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<All that we are is the product of what we have thought”
is “We are what we think.”” - Dammapada.
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“What are you doing?” Whether
you're reading a newspaper or making
love to your boyfriend this question is
bound to pop up. It is perhaps the most
common question in India today. I am
sure it must not be very uncommon in
other parts of the world either but the
extent to which it is used in India cannot
be matched anywhere else. Besides, this
1s not the only asinine query which is an
Indian’s delight.

If there were any competition for
asking obviously stupid questions I’m
sure Indians would take the gold medal;
perhaps, even a “diamond medal” would
have to be initiated! The range of stupid
questions we are capable of asking is
unquestionably the widest. The beautiful
diversity, the great depth, the unusual
insight of stupidity so explicitly and
artfully expressed by an Indian through
his innocent questions is unmatched. The
unparalleled stiff upper lip of the
Englishman is foolishly funny to an
outsider, the American with his undue
openness and over-curious nature is
laughable and every other nation has its
own typical brand of stupidity for which
its people are ensured a gold medal in
their particular speciality. However, the
vast vista this particular field of asking
stupidly empty questions opens, shows
the ingenuity of the Indian mind. If the
others are entitled to gold medals for their
particular brands of stupidity, a “diamond
medal” should surely grace the Indian.

This is not an idle statement. My
experience proves it. I have rolled my
hump these past 40 years and have had
many personal experiences of all kinds
of stupidity from the Irish to the American
and from the Nigerian to the Australian
but, believe me, there is no national brand
of stupidity which can compete with this
Indian brand. Others have, no doubt, tried
to imitate our brand but then an original is
an original and a fake futile. A forged
Rembrandt may fool most of the people

HABIT OF ASKING QUESTIONS

- DEEP INDER

some of the time, fake Levis may fool some of
the people some of the time or even for all time
but a foreigner who says, “Are you washing
dishes”? or even “What are you doing?” to a
person washing dishes looks as ridiculous as
a cobbler in royal robes, as out of place as a
longshoreman in Queen Victoria’s bedroom —
but, not so an Indian.

ANSWERS

The finesse and innocent grace which an
Indian has developed over the years is simply
marvellous. Incomparable. He can get away
with anything. With perfect elan, he can ask
this question of a Casanova kissing his
favourite female or of a barber giving him.
(the questioner) a shave. He will be taken
seriously — and answered! Atleast 99 times
out of 100, he will be answere. He may ask,
most seriously, a person watching television,
“Are you watching television?”” He will be
answered. He can ask Madonna in the midst
of her favourite song, “Are you singing?” and
1s very likely to get away with it !

I am one of the very few who does not
bite the bait and usually resist replying to the
“what’re you doing?” and other questions when
the answer is obvious. Still, hardly anyone
desists from asking me such questions. Only
last week, seeing me playing with my dog,
Dollar in the garden my innocent neighbour
asked with the utmost seriousness the inevitable
question: “What are you doing?” Hiding the
daggers in my heart, I ignored the question
and the questioner. But, he persisted, “Hello!”
His voice was considerable louder, “What’re
you doing?” I gave him the pleasantest smile I
possess and replied, “Plucking orchids.”
Obviously confused, the poor fellow could
just stammer. “But, but I thought you were
playing with Dollar” I kept on smiling. He
laughed. I laughed. We both laughed. Just then
my daughter came out. “What’re you two
doing?” Her question made his forced laughter
genuine and my sarcastic laugh turned pitifully
painful but we carried on and she simply went
back to her room, probably sure the neighbour’s
place was also now ensured in the loony - bin.

Continued on Page No. 233
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Continued from Page No. 226
STUPID

Then there was the time when I was riding a bicycle and was asked, “Are
you riding a bicycle?” I looked up as innocently as the questioner on her
moped and, giving her a puzzled look, asked her if she was talking to me. Since
there was no-one else around and she happened to be a close family friend my
counter stupid-question had the desired effect. She was embarrassed. I smiled.
The conversation resumed. She’s one of the few who’s been careful after that —
at least with me.’

Despite my rejoinders, my ignoring his questions, my imploring, my threats,
my abuses, my curses, and my quarrels, my best friend is one of the most
incorrigible creatures I have come across as far as asking stupid questions is
concerned. ‘“Persistence and perseverance” seems to be his motto in this
particular field. His rhetorical questions and his question tags are exasperating
‘enough but his “stupid-questions™ are simply unbearable. The other day he
suddenly barged into my room, as excited as an elephant in heat, and seeing me
sipping a coke, remarked, “What’re you doing?”’ The sudden, noisy entry and
question shook my hand and some coke fell on my shirt and trousers. The only
reply I could give on the spur of the surprised moment was a disgruntled grunt.

“Having a coke?”” He was nonchalantly calm.

“No, spilling it on myself”.

“Why?7”’ A genuinely puzzled expression replaced the unconcerned look. I
pulled out my hair in exasperation.

But then, this is not a habit which is easy to kick as, for centuries, Indians
have a perfected this art. It is said that as far back as the 16th century Birbal
“proved” to Emperor Akbar that the population of Delhi was either exceptionally
dimwitted or blind. He started weaving cloth in the middle of the highway and
anyone who passed by would invariably ask him. “Birbal, what are you doing?”’

It appears that even after more than 450 years we all remain either stupid or
blind or both.

The author is Senior Lecturer of English, SD College, Hoshiarpur.
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