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By Rahul Goswami 
 
 
‘Culture’ in India is an idea influenced by two contrasting views. 
 
Either, India possesses a superabundance of culture and a great pool of 
talent – which takes inspiration from excellent Akademis – to work at 
preserving traditions, re-inventing them with new orientations and new 
media, and supplying burgeoning cultural industries with material. 
 

Diagnosing why India 

needs a national 
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Or, India has a creaky government framework to interpret culture and 
administer it, which is headed by the Ministry of Culture; a framework 
entirely without policy direction, surviving at whim on a shoestring national 
budgetary allocation. 
 
Both these views are true, each incumbent upon where ‘government’ is 
located vis-à-vis culture. The former view is what we find the Ministry of 
Culture prefers to portray, ignoring the latter view with which it does not 
engage. The Ministry has since the years following Independence occupied a 
high ground and, having fortified itself with institutions and centres, is 
unable to speak a language other than the rosily administrative. 
 
For this reason, because India in 2018 has a Ministry of Culture so utterly 
out of touch and out of tune with the teeming types of current discourse 
about culture (expressions, industries, media, collaborations) the insistence 
that a culture policy is needed, and needed quickly, is a welcome one. This 
insistence was given substance by an article in Swarajya titled, 'Whose 
Culture Is It Anyway? Why India Needs A Comprehensive National Cultural 
Policy' by Vikram Sampath, and I am thankful to both Swarajya and 
Sampath for having opened a space to consider, debate and act on the 
subject. 
 
To the question - why should India not have a national policy on culture? - 
the most dismissive replies have come from a constituency which says that 
we are a civilisation whose recorded histories stretch back at least five 
millennia, whose puranic histories reach back further still, and therefore 
have no need for such new artifices like cultural policies. It is easy enough 
to agree with such a position if one equates the number of eras a civilisation 
can name with the strength of its ability to protect, practice, appreciate 
anew, and integrate its many cultural practices into its present-day social 
and community life. 
 
Whereas for artistes and practitioners who are entirely submerged in their 
fields the question of such integration is superfluous, there is the matter of 
Indian society, our families and households inhabiting more than 4,041 
'statutory' towns (465 of which have populations of above one lakh), and 
about 597,000 villages. It is for these families and households, and for the 
many kinds of social, community, economic, geographic and occupational 
networks that link and support them, that a cultural policy is to be 
considered. 
 
Defining what culture is certainly not what a policy is for. Doing so is 
unnecessary and will also lead to contentious arguments about definition 
which will inevitably distract from why a policy is needed in the first place, 
as Sampath has set out in detail in his article. But a policy needs a 
statement about the subject it is setting a direction for, and in such a spirit, 
distilling the many excellent statements which our Akademis (Sangeet 
Natak, Lalit Kala and Sahitya), artistes and intellectuals have given us, what 
emerges is that in India, culture is elaborated by us as expressions of our 
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creativity and spirituality, including our language, architecture, literature, 
music and art. 
 
It is also the way we live, conduct ourselves with each other, before Nature 
and before God, the way we think, and the ways in which we see and 
perform the world through attitudes, customs, and practices. Our cultures 
transmit to us an intrinsic understanding of the way our world works, and 
leads us to see what is important within that world, thus our values. 
 
This is an organic view. The Ministry of Culture, the institutes and centres it 
runs directly and those autonomous to it, and state government cultural 
departments seek a connection between an administrative view of culture 
and the Constitution of India. Article 29 of the Constitution states that "Any 
section of the citizens residing in the territory of India or any part thereof 
having a distinct language, script or culture of its own shall have the right to 
conserve the same" and Article 51 A(F) of the Constitution states that "It 
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shall be the duty of every citizen of India to value and preserve the rich 
heritage of our composite culture". 
 
The language and import have very much to do with the overall message of 
rights and duties that the Constitution us in and therefore is not able to 
embrace the creativity, ways of living, understandings between human and 
Nature and traditions of expression that contribute to ideas and practices of 
cultures. 
 
In his article (which is based on a concept paper submitted to the Ministry 
of Culture and NITI Aayog) Sampath has listed and explained the important 
elements a national policy on culture must contain. These are: (1) Complete 
overhaul, rationalisation and effective management of existing cultural 
bodies coming under the government of India, (2) Enhancement of funding 
for India’s cultural industry through new participation models, including 
PPP, (3) Inclusion of the cultural element among young minds by broad-
basing the education system to inculcate a sense of national identity, pride 
and self-worth, (4) Looking at culture as a profit centre that provides jobs to 
people, enables skill development and vocational training and finds effective 
markets for the wares of artisans, weavers, artists, painters and craftsmen 
of the country in traditional and contemporary arts and crafts in both 
national and international platforms, (5) Clear roadmap to integrate culture 
to tourism initiatives and boost the country’s rich but latent, tourism 
potential, (6) Institutions for dissemination of cultural knowledge to the 
public at large through various media; Online being the biggest backbone for 
a 'Digital India', and (7) Showcase and educate the international community 
about the best of India’s culture, heritage, traditional knowledge, performing 
and visual arts. 
 
This is a sound list as it blends current concerns (they have been current 
since the early 1960s!) with contemporary ideas of arts management, the 
place of cultural industries and the need to place culture more centrally in 
education. As part of my work for the UNESCO 2003 Convention on 
Intangible Cultural Heritage, the management of creative products and 
goods, the matter of livelihoods and incomes (not only of artistes but what 
the Convention refers to as tradition bearers), and infusing formal curricula 
in schools and universities with an understanding of cultures and their 
practicing, all these are indeed central. 
 
Moreover, it is over a decade since UNESCO itself began to not only re-frame 
but to act towards greater cooperation and collaboration between its cultural 
conventions and between several long-running programmes in which culture 
is central. These are the 2003 ICH Convention, the 2005 Convention on the 
Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions, the 1972 
World Heritage Convention, the UNESCO Man and Biosphere Programme, 
and the UNESCO Memory of the World programme. Whereas earlier these 
functioned quite isolated from one another (largely because of the structural 
barriers in the ways they were conceived to work and be administered) today 
integration has become visible. 
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I mention this because governments often look to an inter-governmental 
system for guidance or direction, and India takes a justifiable pride in being 
a member of UNESCO since 1946, with 36 monuments, sites and structures 
on the World Heritage List, with 13 elements listed by the ICH Convention, 
with 10 protected areas and natural reserves under the Man and Biosphere 
programme, and with nine archival and textual repositories in the Memory 
of the World programme. 
 
Such integration is a far cry from what we inherited as being legislated 
'culture' which had to be administered. Hence young post-Independence 
India considered culture and heritage as being born out of enactments of 
government, an attitude that ossified itself so solidly it continues into 2018. 
As examples we have The Ancient Monuments Preservation Act, 1904, The 
Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Sites Remains Act, 1958 (and Rules, 
1959), The Antiquities and Art Treasures Act, 1972 (and Rules, 1973), The 
Delivery of Books' and Newspapers' (Public Libraries) Act, 1954, The Public 
Records Act, 1993 (and Rules, 1997). We even had The Treasure Trove Act of 
1878! 
 
Likewise, institutes and centres that have to do with manuscripts and 
books, archives, libraries, cultural objects and art holdings, museums, 
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classical arts foundations are governed by acts and rules, and these include 
some of the most well-known centres of India: the Asiatic Society, the 
Victoria Memorial, the Salar Jung Museum, the Khuda Bakhsh library, the 
Kalakshetra Foundation and the Jallianwala Bagh National Memorial. 
 
It may not be poetic licence to claim that imagining the forms of national 
cultural administration through these legislations, rules and acts would 
cause the younger generation of Indians to call to mind gloomy hallways 
filled with massive bookcases, whose great keys lie rusting on pegs in some 
dim anteroom, attended to by geriatrics who may have been the only readers 
if at all of the mouldering tomes they watch over. 
 
It is a picture not altered by bright paint, shiny new racks and computer 
terminals because the vintage grip of these legislations has not relented, nor 
has the opportunity such cultural 'legislation' gives to those who would 
command and control centres as petty administrative fiefdoms. Sampath 
says as much: "everyone seems to be intent on rediscovering the same 
wheel, and that too over and over again" and "regional centres are set up as 
further money-guzzling mechanisms, with no sense of mission, objectives, or 
agenda". This is what points to a signal difference between institutions 
established by legislative fiat, and those which emerge from an application of 
cultural policy, regardless of whether they are state-controlled or receive 
budgetary support from central or state governments. 
 
In September 2015 when the UN member countries adopted what is called 
'Transforming our world: the 2030 agenda for sustainable development' (the 
2030 Agenda in short), also adopted were the 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (or SDGs). UNESCO had since 2013 argued for the greater inclusion 
of culture, if not as a standalone SDG then as central to several SDGs. An 
SDG on culture did not materialise, but the efforts to have one did lead 
many countries to think more holistically - and more inventively - about the 
place of culture in national development. Today, there are 111 countries 
that have adopted a national development plan or strategy, and out of these 
96 include references to the cultural dimension. 
 
It is far from a template adoption. The UNESCO 2018 report, 'Re-shaping 
cultural policies: advancing creativity for development', which explains how 
the 2005 Convention on Diversity of Cultural Expressions is being 
implemented, has sounded a note of worry that there are a large number of 
countries which acknowledge the cultural dimension "primarily as an 
instrumentality, as a driver of economic or social outputs" and moreover 
that "across the board, the environmental impact of cultural production and 
artistic practice itself is not yet taken sufficiently into account". 
 
How important are development - by which is meant a development that is 
ecologically harmonious and which contributes to social cohesion rather 
than inequity - and environment in the framing of a cultural policy? I would 
like to illustrate using two examples from my work for UNESCO in recent 
years. 
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The first example is that of our neighbour, Sri Lanka, which in 2017 
embarked on a drafting of a national policy on intangible cultural heritage 
(ICH), which would supplement, enlarge and strengthen the work being done 
under the country's National Cultural Policy and its National Policy of 
Traditional Knowledge and Practices. This drafting (advised by UNESCO) 
was steered by the Ministry of Education, Government of Sri Lanka, which 
ensured a wide-ranging series of consultations to assist and benefit the 
tradition bearers and practitioners of ICH and local knowledge systems in 
Sri Lanka. How this drafting was undertaken is illustrated in the report on 
the process which was commissioned by the Ministry of Education, 
Government of Sri Lanka, and UNESCO, which explained that the wide-
ranging series of consultations facilitated which "set the stage for drafting a 
policy for ICH and drafting its operational guidelines so that it may be taken 
up for use by those whom it is first meant to assist and benefit - the 
tradition bearers and practitioners of ICH and local knowledge systems in 
Sri Lanka. 
 
Yet for the practitioners of these arts and crafts, every kind of material they 
use, every way in which it is fashioned, every place from where it is 
gathered, the functions which their creations fulfil, the meanings attached 
to those functions, all these are guidelines unwritten but not unspoken or 
unthought. This is the stage upon which policy must do its work well, 
amongst people whose intimacy with the very roots of knowledge are second 
to none". 
 
The Sri Lankan consultations brought together, under the direction of the 
Ministry of Education which led the process (and not the Ministry of 
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Culture) a group of government ministries and agencies, and other 
organisations, centres and institutions which are as widely representative as 
one could hope for. The group included the National Library and 
Documentation Services Board, the Sri Lanka Arts Council, the Department 
of National Archives, a theatre foundation, the National Institute of 
Education (which analyses and revises curricula for secondary school and 
university), the Department of Archaeology, the Department of National 
Museums, the Ministry of National Policies and Economic Affairs (the apex 
policy-making body of Sri Lanka), the Ministry of Environment, an ayurveda 
research institute, the folk music library, an agrarian research and training 
institute, both government and independent media organisations including 
the Sri Lanka Broadcasting Corporation, a folk arts museum, the National 
Crafts Council, a puppetry museum, Sri Lanka Telecom, the Sri Lanka 
Tourism Development Authority, and representatives of major universities. 
 
The second example is from Cambodia, where UNESCO’s work towards 
deepening and strengthening the recognition of and support for traditional 
practices and knowledge had as its backdrop the needs of a population for 
which four out of every five households lived in villages. Reliable sources of 
income throughout the year, securing multiple streams of livelihood for the 
members of a households, finding income and livelihood from activities that 
were tied closely to agriculture and cultivation or fishery, ascertaining the 
role and potential of handicraft and hand weaves, determining local and 
national means of support - all these proved to be concerns that 
fundamentally tied culture with the environment, and the training, 
consultations and distillation of learning from meetings over six years (2011-
16) had emphasised this tie. 
 
In both countries – just as it is in India and throughout South-East Asia – 
the use of Nature’s resources is as common as is its integration with culture 
and heritage. The connection with the natural world, for communities in Sri 
Lanka and Cambodia, has been particularly intimate. Traditional names of 
villages reflect their inhabitants' perceptions of the environment that 
surrounds them. Place names incorporate kinds of vegetation. Paddy lands 
are classified in a number of ways, where the grain is threshed and 
winnowed are given specific names. So too are river floodplains, groves of 
low trees, highland and lowland cultivation areas. Biodiversity is the basis 
for indigenous and local systems of medicine and treatment, and are 
extremely significant in social practices. 
 
Development, environment, communities of practitioners (in which there 
certainly are artistes, even what in some countries are called living human 
treasures) which are as stable in their social structures as they are in 
livelihood, a continuing mechanism for consultation and learning, the 
evolution of policy as the articulation of the way our world works, and leads 
us to see the values that shape our world - these are the common and 
necessary ingredients required to reach a cultural policy which can contain 
the seven points listed by Sampath. 
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Is such a view, such an approach, such collaboration, such consultation 
and the will to implement it all possible with the government cultural 
machinery? I take as an answer a statement in the 'Report of the High 
Powered Committee on the Akademis and other Institutions under the 
Ministry of Culture', 2014: "What is most crucial today is that the Ministry 
of Culture accepts that it is stuck in antediluvian systems and that change 
is inevitable. Indeed, it must guide that change assiduously, else the 
bureaucratic control centre would be 'out of sync' with the outside 
environment." 
 
This latest report on the Ministry of Culture and its institutions was referred 
to by Sampath, who in an exasperated tone noted that its recommendations 
at the time of his article (2017) had not been acted upon, and such inaction 
followed exactly the same responses to predecessor reports completed in 
1990, 1972 and 1964, all having made recommendations with none being 
acted upon. If cultural institutions such as the three Akademis (Sangeet 
Natak, Lalit Kala and Sahitya) are to be managed and budgeted for, and a 
training centre (the Centre for Cultural Resources and Training) is to be 
maintained, do we need a Ministry of Culture for the purpose? 
 
The 2014 High Powered Committee report has explained that we do, because 
the Ministry has to work as a "point of coordination for cultural expression, 
and a catalyst for the dissemination of that expression through the 
encouragement and sponsorship of multifarious artistic activity"; it "has to 
guide the people towards higher expressions of the arts, and enable us to 
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differentiate between mediocrity and excellence" and has also “to protect our 
heritage, both tangible and intangible, through research and 
documentation, and at the same time prepare us for new pursuits in the 
creative world." 
 
I agree with these reasons, but do not think it is or ought to be the 
prerogative of the Ministry alone (zonal cultural centres included of which 
there are six) to accomplish these tasks. Neither do these works become the 
responsibility of the constellation of centres, institutes, libraries, archives, 
arts foundations and research societies recognised by the Ministry. This is 
why a national policy on culture for India is needed, which will help explain 
the duties we have towards our inheritances, and will help construct a 
superstructure of competencies and human resources, supported by 
relevant pedagogies, financial channels, collaborations with allied sectors of 
the formal and informal economies, and which will inform policy and its 
implementation with the values that sustain our society. 
 
Three recent illustrations of what happens when government intervenes 
related directly or indirectly to culture will underline the need for such 
intervention to be led by a policy instead of being led by objectives that are 
disconnected with culture, but which have profound impacts on the 
performance and practice of cultural expressions and arts. 
 
a) In July 2017 a representation entitled 'A plea for reconsidering GST rates 
for the crafts sector' was submitted to the Prime Minister's Office by a group 
of crafts organisations. This explained that the consultations on the Goods 
and Services Tax had not included or even recognised "the widespread 
existence of crafts people, practices and products based on centuries-old 
histories and skills, which give India a unique place in the world and brings 
economic benefits to dispersed rural artisans". The impact of GST on 
handicrafts, hand weaves (including handloom) and rural household 
industries was felt immediately and heavily by craftspersons and artisans all 
over the country, yet it was invisible to the planners. 
 
The Ministry of Finance appeared to have been unaware that these activities 
provide employment and livelihood to millions of people - in terms of 
numbers the employment provided is next only to agriculture (indeed, the 
two are concomitant, and are based on their nature and application of 
knowledge). While many crafts and artisanal products are seasonal, 
estimates are that over 110 lakh persons are engaged in these sectors, with 
more than 43 lakh in the handloom sector alone. In late October, the GST 
Council awarded some relief to handicrafts and hand weaves, but in early 
January 2018, the very definition of handicrafts was going to be pondered 
by the GST Council based on its understanding of what "hand made" meant, 
how much of machinery use was permissible and to what extent 
ornamentation was considered to have an ethnic origin. 
 
Between July - when the GST began to be implemented and the difficulties 
of the handicrafts and hand weaves sector were raised - till today, the  
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Ministry of Culture has 
remained silent on a 
matter that is entirely 
cultural, and which is 
important from the points 
of view of employment, 
livelihoods and the 
economy (handicrafts 
exports have been over Rs 
4,000 crore a year for the 
last few years). This is 
where a national policy on 
culture would have given 
direction (and would have 
forestalled the definition of 
a cultural activity using 
revenue criteria). 
 
b) In September 2017 the 
Ministry of Tribal Affairs 
announced a renewed 
push to tribal arts and 
handicrafts through a 
sales reorganisation which 
intends greater retail sales 
(including through e-
commerce) and which 
seeks to involve tribal 
youth. The Tribal 
Cooperative Marketing 
Development of India Ltd 
(Trifed), an organization 
under the Ministry, 

believes that these measures will help its 'Tribes India' brand "promote tribal 
products and create marketing opportunities for the tribals with a view to 
ensuring them fair prices for their products and augmenting their income 
sustainably". The methods which the Ministry and Trifed say they will use 
sound rather like the old (during the humdrum era of the states' crafts 
emporia) given a Digital India makeover: 'skill upgradation', exhibitions, new 
franchise outlets, "improving the variety of products on sale", expanding 
sales through e-commerce platforms, inducting tribal youth into a team 
called 'Young Entrepreneurs of Trifed'. 
 
Sadly, the description of produce resembles those that are routinely found 
in the 'crafts melas' which each of our metros hosts several times a year: 
"metalcraft, tribal textiles, jewellery, tribal paintings, cane and bamboo, 
pottery, gifts and novelties, organic and natural products". I do not see, 
shining through what is presented as a masterpiece of marketing, the 
unique knowledge and cosmovisions of the Bhutia of Uttrakhand, the Bodh 
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and Kinnaura of Himachal Pradesh, the Toda and Irula of the Nilgiris, the 
Thangkul, Naga, Bodo, Konyak and Dimasa of North-East India, the Bhil, 
Garasia, Rathwa and Gamit of the forested and semi-arid districts of 
western India, the Saura of Odisha, Gond of Madhya Pradesh, Warli of 
Maharashtra and Pithora of Gujarat. This too is where a national policy on 
culture would have given direction (through that part of the framework 
concerning collaboration with the Ministry of Environment, Forests and 
Climate Change, for forest produce is essential to these crafts, and the 
National Skills Development Council, for youth are just as essential). 
 
c) In August 2017, the Ministry of Finance signed a Global Environment 
Facility grant agreement with the World Bank (worth about Rs 160 crore) for 
an "Ecosystems Service Improvement Project". The co-signing agency was 
the Indian Council of Forestry Research and Education and the 
implementing agency is the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate 
Change. The programme under which the implementation is to take place is 
the National Mission for Green India, and the reason given for the entire 
effort is "to strengthen the institutional capacity of the Departments of 
Forestry and Community Organisations to enhance forest ecosystem 
services and improve the livelihoods of forest-dependent communities in 
Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh." There is no mention that I can find 
concerning the connection of ecosystems in the two states with the 
intangible cultural heritage and knowledge systems of those communities in 
Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh whose lives are intertwined with their 
natural habitats. 
 
Such a foundation for intervention should have been mandatory, for by the 
middle of the decade of the 2000s, terms like biodiversity, carbon, ecosystem 
services, and even cultural services were being discussed in India. Moreover, 
concepts such as externalities and social costs had began to be applied to 
describe the changes to the society and the environment that were under 
way. 'Green economy' is not yet a buzzword in India, but may become one 
yet it is plainly on view in the report of the Steering Committee on 
Handlooms and Handicrafts for the Twelfth Five Year Plan (2012-17), which 
observed that "these two sectors constitute the only industry in the country 
that provide low cost, green livelihood opportunities to millions of families, 
supplementing incomes in seasons of agrarian distress, checking migration 
and preserving traditional economic relationships". Here too a national 
policy on culture would have aided the ministries and departments 
concerned, and the intended beneficiaries in Madhya Pradesh and 
Chhattisgarh, to ably connect habitat, cultural expressions, forms and 
products and a locally-defined 'ecosystems services' understood by all. 
 
It was as long ago as 1993, at a UNESCO-sponsored meeting held at the 
Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts in New Delhi, that the basic 
distinctions that exist between anthropocentric and cosmocentric 
approaches to the question of cultural identity and development were 
reflected upon. The participants discussed what constitutes culture and 
development not individually, but as an integral holistic notion including 
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linguistic, ecological and ways-of-living identities. It is in this spirit that I 
once again thank Swarajya and Vikram Sampath for reopening a discussion 
which should never have gone out of vogue, and which will I hope take on 
both a new urgency and a new vibrancy. 
 
 
The author is a UNESCO Asia expert facilitator on intangible cultural heritage, 
and adviser to the Centre for Environment Education Himalaya. 
makanaka@pobox.com 
 
A shortened version of this commentary was published by Swarajya in 
January 2018 and can be found here. 
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