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COMMENTING on the fact that
India has the highest road accident
rate in the world, a local news-
paper wrote recently, “There is
simply no culture of proper driving
in our big cities.”

It is the same in our small cities
and towns, along the highways and
There are
reports every day of buses and

~ trucks overturning or falling off
: into ditches or crashing against a

single vehicle moving in the oppo-
site direction on a road otherwise
deserted.

Use of the word culture in the
quoted comment is a reminder of
a truth generally overlooked in
India. Tt is associated with reli-
gion, literature and the arts, not
with mundane matters such as
overtaking only on the proper side
or walking on the pavements, or
not spitting in public.

In all those matters and in a
million others, it is a question of
culture.

Analyses of Indian political
issues have necessarily to be offer-
ed first of all in political terms.
But their cultural sources as well
as implications are also relevant.
One may go further. Political
points of view without cultural
associations are futile.

What, then, needs most urgently

‘and emphatically to be said about
-the present discouraging state of

Indian political life? It is that the
formal functioning of the democra-
tic machinery lacks the spirit of a
democratic culture.

No utopian ideal is being de-
manded here, only a minimum set
of inter-related values, practised
with some care and commitment.
What we find in their place is a
base of communalism, within which
is a mix of feudal attitudes, regres-
sive social practices and ritualistic
conduct. The modern super-struc-
ture is naturally very shaky, and
crumbles whenever the base is chal-
lenged, as it often is, by contempo-
rary needs.

For example, candidates for
clections representing even national
parties cannot be chosen without
reference to their religious and
ethnic roots. These must be the
same as the constituency’s.

At the next stage, after the elec-
tions, the successful representatives
of the people take little or no inte-
rest in the problems of the people.
They are concerned almost exclu-
sively with the advancement of
their own interests. Whatever their
politics may be, which is a different
matter, their culture is more or less
the same. It has little room for
independent thinking, a sense of
service, organisational competence
and initiative.

The result: failures in imple-
mentation, as they are compla-
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cently called. From the work of
small committees in sports clubs to
policy-making institutions for the
nation, the same kind of ineffec-
tiveness and sometimes breakdown
is observable. This is surely be-
cause our culture does not teach
us how to cope with modern prob-
lems in today’s world. Tt specia-
lises, so to speak, in a different
brand of wisdom.

In our education, to put that
notion in one specific context, the
Guru-Shishya model is no longer
operative, while the teacher-student
one is a mere formality. Efforts to
revive the old system are exercises
in futility. Similarly, efforts to put
life into the new relationship,
which is indispensable, seldom suc-
ceed. That is why, from primary
schools to post-graduate university
departments we have the externals
without the creativity of true know-
ledge.

Some years ago an Indian jour-
nal. of notable intellectuality
brought out a special issue on the
theme of “Waste”. All the contri-
butors were agreed on one point,
whatever their main area of con-
cern: as a people we have not the
same attitude to public property
and resources as we have to our
own. In other words, our culture
is private and personal.

We need to extend our tradi-
tional culture into the domain of
public life, and T don’t mean West-
ernisation. I mean an organic
growth, a new flowering without
loss of identity and roots.
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