which hc had 
forgotten to carry with him,. This little movement of 
the statue frightened the bird away. 
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The Lalit Kala riddle is unsolved yet. It appears likely that after the success of the Artists' Conference in March 
which realised the imperatives for a radical change and declared its decision to adopt a new constitution, the factions 
with vested interests have busied themselves in reaction~ry activities. The Lalit Kala Akademi has not called the proposed 
meeting of thirteen members appointed at the conference to work on and present the fiual draft of the new constitution 
We guess the General Council has declined to finance the expenses for such a meeting. Now it's left to the Protesting 
artists, the other members of tbe constitution committee and sympathisers to prepare a final draft of the new constitution 
and present it to tbe Government before the new General council is formed early next year. 
Our first instalment of a series of articles by Geeta Kapur appears in this number. We are planning to bring it out ill a 
book form when concluded. Since a very limited number of copies are to be printed, those who are interested in 
obtaining it are requested to let us know as soon as possible with an advanced payment of Rs. 10/- towards the cost. 
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