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The present paper is an attempt to configure,
contextualize and critique the coordinates of what may be
termed as Indian perspectives on cultural studies in the
context of the growing trend of establishing and validating
the Euro-Americo-centric (dis-)courses of cultural studies in
the departments of literary and humanistic studies in Indian
universities. The prevalent pedagogy of cultural studies is a
kind of neo-imperialism that perpetuates the stranglehold of
dominant western theories/discourses in Indian universities
and excludes the Indian perspectives and worldviews from
its purview.
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Introduction: Gandhi and Cultural Action

We may begin by what Gandhi wrote in one of his last
notes found among his papers after his assassination on
30.01.1948:

I will give you a talisman: Whenever you are in doubt,
or when the self becomes too much with you, apply
the following test: Recall the face of the poorest and
the weakest man (woman) whom you may have seen,
and ask yourself if the step you contemplate is going to
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be of any use to him (her). Will he (she) gain anything
by it? Will it restore him (her) to a control over his
(her)own life and destiny? In other words, will it lead
to swar¹j for the hungry and spiritually starving
millions? Then you will find your doubts and you self
melting away.

Tendulkar 89

One can hardly ignore the fact that the textuality of
this Gandhian talisman is grounded in a performative cultural
politics that has been the touchstone of sanskÅti (culture),
swar¹j (freedom) in its widest sense and s¹nskÅtik karma
(cultural action) in Indian contexts. The significance of
Gandhi’s talisman is that it translates sanskÅti (culture) into
performance of ethical action or duty known in Indian
contexts as dharma(duty), sadach¹ra (action based on truth),
paropak¹ra (well-being of the other), and ni¶k¹ma karma
(selfless, detached action) keeping the poorest human at the
centre of his swar¹j (freedom).

Thus, Gandhi ties the issue of culture and cultural action
for swar¹j (freedom- political, economic and cultural) to the
condition of the “hungry and spiritually starving millions” in
India. Needless to say, the Gandhian talisman that addresses
the economic as well as spiritual poverty rampant in the
present times may have served as the “mool-mantra or
cardinal principle” to be practiced by all those who  wield
power( social, political, economic and cultural) in the post-
independence India but are in the grip of selfishness, self-
doubt and self-aggrandizement. It is worth noticing here that
Gandhi translates the propriety of culture and freedom,
which may largely be theoretical, into the practical domain
of the performance of ethical action in order to empower
the poorest and the weakest. Gandhi seems to warn the Indian
academics engaged with project of Cultural Studies in India:-
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“ An academic grasp (of Indian culture) without practice
behind it is like an embalmed corpse, perhaps lovely to look
at but nothing to inspire or ennoble.” (Young India 277)  In
other words, Gandhi’s insistence on the selfless performance
of ethical action for the welfare of all, which connotes
“lokasangraha” of the Gita (or sarvodaya in Gandhian
terminology) lies at the centre of the Indian culture. The Gita
also points to the ceaseless performance of selfless or
detached ethical actions for the universal welfare which is
the characteristic feature of Indian culture:

Controlling the sense organs with the mind, he who
commences the Yoga of action with the organs of action,
unattached, is held to excel, O Arjuna! ( The Gita  3.7)

Always do prescribed work; work is superior to inaction.
Indeed, even life in the body is impossible without
working. (The Gita 3.8)

... At least, to promote the welfare of the world, you
ought to do works.(The Gita 3.20)

... just as the ignorant work with attachment to that work,
so should the wise work, unattached, seeking the world’s
integration.(The Gita 3.25)

 It is important to remember here that Gandhi through
his ‘talisman’ translates the sacred yet practical idea of ni¶k¹ma
karma (detached action/work) and lokasangraha (work/
action for universal well-being and solidarity of human beings
which is akin to Gandhi’s idea of sarvodaya) into  the terms
of moral economy of the so-called secular and mundane
politics. By placing the poorest (both in material and spiritual
terms) at the centre of his political, social and cultural praxis,
Gandhi blurs the distinction between sacred and secular
actions, or between political and cultural actions. Similarly,
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Gandhi’s act of cultural  translation of such moral/spiritual
values as  satya (truth), ahi‚sa( non-violence or love),
karu¡a (compassion), sewa (service) and sa‚yama (self-
restarint) into his vision of value-based politics manifest in
the multiple forms of swar¹j (freedom), satyagrah (truth-
force), swade¶i (love of the immediate neighbour or true
indigenism) and sarvodaya( universal welfarism) speaks
volumes of his holistic or integrated vision of life- in which
there is no separation between the secular and the sacred. In
the Gandhian world-view, the vision of true freedom or swar¹j
will remain merely a caricature of good society or a chimera
at best, if does not mean the social, economic and cultural
freedom of the poorest and the weakest in our society. That
is why, Gandhi’s talisman tells us about the practical method
to perform actions without selfishness and self-doubt for the
true empowerment or all-inclusive progress of human beings.

Reading SanskÅti as Culture: Indian Perspectives

While Gandhi was all for the decolonization of mind
through the realization of cultural swar¹j, he always
welcomed the confluence of cultures and the assimilation of
the best available in other cultures: “Preservation of one’s
own culture does not mean contempt for that of others, but
requires assimilation of the best that there may be in all other
cultures”(Young India).  Gandhi , no doubt, celebrates a form
of cultural hybridity which is a natural corollary to the
processes of contact (and even conflict) of cultures in the
global contexts; but this cultural hybridity is worthless if it
fails to inspire the human beings to be good humans and do
good to their nation and the world at large:

The Indian culture of our times is in the making. Many
of us are striving to produce a blend of all the cultures
which seem today to be in clash with one another. No
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culture can live if it attempts to be exclusive. There is
no such thing as pure Aryan culture in existence today
in India. Whether the Aryans were indigenous to India
or were unwelcome intruders, does not interest me
much. What does interest me is the fact that my remote
ancestors blended with one another with the utmost
freedom, and we of the present generation are a result
of that blend. Whether we are doing any good to the
country of our birth and the tiny globe that which
sustains us or whether we are a burden the future alone
will show ( Harijan).

Young India

This is why Gandhi’s vision of sanskÅti (culture) may
justifiably be located in the discourses of cultural studies in
India as it continues to challenge and inspire its pundits as
well as practitioners.

The usage of sanskÅti (culture) is a fairly recent
phenomenon in western and Indian contexts. SanskÅti
(culture), in the Indian contexts, refers to a multidimensional
process through which human beings refine, purify and re-
form their actions in accordance with the existing moral
values. Agyeya, the prominent cultural critic and modernist
Hindi writer, raises some very important points in this regard
in his essay-”SanskÅti Ki Chetana” (“Consciousness of
Culture”):

In the pre-modern times, the ideals and values did exist;
but they were not designated as “cultural ideals/values”
as sanskÅti or culture was not understood as an isolable
and isolated (and quite narrow also) concept in India.
In India, there was no need to designate the ideals and
symbols that influenced the growth of human character
as “sanskÅti or culture” because they were the
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constituents of “dharma”(duty). In entire world history,
nowhere dharma(duty) has been conceptualized in
such all-inclusive and all-embracing terms ( and this
conception of dharma still holds except for those
Indians who are immersed in the influence of western
education) as has been done in India.

 Bhagavad Gita Bhashya of Sri Shankaracharya

In this way, dharma (duty) is “the ethical law or
substratum that holds the actions of the entire society”
(Agyeya 69). The ManusmÅti (The Laws of Manu) also
describes the ten points of dharma (duty)  which are also the
co-ordinates of sanskÅti  (culture) in the Indian context. To
re-orient Manu’s discourse in consonance with the changed
times, it can  be affirmed that  all the members of civil society
should follow or try utmost to follow the ten-point dharma
(duty) in order to ensure peace and true progress  in the
world: “The ten points of dharma (duty) are dhÅti (patience),
k¶ama (forgiveness), self-control dama (self-control), not
stealing ¹steya (stealing), shaucha (purification), indriya
nigraha (mastery of sensory powers), dhee (wisdom), vidya,
truth satyam (learning) and lack of akrodha (anger)

(The ManusmÅti VI.92).

Can we possibly ignore the significance of these values,
as inscribed by Manu in his conception of dharma (duty) that
lies at the centre of Indian world-view of sanskÅti (culture)
in the present contexts of extreme greed, consumerism, naked
dance of violence, environmental degradation and spiritual
and material starvation? In the Indian tradition, Ashoka (272-
232 B.C.)  was, perhaps, the first Indian ruler who used  the
languages really spoken and understood by the masses to
publicize, through the installation of the multimedia of rock
and pillar edicts/inscriptions throughout his vast Mauryan
empire, the performance of ethical dharma (duty)  which
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lies at the centre of Indian SanskÅti (culture): “...Practicing
dharma is good. But what is dharma? Dharma means
abstinence from sin; performance of many good deeds and
the pursuit of values such as compassion, charity, satya and
purity...I got this message inscribed so that people could
follow it accordingly and it might remain permanent.
Whosoever practices it will consecrate her/his life” (Ashok
Ke Dharma Lekha  89).

 The exclusion of Indian voices/perspectives on culture
and society in the existing courses of “Cultural Studies” in
Indian universities necessitates the search for an alternative
project of Cultural Studies which includes the visions and
world-views of those Indian thinkers/writers who tried to
understand the possibilities of swar¹j (freedom) for  “the
hungry and starving millions” of India as envisaged by Gandhi.
Needless to say, Gandhi expects those who are struggling for
“swaraj” to follow the path of satya (truth), ahi‚sa (non-
violence), satyagraha (truth-power or soul-force) and
swadeshi (love of the neighbour) which are the  foundational
values of Indian culture. It would be worthwhile to remember
that the recent non-violent movements in Egypt and Tunisia
were also inspired by Gandhi’s ideals of truth, non-violence
and non-cooperation with forces of injustice, which, according
to him, are the primary values of Indian culture.

SanskÅti (Culture) and Sahitya (Literature): Inside
and Outside the Text

In the Indian context, a literary text has always been
considered as a s¹nskÅtik (cultural text). Perhaps no other
language of the world, save Sanskrit, offers the etymological
and discursive connectivity between the signifiers of literary
text (kÅti), language (sanskrit), the process of purification
(sanskar) and culture (sanskÅti). That is why an average
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Indian student of literature is  familiar with the inevitable
and inseparable connection between sahitya (literature) and
sanskÅti (culture) as manifest in most of the Indian texts of
literary theories. This may also explain why a student in India
may not bother much about the much-talked-about cultural
studies?--much to the chagrin of her university-based teacher
whose heart and mind often overflows with latest theories
imported from France, U.K. or U.S.A! Her familiarity with
the Indian perspectives on kÅti-in-sanskÅti/‘sanskÅti-in-
kÅti’(text-in-culture/culture-in-text), in fact, saves her from
being crushed under cartloads of imported theories of the
so-called “Cultural Studies”1. In fact, whenever we experience
aesthetic pleasure (that is rasa) in our critical examination of
meanings of literary or cultural texts from different
perspectives of caste, gender, class, race, language, power-
relations, spiritual and psychological issues, we are doing
some serious cultural studies business. Culture as represented
in a text (sanskÅti-in-sahitya) may contest, resist or protest
against the culture outside the text.

Such values as duty(dharma), interdisciplinarity,
pluralism(diversity), unity, harmony, and well-being of all
(loka-mangal or kalyana) have always characterized and
connected the  coordinates  of sanskÅti(culture) and
sahitya(literature) in India right from Bharata’s N¹tya¶¹stra(c
5th Century B.C.) to  Kshemendra (11th century A.D., the
author of Auchityavicharacharcha), Mammata (11th century
A.D., the author of K¹vyaprakasha),Acharya Vishwanatha
(14th century A.D., the author of Sahityadarpana) to
Premchand’s Sahitya Ka Uddeshya (1936)- to cite only a few
examples:

He then thought: “I shall make a fifth Veda on the N¹tya
with the semi-historical tales (itihasa), which will
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conduce to duty (dharma), wealth (artha), as well as
fame, will contain good counsel and collection (of
traditional maxims), will give guidance to people of the
future as well, in all their actions, will be enriched by
the teaching of all authoritative works (shastra) and
will give a review of all arts and crafts.

(Bharata 03).

This teaches us duty (dharma) to those who go against
duty, love (kama)to those who are eager for its
fulfillment, and it chastises those who are ill-bred or
unruly, promotes self-restraint in those who are
disciplined, gives courage to cowards, energy to  heroic
persons, enlightens men of poor intellect and gives
wisdom to the learned.

(Bharata14-15).

In order to critically appreciate how writing or
composing sahitya (literature) is a sanskÅtic (cultural) action
in Indian  context, one may replace the word ‘n¹tya’, (drama)
‘k¹vya (poetry) with sahitya (literature). The cultural and
political purpose of literature is further explained by
Bharatamuni in N¹tya¶¹stra:

 It will (also) give relief to unlucky persons who are
afflicted with sorrow and grief or (over)-work, and will
be conducive to observance of duty as well as to fame,
long-life, intellect and general good, and will educate
people.

Hence I have devised the drama in which meet all the
department of knowledge, different arts and actions.

(Bharata 15).

In his important treatise on the significance of auchitya
(propriety) of literature, Auchityavicharacharcha, K¶emendra
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holds that auchitya (appropriateness or propriety), which  is
the soul of literature, is contingent on, inter alia, on such
ethical/cultural/political co-ordinates of meaning
represented in a text as de¶a (nation), k¹l (time), swabhava
(subjectivity), sattva (being, essential nature, nobility of
character etc.,), tattva(truth), abhipraya( intended meaning),
awastha (the state of being), vichara (thoughts), sarsangraha
(essence or wisdom) and so on. Likewise Mammata also lays
due emphasis on the values associated with cultural
materialism and the moral and political economy of life in
his discourse on the purpose of k¹vya or sahitya (literature)
in his K¹vyaprakasha:

Poetry leads to fame, procurement of wealth,
knowledge of the ways of the world, cessation of the
inauspicious, immediate bliss par excellence and imparts
advice in the manner of a beloved.

(K¹vyaprakasha 05).

Poetic imagination, proficiency resulting from a study
of the world, sciences, poetical compositions and the
like, practice under the guidance of those who know
poetry- these constitute (conjointly) the cause of its
origin.

( K¹vyaprakasha 07).

Similarly, Acharya Vishwanath in his S¹hityadarpana
(The Mirror of Composition) tells us that the purpose of
literature is to help us attain purush¹rthas (the four cardinal
principles of life), namely, dharma (duty), artha (wealth),
k¹ma ( love) and mok¬a (liberation) (The Sahitya-Darpana
or Mirror of Composition of Vi¶vanatha,01) And what
Premchand, an eminent twentieth century Indian writer/
cultural thinker, says about the significance of literature, in
his presidential address delivered in the first session of
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Progressive Writers Association at Lucknow (U.P.) in 1936
seems to echo the views of  Bharata, Kshemendra, Mammata
and Vishwanath on the  ethical and cultural significance of
literature :”Only that literature passes off as true literature
on our touchstone that has sublime thoughts, ideas of
freedom, essence of beauty, soul of creativity and light of
the realities of life- that which engenders constant dynamism,
struggle and unease in us and does not make us sleep any
longer because our incremental sleep is a sign of death.
(Sahitya Ka Uddeshya 16)., This is also why Premchand
defines  sahitya (literature) primarily as a “criticism of life”(
(Sahitya Ka Uddeshya 2) that gives  us “good taste”, “spiritual
and mental fulfillment”,  “power and dynamism”, “ love of
the beautiful”, “ true determination and strength to conquer
the difficulties of life” (Sahitya Ka Uddeshya 4.)  In other
words, the processes of writing, reading and relishing
literature have always been considered as interconnected
cultural actions in Indian aesthetic/cultural tradition. In this
sense, anyone engaged in writing or reading sahitya
(literature) is also performing a s¹nskÅtik (cultural action)
in accordance with the Indian perspectives on what is
fashionably called today- cultural studies.

Some Reflections on Culture, Language, Knowledge
and Power

The word which signifies “culture” in Indian context
comes from Sanskrit, that is, sanskÅti which implies minimalist
theory but maximalist ethical action for its existence.  Before
we discuss sanskÅti in the Indian context , let us begin with a
brief analysis of the  “culture” and “cultural studies”. Whereas
in its early phase the  word “culture” ( from Indo- European
root- “kwel”- to revolve or move around and subsequently
from  Latin, colere- to cultivate, to inhabit) referred to the

Whose Cultural Studies? Some Reflections...



12 Vedic Path

dynamic process of cultivating, protecting and tending
something, in modern times, it primarily signifies (i) a general
process of intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development
( for example, cultivation of taste in music, literature, films,
philosophy, painting and other arts, fine arts and humanities)
(ii) a particular way of life, whether of a people, a period, or
a group ( which makes it applicable to almost all human
activities). That’s why Raymond Williams considers “culture”
to be “one of the two or three most complicated words in the
English language”( Raymond 76).

Moreover, the complications inherent in the word
“culture” grow further as it has had an uneasy and difficult
relationship and interaction with “civilization”(Latin, civis-
citizen) which is generally used to describe an achieved state
or condition of  organized social life (Raymond 48). It is
interesting to note that Raymond Williams, who was one of
the pioneers of Cultural Studies, does not even include
Cultural Studies (not to speak of defining it) in his important
book, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, which
was published (in 1976) in the heydays of the project of
Cultural Studies. (Raymond, 80) Broadly speaking, the
project of Cultural Studies includes, inter alia, the analysis
of connections between culture / cultural productions and
power. Stuart Hall in his essay ‘The Work of Representation’
aptly defines Cultural Studies as “a cluster (or formation) of
ideas, images and practices, which provide ways of talking
about forms of knowledge and conduct associated with a
particular topic, social activity or institutional site in society.”

On the other hand, the multiplicity of meanings
associated with the word “sanskÅti” (generally considered a
synonym of “culture”), as have already been discussed above,
gives us a clue to the maximalist idea of sanskÅti ( also spelt
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as samskÅti) in the Indian tradition. The polyvalent term-
sanskÅti refers to the performativity of an individual or a group
or an institution in the process of attaining purification,
improvement and preparedness as is evident from its
meanings–”making ready”, “preparation”, “perfection”,
“formation”, “hallowing”, “consecration”, “determination”,
“effort” (Monier-Williams 1121). Another cognate but
equally loaded signifier which is etymologically as well as
epistemologically  tied to sanskÅti  in Indic wisdom tradition
is sa‚skara which refers to “putting together”, “forming well”,
“making perfect”, “purification”, “adornment”, “making
ready”, “preparation”, “forming the mind, training,
education”, “correction, purity” etc. ((Monier-Williams
1120). Similarly, kÅti as a constituent of “sanskÅti” refers to “
the act of doing, making, performing, composing”, “activity,
action, creation, work”, “literary work” etc.( (Monier-
Williams 303). That is why the Indian concept of “sanskÅti”
always suggests the desirability of having an “ethical turn or
transformation” in our lives in order to realize that attainment
of consecration, purity, preparedness and readiness (in all
walks of life) which should be visible through the actions of
individual or an institution. This “ethical turn” in literary and
cultural studies is , at present, being considered an important
event in the western theory. If we discursively and
methodically put together the interrelated significations of
sanskÅti, sa‚skara and kÅti, as underlined above, and explain
them with textual and contextual illustrations (culled from
literary, folk, philosophical, cultural or historical sources) in
an easily comprehensible narrative/language, we are
engaged with Indian perspectives on cultural studies.  It is
worthwhile to quote Agyeya( 1911-1987), an eminent Indian
writer(Hindi poet, novelist and critic) in connection with the
Indian perspective on sanskÅti (cultural studies):

Whose Cultural Studies? Some Reflections...



14 Vedic Path

SanskÅti (culture) is primarily the name of a value-based
vision and all other factors influenced by it.  It includes
all those factors which formulate and determine the
relationship between society, individual and family,
characterizes division and utility of labour and capital,
and all our connections with all being and objects.
SanskÅti (culture) represents, regulates and re-assesses
these connections and is also an expression of them. In
other words, sanskÅti is simultaneously their foundation
and effect.

Agyeya59

He further elaborates the performative or action-
oriented aspect of the value-based vision called sanskÅti in
the Indian context:

Indian sanskÅti (culture) is basically a dharmik (duty-
based) sanskÅti. Moreover in the Indian context the
word “sanskÅti (synonymous with culture) may be said
to be the result of our englished education. It will,
however, be more appropriate to say that in the context
of India, dharma or duty has been the foundation of
sanskÅti and what is known today as ‘sanskÅti’ is only an
extension of the performance of dharma (duty).

 Agyeya11

Let us also see how modern Hindi poet Shamser
Bahadur Singh dialogically deals with sanskÅti (culture) in
terms of ethical action which is directed to empower the most
deprived people in his poem-‘ Baarh- 1948(The Flood-
1948)’:- “Culture is not this life/ Culture is an expression/ of
/ the sanskÅti of future/ which lies in the roasted grams,
Jainendra Kumarji,/ which Mahadeviji has been distributing
among the flood-victims” (Singh 82-83).
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It is the centrality of dharma (duty) in the discourses of
sanskÅti in Indian contexts that Gandhi underlines in Hind
Swaraj(1909), and afterwards in his famous ‘talisman’(1948).
To him, true civilization means ‘good conduct’, ’observance
of morality’  and  ‘duty’:”Civilization is that mode of conduct
which points out to man the path of duty. Performance of
duty and observance of morality are convertible terms. To
observe morality is to attain mastery over our mind and our
passions. So doing, we know ourselves. The Gujarati
equivalent for civilization means “good conduct” (Gandhi 53).

Even Dr B.R.Ambedkar, who worked for the
dismantling of the inhumane caste-system, caused by the
perversion of sanskÅti in the Indian contexts,  highlighted the
importance of such important texts as the Upanishadas which
are the repository of cultural/civilizational values or insights
that may be used in the reconstruction of the existing caste-
based, highly iniquitous  social order: “ But I am told that for
religious principles as will be in consonance with Liberty,
Equality and Fraternity it may not be necessary for you to
borrow from foreign sources and that you could draw for
such principles on the Upanishads” (Ambedkar 78).
Ambedkar protested against the degenerated state of Indian
culture that nourished the existed caste-system. He held that
the demand for swaraj(freedom) is  futile without social and
cultural reconstruction of Indian society and that “… the
emancipation of the mind and the soul is a necessary
preliminary for the political expansion of the people(
Ambedkar,,44)”. Needless to say, one may easily gauge how
Ambedkar’s oppositional cultural politics is grounded in the
search for an alternative egalitarian sanskÅti (culture).

Like Gandhi Sri Aurobindo also highlights how practice
of dharma (duty) and harmony between the temporal and

Whose Cultural Studies? Some Reflections...
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the timeless characterize the Indian  culture :”India’s central
conception is that of  the Eternal, the spirit here encased in
matter, involved and immanent in it…” (Aurobindo)2Contrary
to what we call the Indian perspective(s) on cultural studies
which are grounded in duty(dharma), celebration of diversity
in unity, and ethical action(karma or sadachara), even the
recent books on Euro-Americo-centric “Cultural Studies”
betray the writers’ obsession with  theoretical jargon and
critical sophistry. For example, Gary Hall and Claire Birchall
have recently (2009) edited a book entitled- New Cultural
Studies which has appropriately been subtitled as- Adventures
in Theory. In order to democratize the discourses of cultural
studies in India, there is an urgent need to include multiple
Indian perspectives (as represented in the visions of such
Indian thinkers/cultural critics as Raja Rammohan Roy,
Ramkrishna Pramahamsa, Swami Dayananda, Swami
Vivekananda, R.N.Tagore, Sir Syed Ahmad Khan, Maulana
Azad, Jotiba Phule, Tilak, Gandhi, Sri Aurobindo, Pandita
Ramabai, B.R.Ambedkar, Bhagat Singh,Lala Lajapat Rai and
others)on culture and society in the framing of courses of
Cultural Studies in Indian universities.

Gandhi and Tagore on Culture and Language:

Writing about the students’ role in the non-co-operation
movement in Young India of 1 June 1921, Mahatma Gandhi
states the importance of cultural swar¹j (that is,
decolonization of the mind)) and cultural action in the
context of India’s non-violent struggle against colonialism
highlighting the interconnections between language,
literature, culture and power which are relevant even today:

I do not want my house to be walled in on all sides and
my windows to be stuffed. I want the cultures of all the
lands to be blown about in my house as freely as
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possible. But I refuse to be blown off my feet by any. I
refuse to live in other people’s houses as an interloper,
a beggar or a slave. I refuse to put the unnecessary strain
of learning English upon my sisters for the sake of false
pride or questionable social advantage. I would have
our young men and women with literary tastes to learn
as much of English and other world-languages as they
like, and then expect them to give the benefits of their
learning to India and to the world, like a Bose, a Roy or
the Poet himself.

Barker 98

It is interesting to note that Gandhi’s metaphorical use
of the “house”,”walls” and “windows” in the first two sentences
of this oft-quoted statement  foregrounds a characteristic
feature of Indian culture, that is, its “openness” to multi-
cultural discourses resulting in what may be termed as
“cultural pluralism”. Without undermining the significance
of cultural pluralism, Gandhiji makes it contingent on the
crucial issue of India’s swar¹j or freedom- cultural, political
and economic. While engaging himself with Tagore on the
issues of imposing “English studies” on Indian students and
their participation the Non-Cooperation Movement, Gandhiji
questioned the disproportionate importance and power made
available to an Indian subject who is  interpellated through
the discourses of the English language and the English studies:

The Poet does not know that English is today studied
because of its commercial and so-called political value.
Our boys think, and rightly in the present circumstances,
that without English they cannot get Government
service. ..Hundreds of youths believe that, without a
knowledge of English, freedom for India is practically
impossible. The canker has so eaten into the society

Whose Cultural Studies? Some Reflections...
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that in many cases, the only meaning of Education is a
knowledge of English. All these are for me signs of our
slavery and degradation. It is unbearable to me that
the vernaculars should be crushed and starved as they
have been.

The Mahatma and the Poet 64

The continuing relevance of Gandhiji’s critical
appreciation of the political economy of the English language
and its location in the colonial (as well as the postcolonial)
discourses of power cannot be overemphasized. What is to
be  emphasized here is the fact that there is not even a trace
of hatred for the English language and literature in Gandhiji’s
oeuvre. His writings and speeches give ample evidence of his
rasanubhuti (aesthetic relish) of English literature and
language. He was fond of quoting from the works of such
eminent English writers as Shakespeare, Milton, Dickens,
Tennyson, Newman, Blake, Gray, Shelley, Wordsworth,
Ruskin and Carlyle among others. Gandhiji and Tagore both
were well versed with the English language. But both of them
in their writings and speeches expressed their dislike for an
India where the predominant use of English by the
intellectual and the political elite might breed a culture of
mimicry and amnesia.

R.K.Narayan in his novel, The English Teacher (first
published in 1946), represents the resistance to the
hegemony of English through a dialogue between Krishna, a
lecturer in English and his colleague Mr Gajapathy, Assistant
Professor of English: “Mr Gajapathy, there are blacker sins in
this world than a dropped vowel.” …I drove home the point:
“Let us be fair. Ask Mr Brown if he can say in any of the two
hundred Indian languages: ‘The cat chases the rat’. He has
spent thirty years in India.” (The Mahatma and the Poet 63-
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64) It is worthwhile to remember here that Tagore and
Gandhi both had a vision of India in which India’s cultural
freedom rests on the increasing usage of Indian languages
by the Indians at the local and the national levels. The
objective of national integration can be realized only when
the native Indian languages are used and promoted in all
spheres/activities of the nation and the translational traffic
between Indian languages and literatures is accelerated- as
suggested by Gandhi. Whereas the decentering of English
from the nucleus of power is constitutionally and culturally
desirable, it may continue to exist in India as the link language
and also as a language of global diplomacy and commerce.

 The present-day Education system of India (at all
levels- primary, secondary and higher) still largely prescribes
what Paulo Freire (1922-1997) called the “pedagogy of the
oppressed” as it is invested with an overt Euro-Americo-centric
utilitarian or narrow, economistic vision of education that
caters to the demands of the global economy. Using Freire’s
discourse one may well consider India “a dependent society”
without its own voice: “The dependent society is, by
definition, a silent society. Its voice is not an authentic voice,
but merely an echo of the voice of the metropolis- in every
way, the metropolis speaks, the dependent society listens…”
(Narayan 06). Gandhiji contests this hegemony of the so-
called global economy, which poses as global culture, over
the local as well as the national culture. That is why he also
reiterates the seminal significance of the various Indian
languages (that is, “vernaculars” as they are generally
considered even in a post-colonial context in India) that
enable the people of India to understand and disseminate
the varied forms of the cultural and the national imaginary:-
“But I would not have a single Indian to forget, or be ashamed
of his mother-tongue, or to feel that he or she cannot think
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or express the best thoughts in his or her own vernacular”
(The Mahatma and the Poet 64).

One can easily gauge the extraordinary power wielded
by the linguistic elite who are the latter-day Macaulay’s
acolytes in social, political, economic and cultural domains
in India. According to the Census of India Report (2001),
“fewer than a quarter of a million (2.5 lakh) people speak
English as their first language in India” (Freire, 09).  In other
words, only a microscopic minority of 0.228% people speak
English as their first language in India whereas there are more
than 43% people (that is, more than 352 million people) in
India who are the native speakers of Hindi alone. Though
written in English, the Constitution of India does not include
English among the twenty two languages of India listed in its
Eighth Schedule. The official language(Articles 343-344) of
the Union of India is Hindi while English is to be used for
official purposes only for a limited period( fifteen years).
Article 351 of Indian Constitution envisages that:

It shall be the duty of the Union to promote the spread
of the Hindi language, to develop it so that it may serve
as a medium of expression for all the elements of the
composite culture of India and to secure its enrichment
by assimilating without interfering with its genius, the
forms, style and expressions used in Hindustani and in
other languages of India specified in the Eighth
Schedule, and by drawing, wherever necessary or
desirable, for its vocabulary, primarily on Sanskrit and
secondarily on other languages.

 Census of India

It is, indeed, a travesty of constitutional propriety that
no Central Government in the postcolonial India could
enforce the language policy as directed by the Constitution
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of India. Ironically enough, what the Bollywood film industry
could easily do with regard to the language policy and
national integration was never seriously taken up by any
Government in India.

Even in a global context, the worldwide number of the
native speakers of English is about 350 million whereas the
number of native speakers of Hindi is more than 352 million
in India only. .   (Shorter Constitution of India) Contrary to
the popular myth that proficiency in English is the determining
factor for the growth of national economy, one can well cite
the fact that English is not the national language of seven
out of ten largest economies of the world (McArthur ,03).
Have we completely forgotten how Tagore and Gandhi both
advocated the use of Indian languages in all kinds of national
work including education, judiciary, legislation and public
administration? In his essay-”Asantosh Ki Pahali Pirhi” (“The
First Generation of Discontent”), Agyeya, the prominent Hindi
writer and cultural critic, articulates the anguish of an Indian
intellectual who remained deprived of his own “language”
in the so-called independent,  postcolonial India: “I received
education but I did not receive the language which is the
basis of education… When I must be thinking in my own
mother tongue, I was cramming the vocabulary of a foreign
language; when I should have been proud of my own identity,
I was proud of my capacity to put on carry the borrowed
plumes. (economywatch.com)” (Agyeya 17).

While delivering his first lecture in English in India on
9 February 1919 in Madras( now Chennai) on ‘The Centre
of Indian Culture’, Tagore expressed his views on the
significance of Indian languages for  the realization of cultural
decolonization and dissemination of sanskÅti:
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It is needless to add that, along with those languages in
which lies stored our ancestral wealth of wisdom, we
must make room for the study of all our great
vernaculars which carry the living stream of the mind
of modern India. Along with this study of our living
languages, we must include our folk literature, in order
to truly understand the psychology of our people and
the direction towards which our underground current
of life is moving...We must not imagine that we are one
of these disinherited peoples of the world. The time
has come for us to break open the treasure trove of our
ancestors and use it for our commerce of life. Let us,
with its help, make our future  our own- never continue
our existence as the eternal rag-picker at other people’s
dustbins .

Agyeya 32-33

Have not most of our modern, university-based, Indian
intellectuals been reduced to being “the eternal rag-pickers”
at the dustbins of Euro/Americo-centric knowledge? One
cannot help appreciating Tagore’s farsightedness which is
exhibited when he castigates the contemporary English-
centric Higher Education system which ruthlessly victimizes
those Indian students (who are now in millions!) who fail  to
attain proficiency in English: “What a terrible waste of national
material to cut off all higher educational facilities from the
thousands of pupils who have no gift for acquiring a foreign
tongue, but who also possess the intellect and desire to
learn”(Tagore 32).

Unfortunately enough, even those students who excel
in higher education at various Indian  universities and colleges
and get high positions, are , in Tagore’s words, “condemned
to carry to the end the dead load of dolorous
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dumbness?(Tagore 61) because of our total neglect of Indian
languages as carriers of national culture. It is worthwhile to
remember here that neither Tagore nor Gandhi were speaking
as narrow nationalists or nativists. Tagore cautions us in no
uncertain terms lest he should be misunderstood as a cultural
chauvinist: “Let me state clearly that I have no distrust of any
culture because of its foreign character. On the contrary, I
believe that the shock of such forces is necessary for the
vitality of our intellectual life”(Tagore 54).  In the same
speech Tagore gives a fitting reply to the peddlers of
perpetuating the colonial model of higher education even
today who cite the fact that there are no textbooks in Indian
language to justify their position. Tagore rightly said “… unless
higher education is given in the vernacular languages, how
are textbooks to come into existence? We cannot very well
expect a mint to go on working if the coins are refused
circulation”(Tagore 32-33). English-centric education is, to
Tagore, a kind of mouse-trap which denied cultural freedom
to the trapped Indian students: “The fact is, it was nearly a
hundred years ago when we first entered our English school,
and we have not been able to get out of it; we have got the
same kind of shelter in it as the mouse in the trap- it threatens
to be so everlasting”(Tagore 15).

Thus, Tagore and Gandhi both in their views on
“cultural swar¹j or freedom” reinforced the connectivity
between language, culture and power. Another
contemporary of Gandhi and Tagore, Sri Aurobindo, did not
mince words when he critiqued the mimicry exhibited by the
colonized Indians through the use of English in their
conversation: ”When a Maratha or Gujarati has anything
important to say, he says it in English; when a Bengali, he
says it in Bengali... English is being steadily driven out of the
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field. Soon it will only remain to weed it out of our
conversation” (Prakash 24).

In his important essay- “Search for an Identity”,
prominent Indian writer in Kannada, Professor U.R.
Ananthamurthy also criticizes the cultural/literary mimicry
of the west by the contemporary Indian writers who,
according to him, are the victims of English education:

While Indian dance and music are uniquely Indian, why
does contemporary Indian literature takes its bearings
from the literature of the West? Are we really a nation
of mimics, victims of English education which has
conditioned the faculties of our perception so much that
we fail to respond freshly to the immediate situation in
India?... And our reaction against the West- isn’t it often
emotional, while intellectually we remain bound to
western modes of thought?

Ananthamurthy 106

Ananthamurthy also cautions us about the dangers of
essentializing India if its culture is envisioned merely as
religious/spiritual or metaphysical. In Indian contexts,
sanskÅti (culture) has always been pluralistic marked by a
symbiotic  existence between different world-views.
Ananthamurthy rightly says:

The great Indian tradition was not merely spiritual and
devotional and devotional: we had the materialist
Lokayukta School, the Sankhya System, and Jainism
and Buddhism which were atheistic. It is a tradition of
intensely conflicting world views, yet our revivalists
prefer to select only one aspect of it. Isn’t this
debilitating romantic strain in us also due to our
obsession with the west?

 Ananthamurthy 112
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Ananthamurthy, therefore, questions the westernized
Indian intellectuals who tend to lay the complexities of Indian
culture on the proverbial Procrustean bed of western
rationality and scientific reason:

That is why we don’t understand the complex pattern
of ancient Indian thought, its daring subjectivity, caught
as we are in the narrow confines of western scientific
rationality. In his simplicity the peasant still keeps alive
the mode of thinking and perception, which at the dawn
of human civilization revealed to the sages of the
Upanishads the vision that Atman is Brahman. Shouldn’t
we prefer the so-called superstition of the peasant which
helps him see organic connections between the animal
world, human world and nature surrounding him to
the scientific rationality of western science that has
driven the world into a mess of pollution and ecological
imbalance?

 Ananthamurthy 110

Of all the nationalist leaders, it was Dr Rammanohar
Lohia who addressed the language-question in the
postcolonial India in the context of Indian culture and society.
According to him, the power structures in postcolonial India
execute “daily repression” through the “weapon of language”.
The ruling elite “speak in a language which the masses do
not follow. The peasants, workers, agricultural labourers,
shopkeepers, clerks and such other illiterate masses thereby
develop an inferiority complex. This is the root cause of
India’s degeneration.” Empire may have perished politically;
but the imperishable empire of the English language
continues to render millions of Indian students voiceless
victims in the post-independence India. Lamenting the
condition of Indian education system that continues to
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perpetuate the hegemony of the English language at the cost
of creativity and growth of a vast number of  Indian students,
Dr Lohia, in his essay, “Banish English” aptly says:

From his cradle to the grave an Indian is obliged to
study various languages such as Hindi, Bengali, Sanskrit,
Arabic, Persian, and so on. Due to this ceaseless struggle
to command the intricacies of a foreign language, his
study of geography, history, economics, chemistry,
mathematics, and other sciences hardly attains
perfection. His entire life is wasted on learning the
English language. Unendingly trying to refine his
language, he hardly tastes of depth of a subject. This is
why  our study of science, economics, politics, history,
geography and other subjects is nothing but a cheap
imitation. It lacks any monumental contribution... The
Indian student is fettered to the chain of English. His
mind is rusting.

Lohia 15

That is why, Aijaz Ahmad, an eminent culture-critic, in
his essay- ‘Disciplinary English: Third Worldism and
Literature’, roundly criticizes the neo-imperialistic relationship
between Indian universities and their American and British
counterparts :”First, so fundamental and even genetic is the
relation, indeed the dependence, of the Indian university
upon its British and American counterparts that knowledge
produced there become immediately effective here, in a
relation of imperial dominance, shaping even the way we
think of ourselves” (Joshi 209) .

Another culture-critic, Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan, in her
essay, ‘Fixing English: Nation, Language, Subject’ takes a
critical look at the continuing hegemony of English in India:
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... the preserve of English in India is guarded by interests
predominantly defined by ideology, region and
class...Therefore ‘English’— not simply the language,
but the locus of a set of values loosely termed
‘westernization’—must be  viewed within an essentially
conflictual social dynamics... With this curious
function— of imposing an equality of handicap on
learners from all regions –English finds its most
powerful raison d’etre in India... Finally, and in a sense
subserving these opposed interests , is the fact that
English is the  asset enjoyed by the English – speaking
upper classes; the lack of it is a handicap suffered by
the rest, traditionally known  as the masses. It has thus
constituted the most visible divide between the ruling
classes and the ruled.

Rajan 14-15

Even Swami Vivekananda, one of the most articulate
cultural thinkers/activists of modern India, understood the
dangers of cultural mimicry and deracination that may be
the result of the imposition of English on Indian students:

The language in which we naturally express ourselves,
in which we communicate our anger, grief or love etc-
there cannot be a fitter language than that. We must
stick to that idea, that manner of expression, that diction
and all. No artificial language can never have that force,
and that brevity and expressiveness, or admit of being
given any turn you please, as that spoken
language…And language is the chief means and index
of a nation’s progress...What is the use of creating an
unnatural language to the exclusion of the natural one?
Do you not think out your scholastic researches in the
language which you are accustomed to speak(ing) at
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home? … The language in which you think out
philosophy and science in your mind and argue with
others in public – is not that the language for writing
philosophy and science?

Vivekananda 82-83

Thus, the perspectives of such cultural thinkers/critics
as Gandhi, Tagore, Sri Aurobindo, Rammanohar Lohia,
Swami Vivekananda, U.R.Ananthamurthy, Aijaz Ahmad and
Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan on the intersections between
culture, language, knowledge and power show a  “family
resemblance” yet such discursive interconnections involving
the Indian world-views  are not generally explored in the
field of cultural studies in Indian universities.

Thus, the paper as a whole aims at critically analyzing
the search for Indian alternatives to cultural studies which
are embedded in the Indian discourses of sanskÅti (culture)
and ethical action. And while we are engaged in the search
for alternatives, we should, as Gandhi rightly said, continue
to keep all our “windows open” to let in all kinds of noble
ideas and values for our cultural enrichment and have our
feet firmly planted in our soil. Only then the vision of
s¹nskÅtik swar¹j can be realized.
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