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I n t e r n a t i o n a l Economic Conference 
Part II—Change and Continui ty 

D. P. M u k e r j i 

THE USSR exercises a fascination 
over the mind of Indian youths 

which is similar in quality and ex
tension to that of England over the 
m i n d of their fathers and g ra rd -
fathers. There is the same irrat ion
ality mixed wi th the same type of 
reason, viz., that somewhere outside 
India is flowing a culture whose 
pollens alone ran fructify this barren 
receptacle. The reason is not so 
much discursive as historical. Cu l 
ture-contact, diffusion, exchange is 
rationally held to he the root of 
progress. T i l l now, India had been 
l iv ing in proud isolation, in con
templative contentment: the British 
came like fresh air wi th all their 
literature and thought, their culture 
and ways of l iv ing, their science and 
democracy; but the air is no more 
fresh, the culture is confined to a 
class, the Mays of l iv ing are not for 
a l l . the science is harnessed to sec
tional profit, and the democracy 
covers a mult i tude of economic sins; 
so let us have contact w i th a c iv i l i 
sation that is new. in which huma
nity is enlarged and renewed. So 
runs the argument. 

The irrat ionali ty is in the imi ta
t ion, in the ignorance of India , in 
the magic of names and slogans. It 
is something more, and that is the 
lack of w i l l to know India , which 
spells want of confidence to assimi
late and grow on our own strength. 
A l l this has been an integral part 
of India's attitude towards herself 
and the wor ld in these two hundred 
years. The tragedy of it lies not 
so much in owing extra-territorial 
fealty to Moscow as in owing none 
to the inner sources. But the tra
gedy has been played so long that 
it looks natural, that is, historical, 
when it is not comic. So the present 
task is to renew our knowledge of 
Ind ia . So far as that knowledge is 
not possible today wi thout knowing 
what is happening in the wor ld , a 
knowledge of the USSR is very neces
sary. In reality, it is more so than 
that of the Atlantic; countries, if 
only because Indians have been ac
customed to their ways of l iv ing and 
th inking. By knowledge, we mean 
understanding which is a three-fold 
process of empathy, sympathy and 
appraisement. 

Soon after Russia ceased to be 
enigma tie and half oriental to the 
European, and that was about two 
hundred years ago when Europe had 
to reckon w i t h the army, the navy 
and the diplomacy of Peter's Russia 
and his successors', a Frenchman 
who had been a high officer in the 
Russian forces. Comte Roger de 
Damas, wrote his impressions of the 
country he had served and its peo
ple. " It is impossible to judge how 
many reigns must pass before the 
different institutions in Russia as
sume the aspect of age common to 
the rest of Europe: everything in 
the place looks new. The effects 
of Peter I's haste to make himself 
a European have not yet disappear
ed; everything resembles a powerful 
sketch rather than a finished picture. 
The industries are all young; the 
houses are all frontage; the officials 
have had insufficient experience and 
have not learned their business. 
The costumes, which are Asiatic for 
the people and French in society, 
look as if they had never been quite 
finished; ignorance still exists even 
among the upper classes; the 
national character is only muzzled, 
not tamed; the national genius is 
initiative to perfection, but not at 
all inventive. One meets a great 
many intelligent people, but very 
few agreeable ones. In short, the 
past seems to be in the act of retir
ing in favour of the present, and 
in consequence nothing is settled." 
(Taken from J . M. Thompson— 
Napoleon Bonaparte, p. 311). M u c h 
of the statement wou ld appear to 
be true today to an intelligent 
Ind ian observer. Tha t country 
" looks n e w " ; every achievement in 
economic life, arts, and social sphere 
' resembles a powerful sketch rather 
than a finished p i c t u r e ' ; and the 
past is on the way of ' ret ir ing in 
favour of the present .' Only the 
intelligent Indian—and he is one 
who has read about regimentation 
and all t h a t — w i l l proclaim on the 
basis of his reading that the Russian 
character has been both muzzled 
and tamed, and that everything fine 
in human spirit has been settled and 
frozen once for all But this is only 
an impression of the surface. One 
can leave the reading observer to his 
books and try to understand the 

currents below through empathy 
and sympathy. Evaluation comes 
later. 

Russia is not new: it has renewed 
itself by a process akin to mutat ion. 
The marks of renewal arc almost 
everywhere, in their gait, in their 
square shoulders, in their eyes. Yet , 
if Pushkin, Gogol, Turgeniev, Go-
nacharov. Tolstoy. Dostowsky Le rm-
britov, Chekhov, Gorkv and a host 
of other writers who knew their 
people are to be believed, the Rus
sians were very different t i l l the 
other day. They crouched and 
slouched, blinked and winked, kow
towed and genuflexed before their 
superiors. Surely, this contradicts 
Comte de Damas' impression of 
newness and powerful sketch. But 
the contradiction is not real. In 
Damas' time only the nobility was 
' new ' and the ' powerful sketch ' 
was of urban life. At the time of the 
great novelists it was being realised 
that that was not enough. They 
often drew characters who were only 
too wi l l ing to be removed, sometimes 
wi th the help of Western ideas, 
sometimes by mysticism and often 
by the alchemy of the Russian soul 
and the village commune. In cer
tain novels and political pamphlets 
the renewal was social and pervasive, 
that is collective, including the pea
santry. So the renewal, one may 
call it conversion or mutat ion, is a 
Tunning theme. There have been 
two marked phases of the renewal in 
Russian history, the time of Peter 
and the times of Lenin and Stalin. 
No wonder that these three men are 
the idols of the people, as Pushkin 
is in literature and Tchaikovsky in 
music. Yet the two phases differ. 
Peter, being the pioneer, was hasty; 
he had to convert an Asian country 
into a European country wi th in his 
life-time, otherwise the Boyars 
would undo his work. The recent 
phase has had the benefit of history, 
which has shown that renewal must 
be collective in order to be effective. 
Collectivity includes all classes; it 
includes the minorities, the people 
in Siberia and Central Asia, pea
sants, women and children. Na tu 
rally, the confidence of people in 
themselves is deep and wide. They 
know that they have re-made their 




