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1 
Formative Ideology 

The subject I have chosen for these lectures might seem 

limited and inconsequential. Why talk of the mental deve

lopment of an individual, that too someone who has been 

dead for over thirteen years and who, if he has left any 

mark on this country at all, bas left it, as many nowadays 

claim, for the worse? Such an approach has first to be 

justified before we get to the substance of our topic. 

Individuals do matter in history, not in the old-fashioned 

sense of changing the course of history, for history is not 

··-.itomised in an individual; it is not a game of personalities 

L : •• the interplay of social forces, economic relations and 

new or hegemonic ideas. However, even Marxist scholars 

today accept that individuals can be significant and repre

sentative figures in history, and some of the most important 

work of contemporary !viarxist historians has been in the 

field of biography. The question then arises, was Nehru 

such a significant and representative figure? Deservedly 

or not, he played a more crucial role than most Indians of 

his generation. His mind, unusually convoluted and sophis

ticated, symbolised the thinking of a large number of his 

educated countrymen at a time when, because of circum-
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stances, their thinking mattered more than was normal. 

The cross-currents and contradictions in Nehru's mind 

were shared, to a lesser or greater degree, by the many 

Indians who found in him their spokesman both before 

and after 194 7. 

Nehru, then, mattered; but did he matter for the bad? 

The developments of the two years from 1975 to 1977 have 

made the name of Nehru almost a dirty word in this 

country. The Economic and Political J1'eekl)', writing at the 

height of the Emergency, had this to say: 'What one sees 

is not a departure from the path set by Nehru, but a con

tinuation along the same lines, more purposeful and self

assured, and less encumbered by Hamletian attitudini

sations.' 1 Even after the end of the Emergency, this tendency 

to blame Nehru has continued. We arc told from high 

quarters that he was the wrong choice as prime minister 

and that his policies have led logically to disaster. In one 

of the recent books on these two years, Mr C G K Reddy, 

whose own resistance to authoritarianism has earned him 

the right to be heard, states, 'It is only now ... that the 

country is willing to abandon the myth of Kehru as a great 

democrat, socialist and adventurer, and has begun to sec 

the vanity, pettiness and the Machiavellian quality of the 

n1an.' 2 

It can, of course, from the other side be argued that the 

electoral defeat of dictatorship was, in a sense, the posthu-

I. 13 November 1976. 
7. Baroda Dynamite Conspirac_v (Delhi; 1977), p. 12-13. 
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mous achievement of Nehru, that he had so well educated 

the Indian people in the rights of citizenship, taught them, 

through a series of general elections, that the franchise is 

the ultimate weapon, so firmly rooted the democratic 

system in India that in 1977, in the crisis of its existence, it 

had the last laugh-that, in fact, it was the Nehru inherit

ance that could not be uprooted and that he defeated his 

enemies from the grave. But it is not my purpose, in these 

lectures, to get entangled in this debate. I only wish to notice 

that this debate still continues and that an analysis of the 

mind, thought and achievement of Nehru is still valid, still 

immediate and relevant. It is also a topic which, though 

eurrent,calls for historical treatment for two reasons. Various 

influences and traditions, prevalent ideas as well as think

ing of previous times, came to play on Nehru s responsive 

intellect. iVIoreover, Nehru's mind was one which evolved; 

in fact, it never ceased evolving, and I hope to show that 

all his analyses and policies were the result of ceaseless 

shaping, of thought that was never rigid and of continuous 

development. His was a mind of many layers--over the 

years it took in much and rarely sloughed off anything. 

I do not intend to go into all aspects of his various policies 

or list his diverse achievements. This would be both tedious 

and impractical. I shall only follow the main strands of his 

mental development to the extent that they are relevant 

to his actions and pertinent to our recent history. 

The framework of thought, which Nehru formulated 

for himself over a long stretch of years upto 1947, which 
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influenced his policies as prime minister and which were 

accepted by the large number of Indians who followed his 

lead, had some ambivalences whi<:h often became weak

nesses. This was because there was no leaning to a ready

made ideology worked out by others and adapted to 

India, but a putting together of bits and pieces. Looking 

back today at the ideology of Asian and African nation

alism, with the integrated drive of Mao and the clear and 

sharp ideas of Fanon and Cabral before us, Kehru appears 

eclectic, contradictory and fumbling. His efforts at fur

mulating a coherent body of thought and practice ~cern 

weak, halting, incomplete and, as Nehru himself thought, 

perhaps circumscribed by his class background. The 

Mahatma, though he borrowed much from the West, 

had the advantage of internalising all his ideas and actions 

in the Indian experience, whereas Nehru was ahvays .in a 

way the outsider. He was always conscious of this, and it 

was one of the main elements in his deference to Gandhi. 

Nehru saw himself as an upper-class figure, who cared for 

the people, whom the people loved but who lacked the 

common touch such as Gandhi had. 

This is where Nehru has suffered from both his own self

criticism and the historian's hindsight. To do him justice, 

it should be remembered that he was also the pioneer of a 

new phase of 'third world' nationalism. So long as the 

national movement in India was the comfortable mono

poly-as it was till 1920-of the middle class, tnere was 

no need to strive for a well-thought-out philosophy of 
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action. That class was aware of its own interests and realised, 

without much close argument, \\·hat to demand or to con

cede, when to resist, where to push. But once Gandhi broke 

the monopoly of the middle class, eflected peasant mobili

sation in politics, and made Indian nationalism a hetero

genous social movement, it became Nehru's burden to 

find for this new phase of nationalism an ideology which 

would hc.ld the various classes together. Denying himself 

the easy, because total, answer of :Marxism, he worked out 

a more untidy and complex analysis, and it is worth remind

ing ourselves that most of the more clear-sighted exponents 

of nationalist thought in Asia and Africa are, in a sense, 

standing on Nehru's shoulders. 

So it can be argued that the shakiness, hesitancies and 

faltering nature of Nehru's thought are not to be scorned 

at. But why did he rejP.ct Marxism in its completeness? 

The answer is a compound one, of personality, context 

and mental attitudes. There is, first of all, the romantici~m 

which was one of the deepest layers of his mind. His emotions 

had to be stirred and involved before he could react. This 

explains why it required the massacre of Amritsar to draw 

him fully into the national movement; and thereafter the 

emotional commitment was always predominant. In the 

early twenties, he thrilled in jail-going and hugged the 

fact of sacrifice. In his diaries and letters of those days, 

echoes of romantic poetry and precedents drawn from the 

Italian Risorgimento blend with a complacent absence of 

reflection. Even in later years, after he had nourished his 
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intellect to robustness, this streak of romanticism was not 

submerged. In the late twenties he informed a British official 

that his only ambition was to be buried in the foundations 

of free India. At Ahmednagar Fort in 1942, he noted in 

his diary a sentence of the Buddha, 'I would enter a blazing 

fire but I would not enter my home with my goal un

attained', and Nehru added that as he came across this 

sentence by chance, 'a thrill passed through me, almost 

an electric shock.' The romanticist clement is prominent 

also in The Discovery of Irzdia. Written in one of the dark 

periods of Indian nationalism, when Nehru loyally went 

to prison but doubted if the Congress had taken the right 

decision, the book is an emotional comprehension oflndia's 

past, a stress on her continuous culture, vitality and stay

ing power through all ups and downs. It is a throw-back, 

however sensitively formulated, to the cultural nationalism 

of the nineteenth century, and it is this which makes the 

DiscoVCIJ' poor in historical analysis. Soaked in \.Yestern 

culture but wishing to idealise all things and thought Indian, 

Nehru found a compromise in quoting such V\7estcrn 

scholars as approved of and applauded India's past. 

As Prime Minister, Nehru remained a romanticist, who 

was kept going by his faith in the Indian people. Unlike 

t~e Mahatma, who was a strong man providing strength 

to others, Nehru drew strength from popular idolatry. He 

was no longer, as in the days of the freedc m struggle, 

embarrassed by this affection of the people; he was not so 

much overcome by a sense of his unworthiness as, forced 
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by the death of Gandhi to stand on his own feet, seeking 

support from popular acceptance. He still could not get 

close to others, either as individuals or in a crowd; but the 

people of India became a mystique with him. 'My heart,' 

he wrote in 1955, after watching the civil and military 

parade on Republic Day in Delhi, 'was filled with pride 

and joy at the sight of our nation on the march, realising 

its goals one by one. There was a sense of fulfilment in the 

air and of confidence in our destiny.' 8 This same romanticist· 

sense of affinity with the Indian people, offellow-travelling 

with them, gave him self-confidence in his dealings in 

foreign affairs. 'And if I speak to the great people of the 

earth, leaders of other nations, who probably are much 

cleverer than I am, may be more experienced than I am, 

I am not bowled over by their greatness or by their clever

ness. Because my mind is fairly dear and frank and I say 

what I have to say and I want to be friends with them, 

but anyhow I am not afraid of what they might do or say.' 4 

This confidence and assurance did not last through the 

fifties, and the crumbling of Nehru's romanticist images 

and the weakening of Nehru's policies, interacting on each 

other, speeded up the damage each wrought on the other. 

But the involvement with the Indian people and faith in 

their destiny never totally disappeared. 'I do not despair. 

Although sometimes I feel a little angry at our own failings 

and weaknesses, I have faith in our people and in the future 

3. Nehru to chief ministers, 26January 1955. Nehru papers. 

4. Address to Congress parliamentary party, 29 May 1956. Tape 
M-17/C. Nehru Memorial Museum and Library. 
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of India; also in a better-ordered world. It is because of 

this faith that I carry on as, I presume, most of us carry 

on. Life would be hollow emptiness without that faith in 

the future and faith in ourselves to face that future'. 11 

From most other men all this would seem cliche, but Nehru 

converted platitude into inner conviction. 

Such romanticism though persistent, cannot of course 

be taken in isolation; there was also the ever-widening 

intellectual outlook. To begin with, Nehru was just one 

more of the ordinary run of conforming nationalists, an 
unquestioning follower of the }.tfahatma. He accepted 

unquestioningly not only non-cooperation but all the other 
teachings of Gandhi -khaddar, spinning, faith in God
and what made it worse was that, unlike Gandhi, he had 

at this time little sense of humour. He believed that to 
enter the national movement with a mathematical mind 
was to hinder it; it was no time to weigh losses and gains; 

the existing system was to be destroyed; there was no 

middle course left. But he combined this lack of reservation 

in objective with an unqualified adherence to the mildest 

of methods. There could be no half-measures, he said in 

the midst of the civil disobedience campaign in 1921, and 

added that he had discovered no new method of driving 

the English out of India except swadeshi. He did not agree 

with those who advocated violence; swaraj could be won 

and retained only by the use of swadeshi cloth. Finding 

himself in jail he wrote solemnly, 'Now I understand a 

5. To chief ministers, 6 March 1961. Nehru papers. 



FORMATIVE IDEOLOGY 9 

little what Jesus meant when he asked us to forsake the 

world and save our soul.' 

Involved by accident, m 1920, with the kisans of the 

United Provinces, Nehru had no clear ideas about peasant 

participation in politics. If this activity was important to 

him, it was because he found it satisfying psychologically; 

it gave Nehru the feeling that he was re-Indianising him

self and functioning, in a wholly Indian situation. But he 

had made no study of economic and land problems, and 

he had no economic ideology to offer. He had as yet no 

thought of providing a revolutionary dimension to Indian 

nationalism, and he was certainly not thinking in terms of 

a peasant revolt. In fact, in the general conflict then going 

on in the United Provinces between the Government and 

the zamindars on the one hand and the kisans on the other, 

his influence, like that of the Congress, was thrown on the 

side of moderation, in telling the kisans to be quiet and 

peaceful and to abide by whatever orders the officials 

might issue. Often, after Nehru had spoken, men got up to 

confess to looting and other violent crimes, knowing well 

that this would lead to their arrest. In the early twenties, 

Nehru glamorised the kisans and pictured them as brave 

men uncontaminated by city life or a textbook education; 

but he was not deeply moved by their economic wretched

ness. He saw in them a sturdy peasantry which would be 

the backbone of a successful nationalist movement, and he 

wished to enlist them for the political struggle as it was 

being waged by the Ccngress; but he did not encourage 
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the coordination of these scattered outbursts against local 

misery and the development of large-scale peasant resist

ance. He agreed with Gandhi that the kisans should pay 

their rents and devote their full attention to the non-violent 

struggle for swaraJ. He even preached kisan-zamindar unity; 

and on the issue of ejectment which, more than any other, 

agitated the kisans of the United Provinces, Nehru's com

ment was a meaningless one, that the ejectment of the 

kismz was but a minor part of the major issue of ejectment 

of the British from India. 

At this time Nehru had not considered carefully whether 

economic and social change should be part of, or even 

parallel to, the political revolution; and he accepted 

unthinkingly the escapist suggestion that economic issues 

should not hinder political activity. Peasants were told 

that, till swaraj was attained, they should not complain 

about their economic disabilities. In the early twenties, 

Nehru's idea of freedom was purely political-ridding the 

British of their control over the police, the army and finance. 

Freedom was spinning, the wearing of handspun cloth, 

justice, prohibition, removal of untouchability and all such 

moral virtues; and forei~n rule was the opposite of these. 

There was very little economic connotation. The contrast, 

for example, with !viao, coming to prominence at about 

the same time in China, is clear. :rvrao had had an early 

anarchist phase; but he had soon moved on from that. He 

o1·ganised peasant associatiom which, though they did not 

undertake drastic land reforms, at least attacked the social 
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domination of the landlords. But it did not strike Nehru 

and his colleagues in the Congress to take even such initial 

and unexceptionable steps as setting up village schools and 

cooperatives and reactivating village paucha;•ats- three 

institutions to which Nehru much later, as prime minister, 

was to attach much importance- or demanding the mini

mum redressal of the wrongs of the kisaus. Nehru did not 

see that, apart from anything else, this would strengthen 

the political affiliations of the tenants; but then Nehru's 

political ideas too were at this time in a narrow groove, 

and were merely an unformed mixture of anarchism and 

village government, of the ideas of Gandhi and Bertrand 

Russell. Nehru at this time was a great believer in devo

lution and in as little centralisation as possible. Swaraj was 

to him jJanchayat raj and he favoured giving these village 

councils considerable powers in a free India. He thought 

at this time that representative institutions and democracy 

as found in \.Yes tern countries had proved failures; but 

orthodox socialism also did not give him much hope, and 

to him the lesson of the First World \Nar was that an all

powerful state was no lover of individual liberty. Life under 

socialism would be a joyless and a soulless existence, regu

lated to the last detail by bureaucratic orders. Bolshevism 

and fascism were the ways of the \Vest; they seemed to 

Nehru basically alike and representing different phases of 

violence and intolerance. For his part, he preferred the 

Gandhian path, as generally delineated in Hi11d Swaraj. 

'The choice for us,' he wrote in 1923, ;is between Lenin 

and Mussolini on the one side and Gandhi on the other. 
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Can there be any doubt as to who represents the soul of 

India today?' 11 

With self-education, however, which started in the mid

twenties, there came the evolution ofa personal voice. The 

influence, not so much of the British as of the European 

intellectual tradition grew. First of all, he developed a 

belief, which stemmed from the eighteenth century, in the 

perfectibility of man. Tlus comes out most clearly in the 

Glimpses of World History, written in the early thirties. The 

history of humanity did not strike him as pleasant: yet 

Nehru thought it possible to sec the silver lining of pro

gress right through the long and dismal record of man's 

selfishness and quarrelsomeness and inhumanity. While 

in later years this optimism of Nehru was dimmed, it was 

not wholly erased. 'My own reaction,' he wrote in 1958, 

'to events in India or the world is not pessimistic ar..d some 

faith, which I cannot analyse or explain, fills me with hope 

for the future. Perhaps this is due to the good fortune tr.at 

has attended me in a large measure.' Of the phiJr.sophy 

that underlay the Glimpses he wrote thirty years later that 

it was true that ever since he had written that book 'I 

have been repeatedly disillusioned about many things and 

even now the outlook is not a premising one. Yet I feel 

that, in the balance, progressively the good forces in the 

world will prevail over the evil forces. It is difficult to justify 

all this by logic. But I still think that it is true. ' 7 

6. Presidential Address at U.P. Conference, 17 October 1923. Selected 
Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, Vol. 2 (New Delhi 1972), p. 210. 

7. To an American correspondent, 17 January 1963. Nehru papers. 
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This belief in the future strengthened Nehru's hopes of 

realising in India his vision of a rational, educated and 

forward-looking society based on modernisation, industriali

sation and a scientific temper. The iniiuence of Bertrand 

Russel is more than ever prominent. It seemed to Nehru 

practical to take advantage of the experience of the West 

rather than go through the same stages and to move quickly 

in bringing a society, whose central fact was backwardness, 

on a par with Europe and the United States. He thought 

this could be done mainly by developing the two aspects 

of science, which to him was the central fact of life: the 

scientific approach, the calm search for truth, which should 

permeate all spheres of thought and action and result in 

the triumph of reason and tolerance and the partnership 

of science and industry, the application of science to remove 

poverty and hunger. 

This was a facile optimism expecting too much, and 

such a theory of modernisation was too naive, a credulous 

belief born of pure reason. Nehru was too much a legatee 

of the European age of enlightenment to be effective in 

India. His intellectualism and his total confidence in science 

having an immediate impact on both mental attitudes 

and the economic problem ignored the darker aspects of 

the Indian situation. The belief in perfectibility, and in 

rapid progress to it, hindered full awareness of the rigidity 

of tradition, the strength of the forces of resistance and the 

propensity to violence. 
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To this faith in human capacity Nehru added what he 

derived from Britain, its liberalism and nonconformity: 

an acceptance of civil liberty as an absolute value, to be 

safeguarded at all cost. This was not a position which 

Nehru thought necessary to justify or argue about. From 

1927 he was an admirer of Soviet achievements, but not of 

the coercive methods associated with these achievements. 

If the Soviet system were to be extended to India, it should 

be without drilling: 'because the costs of such drilling arc 

too great; it is not worthwhile; it is not desirable from many 

points of view.' In 1936, immediately after a passionate 

presidential address to the Congress advocating socialism, 

he established a civil liberties union on non-party lines. 

After 194 7, the organiscr of the civil liberties union was 

not lost in the prime minister. He ensured the precise 

elaboration in the constitution of the rights of the individual, 

and the vesting of the courts with full authority to protect 

those rights. He was reconciled to keeping in preventive 

detention those whom he regarded as enemies not so much 

of the state as of society, especially those spreading com

munal animosity; but even in such cases he insisted that 

such detention should be for short periods and never longer 

than necessary. He sanctioned the withdrawal of advertise

ments from jcurnals and newspnpers only in cases of 

scurrilous writing and not for criticising, however vehe

mently, Nehru or the government. 

The big blot, of course, on this record was the detention 

of Sheikh Abdullah, for which Kehru bore the ultimate 
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responsibility. He continuously pressed the Kashmir 

government to consider Sheikh Abdullah's release but, 

unwilling to interfere with their policy and order them to 

do so, he had to live with this failure. To .\bdullah himself 

he virtually apologised for his helplessness. ''Vc, who are 

in charge of heavy responsibilities, have to deal with all 

kinds offorccs at work and often they take their own shape. 

'Ve sec in the world today great statesmen, who imagine 

they are controlling the destinies of a nation, being pushed 

hither and thither by forces beyond their control. The 

most that one can do is to endeavour to function accord

ing to one'5 judgement in the allotted sphere.'' And one of 

his valedictory acts of policy in 1964· was to secure the 

release of Sheikh Abdullah .and seck a settlement with him. 

On top of the belief in man and commitment to liberty 

came a conversion to the lVIarxist interpretation of history. 

In this respect Nehru regarded himself as a full-blooded 

:rvfarxist. He accepted that the class which controls the 

means of production is the ruling class, and that history · 

is the history of class struggles. One could only understand 

the past, deal with the present and face the future with 

confidence, if class conflicts and social struggles were taken 

into account. Instead of merely cc.ndemning British imperi

alism as alien domination, he tried to comprehend the 

motives, manner and methods of its functioning. He gave 

new emphasis to the interlinking of economics and politics, 

8. To Sheikh Abdullah, 8 April 1955. Nehru papers. 
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of capitalism and imperialism, and from the thirties his 

quarrel was not just with the foreign ruler but with systems. 

However, Nehru could never be an unqualified Marxist. 

For him Marxism was not a logical construction but 

primarily an intellectual impulse based to a considerable 

extent on emotional sympathy. It was not so much a 

rational or even a po!itical approach but an aesthetic 

reaction to the evils of capitalist society, an abhorrence 

of its ugliness and squalor. He was_ more responsive to a 

writer like William Morris than to 'the·: conventional ex

ponents of Marxist thought. Iviorris was so afrected by the 

degradations and impoverished human relationships which 

industrial capitalism involved that he moved on to a frontal 

attack on class exploitation; and Nehru's thinking was on .. _ 

similar lines. Even where British rule was concerned, he 

was always drawing attention to its vulgarity and the 

coarsening it involved to both the rulers and the ruled. 

In 1952, as prime minister, a sight of the hovels in which 

the workers of Kanpur lived caused him such intensity of 

shame that he developed a son of fever. 'I have no need,' 

he told a meeting of industrialists soon after, 'for any 

industrialisation which degrades a human being and sullies 

his honour.' 0 

Then again, while Kehru accepted the .Iviarxist analysis 

of the past, he was not convinced by the Marxist diagnosis 

of the future. Because of his commitment to civil liberties 
' 

9. Speech to the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and 
Indwtry, 29 March, Nationnl Herald, 30 March 1952. 
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he rejected the concept of the dictatorship of the prole
tariat. Marx had written in the early days of industriali

sation in Western Europe, when revolutionary violence, 

which was in the tradition of Europe, appeared to offer 

the only way to change; but the world, and capitalism, had 

changed, and :Marxism would have to be adapted to new 

conditions. Nehru was not being unrealistic in this. A 

development for example, such as Eurocommunism, with 

its acceptance of political pluralism and its rejection of 

revolutionary dictatorship, is on parallel lines to Nehru's 

efforts. Whether such an adaptation can be still regarded 

as l\1arxism or has changed it beyond recognition is a 

matter for debate; for :Marx thought that a drastic, forcible 

reorganisation of society was necessary for socialist trans

formation. The working class or its leader, the Communist 

Party, could not simply take hold of the ready-made state 

machinery and wield it for its own purposes. Between 

capitalist and communist societies there had, according 

to Marx, to be a period of revolutionary shift: there could 

not be a peaceful transition. Yet it should be added that 

Marx himself provided no complete political theory or 

programme: all his writings were in response to specific 

episodes and under pressure of immediate events: and he 

did not rule out the occasional transformation by peaceful 

methods. 



2 
Democracy and Socialism 

So Nehru had acquired, and maintained throughout his 

life. a half-liberal, half-l\1arxist position, thc.ugh 1viarxists 

would say that half-lVIarxism is no 1 farxism at all. You 

cannot have the icing willwut the cake; it cannot be deco

rative rather than permeating. But this did not worry 

Nehru; he did not borrow an ideolog·y hut built up an 

ideology for himself. He saw himself as a libertarian 1vlarxist, 

and his idea of socialism encompassed at every stage a 

large and irreducible measure of civil liberty. One could 

have neither democracy nor ~ocialism without the other; 

in fact, each thrived on the other. ::\cltru rejt·cted any 

mechanical view of human nature and looked forward to 

a socialist society which, by removing economic and social 

obstacles and inhibitions, would provide greater scope for 

individual freedom. But enduring, uudistortcd socialism 

could itself only be the result of voluntary and willing eflort. 

It was not inevitable nor could it be imposed. He bad no 

use for the argument that democracy and socialism arc 

contradictory and that democratic socialism is only a facade 

to cloak a disinclination to alter the statm quo. Socialism 

could only come to India when the country was ready for 

it and the great majority of the people desired it. It was 
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nor a que:;tion of forcing the pace but of winning over 

opinion. The task was to educate the people so that they 

would be in a better position to decide when the issues 

~amc up. Then perhaps the ::>ociali:;t utopia would be 

attained, with the :;upport or the va:;t majority and the 

least harm to anyone. 

Beneath the theorising there was also the compulsion. 

Given the :;ize, the problems, the developed pluralism, the 

regional pulls and the conflicting demands of religion and 

language, the only long-term way in which India could 

be held together was by democracy. In the abstract, one 

can think of thorc authoritariau grip:; over even large 

societie:;; in practice too, it can be argued that the .British 

had, over two hundred years, drawn India together by 

what was largely executive government. I\ehru could have, 

bearing in mind the legacy of Viceregal rule as well as hi:; 

own personal :;tanding with the people, thought in term:; 

of avowed one-man rule, ju:;tifiecl by plebiscite . .But even 

if this had worked, it could only have worked in his life

time. Nehru was thinking much further ahead; and, there

fore, working against the drive of his own personality and 

the eager sub:;crvience of those around him, he promoted 

the spirit and nurtured the institutions of a democratic 

system. He exploited his personal dominance to create 

such a pditical atmosphere in the country as would ensure 

that no one else would be able to dominate Indian politics 

as he had done. One of Nehru's greate::>t successes was the 

preclusion of a successor in any real sense. 
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About the type of democracy, there was really little 

discussion. There was no political planning before 1947 

as there had been organised thinking on economic matters. 

Gandhi had not favoured parliamentary democracy and 

his mind had run along lines of village administration and 

trusteeship. Nehru in the thirties had criticised Gandhi in 

terms of Marx and contended that there was a structural 

violence in-built into capitalist society, just as he had 

rejected, from the Gandhian viewpoint, the coercion innate 

in l\larxism. But parliamentary democracy did not appear 

to him to be inseparable from capitalism and seemed more 

acceptable than communism and fascism, which in those 

days appeared as the alternatives. So Nehru made no eftort 

to reverse the trend of constitutional thinking before 194·7 

or to resist British influence. Like most middle-class Indians 

of his generation, Nehru had his roots in two countries. 

It has been suggested that this was in itself a drawback. 

1\1r 1\1alcolm Muggeridge, for example, has argued that 

Nehru was too British in outlook to achieve anything 

worthwhile in India. Meeting Nehru a few months before 

his death, 1\Tr Muggeridge described him as 'a man of 

echoes and mimicry; the last Viceroy rather than the first 

leader of a liberated India.' 10 This criticism has not as yet 

been justified; indeed, all the facts so far point the other 

way and bear out the validity of Nehru's faith that parlia

mentary democracy can bear a transplant into a backward 

and underprivileged society. Ignoring all conventional 

10. The Chro11icles of Wasted Time, Part/: The Green Stick (London 
1972), p. 115. 
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wisdom, 1\'ehru gave adult suffrage to a people, th.e large 

majority of whom were illiterate. Professor Raj has asked 

us to consider that this could have been a way of streng

thening conservative clements in Indian society, for it is 

well-known that peasants usually support the existing state 

of things, as against the radicalism of the urban poor. 11 

He has cited the precedent of Louis Bonaparte in France; 

universal suffrage was then, in Proudhon's words, counter

revolution, and assisted in the overthrow of a republic. 

This thought, for all I know, might have prevailed in Nehru's 

subconscious; but what influenced his thinking process 

was the logical extension of democratic principle. And it 

worked; the people grew accustomed to political partici

pation, they learnt what a French writer of the eighteenth 

century regarded as the most dangerous thing, that they 

had a mind; and Nehru taught them to apply that mind. 

All his public speeches, both before and after 194 7, were 

part of a sustained programme of adult education. Over 

the years Nehru helped to transform the political value 

structure of the Indian people. It was an unseen revolution. 

Elections and election campaigning are, of course, not 

enough; Nehru had also, as part of this democratising, to 

build up the whole complex of parliamentary institutions. 

He took seriously his duties as leader of the Lok Sabha and 

of the Congress party in Parliament, sat regularly through 

the question-hour and all important discussions, treated 

II. 'Contribution of Nehru to Parliamentary Democracy in India', 

Mainstream (Delhi)ll:l2 No~~. .• .~ ... 
..... ,,,,_~. ·~ *;;-; ""'~ \~ ,. ,.. ,.... ........... .ol~, ... ,.. , -. .,~ 

~~, .... ,~G -116 t; ·~. , 
·~ ·. " . d~ ~:;' :y:a_ '· :: . 
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the presiding officers of the two houses with extreme defer

ence, sustained the excitement of debate with a skilful use 

of irony and repartee, and developed parliamentary activity 

as an important sector in the public life of India. The tone 

of his speeches in Parliament was vet-y different from that 

which he adopted while addressing public meetings. He 

still sometimes rambled, but sought to argue rather than 

teach, to deal with the points raised by critics and to asso

ciate the highest legislature in the country with delibe

rations on policy. Rather than administer by ordinance 

or decree, he transferred some of his personal command 

to Parliament by preferring to function through it, and 

thereby helped the parliamentary system to take root. The 

only criticism that can be made of him is that in a federal 

system he should have given dfect to proportional repre

sentation. It was not that he was blindly following the 

British system. But, apart from his feeling that in countries 

where it had been tried proportional representation had 

resulted in unstable governments, Nehru was sure that it 

was impractical in India, being too intricate to be under

stood by the ordinary voter. 

Outside Parliament, Nehru also sa.w to it that no hind

rance was placed in the way of a free press and an inde

pendent judiciary. On the one occasion when he slipped 

by publicly criticising a judge who was conducting a com

mission of inquiry, he quickly sent an apology. But his 

main problem was the strengthening of democratic govern

ment. His theory was faultless. Such government .was a 
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fine art, the achievement of cooperative working in a series 

of expanding circles so that everyone had a sense of partici

pation. 'The main thing is teamwork of those in the Govcrn

mcnL and the organisation; secondly, division of respon

sibility and at the same time close coordination of all acti

vities; thirdly, the building up of cadres of. workers with 

responsibility; fimrthly, creating good reactions in the public 

about the work of the Government and the organisation. 

Ahovc all, tlwre must be the strengthening of your position, 

not snme kind of a rival of others, but as the undisputed 

head of responsible colleagues who work as a team, sup

porting each other and fi·ankly discussing every important 

matter.' 12 But, especially after the death of Patel, he him

self was unable LO make cabinet government a reality. He 

insisted that. all important matters should at some stage be 

brought up in the cabinet; there were numerous cabinet 

committees and consultation was frequent; but there was 

deficiency in spirit and animation. All he could do was 

to establish the postures of collective policy-making in the 

hope that life could be poured into them after his death. 

It '~as often suggested to him, particularly by Jaya

prakash Narayan that his best contribution to democratic 

functioning would be to function as a national rather than 

as a party leader. Nehru replied that it was not clear as to 

what this meant. If in practical terms it implied leaving the 

Congress he was not prepared to do so. It was not just a 

12. To Bakshi Ghulam Mahomecl, Chief Minister of Kashmir, 15 
AuiJliSt 1956. ~ehru papers. 
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matter of loyalty to the past. The Congress had both a 

positive and a negative advantage. No other party could 

rival it in national spread and dep~h and it could still serve 

as a c~menting mixture. It also had no particular ideology 

and he was confident that, as before I 94 7, he could give it 

gradually an economic orientation. The disadvantage of a 

party label Nehru sought to overcome by seeking a con

sensus in favour of his policies even outside the ranks of 

the Congress. He insisted that his foreign policy was not 

his brain-child or a party approach but in the best interests 

of India, to be followed by whichever party was in office; 

and we see today the result of his foresight, when non

alignment has not gone down with the party ship. In 

domestic politics he saw himself, if not as the national leader 

in Jayaprakash's terms, at least as the national appeaser, 

enclosing various conflicting elements in a broad pattern 

of agreement. Seeking to add economic sovereignty to 

political independence and resisting communal reaction 

and social conservatism-these need not he narrow party 

doctrines. 

However, indispensable to democratic government is the 

flourishing of an effective opposition. 'I do not want India 

to be a countryi n which millions of people say ''yes" to one 

man, I want a strong opposition.' 18 llut one cannot create 

an opposition; the moment the government gives another 

party a pmtected position which it has not earned, that 

party will lose such weight as it carries with the people. 

13. Speech at Trivandrum, 2 June, NatioiUll Herald, 3 June 1950. 
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But Nehru gave every opportunity to the other parties to 

function, to explain their views, to contest elections in fair 

conditions and to try to convert people to their own stand

point. It was he alone, among the senior Congress leaders, 

who made it possible for the Communist party to form the 

government in Kerala in 1957; and the dismissal of that 

government two years later caused him much heart

searching. He was particularly friendly with .Jayaprakash 

and the other leaders of the Socialist party and was eager 

to see it develop as the second, the alternative, party in 

India. As early as 1948, he wrote to Pant that J ayaprakash 

is 'apt to go astray very often and act in an irresponsible 

manner. But he is one of the straightest and finest men I 

have known and if character counts, as it does, he counts 

for a great deal. It seems to me a tragedy that a man like 

him should be thrust, by circumstances, into the wilder

ness.' 14 He tried to maintain a friendly relationship with 

the Socialists and sought broad cooperation without com

promise of the individuality of either the Congress or the 

Socialists. In 1955, after the Congress had committed itself 

to a socialist pattern of society, some Socialist leaders 

approached him on the ground that there was now no 

basic principle dividing the two parties. But Kehru declined 

to recommend their return to the Congress, because he 

still believed that the Socialists had a role to play as a 

responsible opposition party; and he was probably also 

influenced by the desire not to hurt Jayaprakash. 

14. 1 July 1948. Nehru papers. 
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Ruling India democratically also involved inner-party 

democracy, the art of human management. Holding to

gether the Congress as a coalition of opinion within a 

broad framework of agreement was one of his chief pre

occupations. \·Vl1ilc giving the party broadly a leftist orien

tation he kept both flanks, on left and right, open, so that 

the party would gain an increasingly wider base, and draw 

in support fi·01n both sides. He allowed the provincial 

parties to choose their chief ministers and supported them 

till they lost the confidence of their followers. Power and 

personality patterns in the states were allowed to resolve 

themselves. 

Decentralisation was, m Nehru's eyes, the foundation 

of parliamentary democracy; 'it is not good enough ~o 

work for the people, the only way i~ to work with the people 

and go ahead, and to give them a sense of working for 

t hemselvcs. ' 111 His hopes lay in the community develop

ment programme and the national extension service. Nehru 

saw in these twin programmes the possibility of a great 

revolutionary change carried out peacefully and without 

conflict. Local democracy would provide a support to the 

constitution. ~duu's mind went back to his ideas of the 

twenties, and he talked once again of the ultimate objec

tive of a cooperative commonwealth. It was only the for

ward movement of a whole people, a sense of participation 

not just in political activity but in economic and social 

development as well, that could justify, and even prevent 

15. To B. C. Roy, 25 December 194-9. Nehru papers. 
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from languishing, the parliamentary system m a country 

like [nclia. Democracy in its fullest sense was the chance 

given to people to clecidc lor themselves on all basic issues 

rather Limn merely srcuring acquiescence in decisions taken 

hy others. ?vfoclernisation can, of course, be imposed from 

above. Kamal.\taturk achieved it in this manner in Turkey. 

Even in our own timcs, democratic decision is not always 

regarded as a ncccss<Hy element in the ideals of moderni

sation. But to Nehru participation was an integral part of 

modernisation and that which vested it with endurance. 

It was because the community development prcgrammc 

involved the masses and gave them considerable initiative 

and responsibility that it evoked in l\"chru the crusader's 

zeal; and it is the relative decline and crumbling of this 

programme that he would have thought the long-term 

weakness of the democratic system in India. 

Howevct·, even if this base of decentralisation had been 

strong, democracy cannot be sustained in political isolation. 

In the West, liberal democracy had developed gradually, 

leading even to the theory that it can endure in its clearest 

form only in the setting of capitalist industrialisation. So 

the experiment of establishing democratic institutions in a 

conservative society and, even worse, a backward society 

was not only almost a superhuman effort; it could also be 

regarded as anti-historical. If such democracy was not to 

be 'premature', it should, as it could not follow social and 

economic advance, at least be intertwined with it. Demo

cracy, to have a chance of permanence in India, .would 
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necessarily have to be democratic socialism. Today, mainly 

because of recent events in our country, few in the world 

hold the patronising view that the poor arc cnly interested 

in economic issues. Rut it docs not follow that economic 

issues can be ignored. 

From the late twenties, Nehru regarded himself as not 

only a full-blooded lVIarxist but also a full-blooded socialist. 

The wcrld could only escape disaster if it took to wcialism; 

and in India, ;r independence meant keeping all the \'ested 

interests intact, this would not even be the shadow of free

dom. But he never defined precisely his concept of socialism. 

He rejected Gandhi's 'muddled humanitarianism' but did 

not specify what he wished in its place and how it was to 

be achieved. His was a radical, principled and emotional 

rather than an ideological mind. Though he claimed to 

usc the word 'socialism' not in a vague way but in a scien

tific, economic sense, to him it was always more a tendency 

than a definable body of doctrine. It was an outlook, a 

blend of science and humanism, a philosophy of life; and 

it would have to be adapted to Indian conditions and speak 

in the language of the country. Particularly as, before 194i, 

there was no working class leadership or even an elite 

leadership which could serve as an alternative to the 

Congress under Gandhi, Nehru was reconciled to proceed

ing very slowly and was content with making the Congress 

aware of economic issues. Even the planning committee 

before 1947 was deliberately unclear in its aim and, under 

Nehru's guidance, did no more than lay down a broad 
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trend for expanding the presence of state ownership or 

control. It was as if Nehru hoped to lead the Congress and 

the Indian middle classes generally to socialism without 

their knowing it. But even after 1947 he maintained this 

pragmatic, undefined approach. When Jayaprakash asked 

him how he hoped to build ~ocialism with the help of 

capitalists and expressed his concern at I\ehru's proneness 

to run down all forms of socialist thought and practice, 

Nehru replie.d that he did not pretend to he a socialist in 

any formal sense of the word and surely socialism was not 

the monopoly of any particular group. ln public, Nehru 

argued that it was a question not of theory but of hard 

facts, of raising the living standards of the people. The atti

tude was logically impeccable. The disowning uf theory 

has the advantage of Hexibility; but it abo carries the 

danger of robbing policy of any hard core of objective and 

commitment. 

The dangers of pragmatism losing a sense of long-term 

direction can be seen in l'\ehru's ideas on economic policy 

after 194 7. At the very start, radical theories of distribution 

gave place to an emphasis on production, and the impor

tance which Nehru attached to nationalisation diminished. 

He was prepared ,for it only if it did not impede production 

or upset the existing structure. lt was no longer a question 

of holding certain ,.;evvs but of timing, priorities and the 

manner of implementat:on. Progress should be gradual, 

taking into account the availability of trained personnel 

and with the greatest amount of goodwill. Seeking to 
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what was clearly a move away fi·cm what even Kchru had 

described as no more than 'a strong tendency towards 

socialism', he pleaded in 1948 that there was never a clean 

slate in life, and a sudden and complete upset had to be 

discarded because it was inconsistent with any intelligent. 

approach. ln private l\"ehru had no doubt that this was the 

wrong direction, but, for the time being at any rate, felt 

there was little to be done. Two years later, in 19.50, with 

the institution of the planning commission, ?\ehru hoped 

to transfer emphasis frcm produuion to C.:istribution and 

<•bo to stress the expansion of industrial development in 

the public sector, "balance the various so~ial fortes <tt work 

in India, and pay more attention to what might be called 

the vital forces which will ultimately lead tc progress.' In 

line with this, Nehru secured in 1955 the commitment by 

the Uongress to the building of what was termed, in an 

odd, half-hearted, phrase, 'the socialistic pattern of society.' 

The words seem to have been chosen deliberately to in

dicate that the country was accepting not a rigid or doc

trinaire fi·amework of ideology but certain methods of 

economic and social change. The socialism to which l'\ehru 

was pointing was not so much a certain desirable set of 

social relations as a way of solving social problems. "1 will 

not rest content,' Nehru had said in 19:)3, 'unless every 

man, woman and child in this country hm a fair deal and 

attains a minimum standard of living.' It was as a major 

step towards this that the Second Five Year Plan was cast 

on qualitatively ditlerent lines from the First. It was meant 

to effect structural changes in the national economy and 
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to lead towards a society which gave priority to equality. 

The ways in which this socialism was to be made possible 

were very similar to those which Anthony Crosland for

mulated for Britain a year later. India was striving to move 

ahead from a low stage of economic backwardness whereas 

Britain was an advanced capitalist society, and the pro

gramme was necessarily very dillcrent. But the approach 

which Nehru favoured was on the lines of British left-wing 

thinking. The qwnership of industry was in itself unimpor

tant, and nothing was gained by nationalising existing 

industries solely in order to gain control. But it was impor

tant for the state to control the strate~ic points of produc

tion· .. \ny discussion on the relative merits of the public 

and private sectors was unrealistic; for the argument that 

the private sector was sacrosanct no longer held good, and 

there was no doubt that the public sector would grow and 

gradually dominate the scene. But both sectors had their 

roles in increasing production within the broad limits of 

general control by the State and could even help by healthy 

rivalry in keeping each other up to the mark. As technology 

and monopoly had not in India reached the stage which 

endangered society as a whole, the steps necessary iu 

Western countries to control monopoly capitalism were 

not as yet required in India. There was enough time for 

the public sector to ~:,rrow both absolutely and relatively, 

and by stages secure control of the whole economy. So the 

economic foundations of a socialist society could he !:,>1·ad

ually laid and, without a major and immediate assault on 

private enterprise, steps would be initiated to reduce dis-
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parities in income and wealth, \\'eaken private monopolies 

and disperse the concentration cf economic power in the 

hands of a few individuals. 

In a sense, this willingness to tolerate the private sector 

and the attempt to attain socialism through a mixed rather 

than a wholly state-owned cconc·my reflected Nehru's 

changing views on the class war. In his early days of left

wing enthusiasm, he had argued that the class struggle 

could not be shirked. The final aim could ~nly he a class

less society; everything that came in its way would have to 

be removed, gently if possible but forcibly if necessary; and 

there seemed to him then little doubt that coercion would 

often be necessary. The democratic method had many 

triumphs to its credit, but it had not succeeded in resolving 

any conflict about the basic structure of the state or of 

society. However, as l\ehru mellowed with the years, he 

saw no reason why this should not be possible. Particularly 

in India, with the examples of the integration of the princely 

states and z~mindari abolition, where well-established 

systems in favour of a privileged few had been broken up, 

Nehru was hopeful that class conflict could be resolved 

through peaceful methods. Western precedents had no 

bearing on our problems, and India would have to work 

out her own solutions. A note written on 13 July 1958 has 

a curious ending: 'In considering these economic aspects 

of our problems, we have always to remember the basic 

approach of peaceful means; and perhaps we might also 

keep in view the old Vedantic ideal of the life force which 
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is the inner base of everything that exists.' And perhaps 

in one of the very last things he wrote before he died, on 

25 May 1964·, he observed that in India it was important 

to profit by modern technical processes and increase pro

duction, 'but in doing so we must not forget that the essen

tial objective to be aimed at is the quality of the individual 

and the concept of dharma underlying it.' 

So there was a gradual change in the nuances of Nehru's 

understanding of democratic socialism. At the start the 

emphasis was on socialism, and democracy if possible. But 

as may be expected, considering the importance he attached 

to democracy, he was clearly uneasy about this; and then 

he became happier with the thought that, especially in 

India, it would be practicable to harmonise democracy 

and socialism. He was pleased when a journalist wrote in 

1955 of 'Nehruism: India's Revolution without Fcar'-a 

socialist revolution by consent, without class war, heretics 

or victims. The business class, which had been frightened 

in the years ii·01n 194 7 to 1952, could by the late fifties 

breathe more freely. In fact, one had reached the possi

bility of democracy precluding socialism: l\'ehru's e!Torts 

at revolution by participation and agreement were in 

danger of being converted by vested interests into a revolu

tion by revisionist methods, thereby reducing it to virtually 

no revolution at all. So the experiment, unprecedented in 

world history, has net yet succeeded. The dream which 

has haunted every forward-looking person, even someone 

so distant from Marxism as William Beveridge who 

3 
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summed it up in 1940---'I would very much like to see com

munism tried under democratic conditions', 18 still remains 

a dream. But its feasibility seems more likely in India than 

elsewhere, not because the class war is less of a reality or 

more amenable to reasonable settlements, but because of 

the very fact of under-development; for in India sociali~m 

has to be very different in its basic approach from that 

known in the \1\Test. Here it has to be a rapid movement 

towards industrialisation rather than the liberation (Jf on 

industrial proletariat from bureaucratic organi~ation. So, 

while the experiment of democratic socialism has not yet 

succeeded, it has also not yet failed; and the question is 

still very much with us, as put by the Jlii'Zt· Statesmmz a year 

ago: 'How is it possible to devise a form of government 

which ensures domestic peace, invites popular participation 

in conditions of freedom, and also creates conditions for 

an assault on intolerable poverty?'~7 

16. J. Harris, William Bct·cridgc (Oxford 1977), p. 366. 
17. 8july 1977. 
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Internationalism 

Nehru's ideas on foreign policy were as pragmatic and 

practical as his socialism. This policy was firmly based on 

national interests and current realities in the world. Though, 

especially in the later years, he often expounded the moral 

virtues of non-alignment and, in his efforts to explain his 

efforts to his own people, he annoyed other governments 
by seeming to claim a great deal for India, there \\·as not 

so much a priggish parading of principle or a messianic 

ui1iversalism as a strengthening of India's position. It was 
part of the search for sclf-l;eliance, required to buttress 

political independence. 

Non-alignment was not a product of Kehru's whims but 

the expression of the state of mind prevalent among the 

newly-free countries of Asia after the Second ·world War. 

In March 194·7, just when the 'cold war' was developing 

in Europe, Nehru gave expression to this viewpoint at the 
Asian relations conference: 'For too long we of Asia have 

been petitioners in \Vestern c~urts and chancelleries. That 

story must now belong to the past. We propose to stand on 

our own feet and to cooperate with all others who are 

prepared to cooperate with us. Vl/e do not intend to be the 



36 Tlm MINP OP JAWAHARLAL NEHRU 

playthings of others.' 18 For centuries India and the other 

countries of Asia had been treated as the outer fringes of 

the great powers of Europe and America, and though these 

Asian peoples had no problems or divisive interests among 

themselves, they had had extraneous conflicts and decisions 

thrust upon them. They had now no- intention of continu

ing to inherit the problems of other peoples; but they 

could not, even if they wished, opt out of the world. Since 

1945, passivity as a foreign policy has been out of the ques

tion for most countries. SoN ehru set himself the task of work

ing towards the assertion of certain principles which were 

not only good in themselves but in India's interests-anti

colonialism, anti-racism, the concerted move-away from 

economic under-development, the building of evcrwiden

ing areas of peace. Even on 'cold war' issues India could 

exercise independence of judgment if her specific interests 

were not involved; such an attitude would be proper on 

grounds of principle as well as work to her special acivant

age. It was 'not a wise policy to put all your eggs in one 

basket ... purely from the point of view of opportunism, 

if you like, a straightforward, honest policy, an independent 

1. . h b t >lg po 1cy 1s t e es · 

The realistic element m Nehru's foreign pdicy stands 

forth clearly when we look at specific problems. India's 

membership of the Commonwealth was not the result of 

18. Asian Relations (proceedings of the Asian Relations Conference, 
Delhi 1948) p. 20-27. 

f9. Speech in Constituent Assembly, 8 March 1948. J. Nehru, 
Irulia's Foreign Policy (Delhi 1961), p. 35. 
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Nehru's liking for all things British. Immediately after 

194 7, the Soviet Union regarded India as still a camp

follower of the West, condemned all the policies cf the 

Government of India and directed the Indian Communist 

Party to rebellion. Such Soviet antipathy drove India to 

lean more and more on tl\e Western Powers. At the con

ference of Commonwealth prime ministers in October 

1948, Nehru, while critical of the aggressiveness of the 

United States, particularly in economic matters, added that 

the Asian peoples had no sympathy for Soviet expansionism 

and recummended that publicity be given to this aspect of 

Soviet policy rather than to criticism of communism as an 

economic doctrine or a way oflife. This, taken withJinnah's 

efforts t~ tease India out of the Commonwealth and India's 

military weakness and economic dependence, made it 

worthwhile remaining in the organisation; and it would 

also relieve India from over-dependence on the United 

States. In 1949, Nehru does not even seem to have expected 

the Commonwealth to remain in existence for long; for in 
reply to J ayaprakash's criticism that membership suggested 

a lack of self-confidence and an implicit commitment to 

one of the power blocs, Nehru spoke of the great practical 

help that India's association would secure for·at least two 

or three years and at very slight cost. The future was free 

as air, but for the time being membership of the Common

wealth would be useful. 'We are apt,' he warned Jaya

prakash,20 'to be too sure of our stability, internal and 

20. ·14.May_1949. Nehru papers. 
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external. Taking that for granted we proceed to endeavour 

to remodel the world.' 

The Commonwealth, of course, has lasted longer than 

expected; and once India's stability had been assured, the 

organisation had to be used by India unscntimentally, to 

further her policies without inhibiting them. Nehru con

verted it into one ofthe greatjunetions ofworld aiTairs and 

harnessed it in suppcrt of his China and Korea policies. 

In the early and mid-fifties, he held the key position in 
the Commonwealth. But, where major issues were involved, 

he did not allow it to deflect him from the path he had 

chosen. Suez is well-known; but a less publicised problem 

was ,\frica. To Nehru Africa was a neighbour across the 

sea and of direct concern to India. So, while he regretted 

the 2\fa.u j\.fau movement and the recourse to violence in 

Kenya, he c:unc round to the view that, in the face of 

British provocation, the Africans had really no alternative 

to resistance. 'How any decent person who is an African 

can he a 'loyali~t' passes my comprehcnsion.'ll1 Talk of the 

different races living together, condemnation of terrorism 

and emphasis on the interests of the Indian communities 

in Africa were all meaningless in the face of the heavy 

offensive that the British were mounting against the African 

people. 'We are all for the multiracial society, but I am 

getting a little tired of the repetition of this phrase when the 

African is being kicked, hounded and shot down and the 

21. Nehru's note 25 March 1953. Nehru papen. 
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average Indian prays for safety first.' 112 The conviction of 

Kenyatta was a purely political act which the .\fricans 

could not be expected to accept. Nothing that the Africans 

had done was as bad as the racial domination of the white 

settlers, and preaching to the African was an impertinence 

when his house was on fire and he himself in agony and 

torture. 'I am not interested at present in petty reforms 

for the Africans; that is a matter for them to decide. I am 

interested in standing by people who arc in great trouble 

and who have to face tremendous oppression by a powerful 

Government. I should condemn of course every species of 

violence and give no quarter to it. But I shall stand by the 

Africans nevertheless. That is the only way I can serve 

them and bring them round to what I consider to be the 

right path.' 21 Public statements on these lines evoked the 

wrath of the British Government, but Nehru· would not 

shift his position, and when the British continued to object 

Nehru sent a sharply worded rejection. 'Our Government 

is not used to being addressed in this way by any Govern

ment and I can only conclude that he (the British Common

wealth Secretary) has for the moment forgotten that he is 

addressing the· independent Republic of T ndia. . . It has 

been our constant endeavour not to embarrass the British 

Government and wehave tried to cooperate with them to 

the largest possible extent subject to adhering to our own 

principles and policies. We shall continue to do so, but 

22. !bit!. 
23. Nehru to Apa Pant, Indian commissioner in East Africa, 20· 

Aprill953. Nehru papers. 
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we arc not prepared to change these principles and policies 
because of any pressure exercised on us by an outside 

authority. ' 2 ' Throughout his years in office, Nehru, des

pite India's membership of the Commonwealth, did not 
fail to keep faith with the Mrican people and to press his 
views on British policy-makers. 

Another little-known string of events in 1955 also shows 
Nehru's matter-of-fact approach as well as the usefulness 

and the limitations of nonalignment. The Asian-African 
conference at Bandung in April 1955 was not specifically 

a conference of nonaligned countries, but those cmmtries 
which were represented there gained a greater cohesion. 
Though Nehru was by now severely critical ofm::my aspects 
of American policy, particularly military aid to Pakistan, 

he- still sought to avoid leaning more in favour of one side 
in the 'cold war'. He assured the United States of lack of 

hostility but suggested that the world crisis should be inter

preted not in terms of communism or anti-communism 

but as the consequence of large, dynamic countries inevit

ably trying to expand in various ways. The approach to 

world affairs of Dulles was squarely in confrontation with 

that of Nehru, while the Soviet Union's emphasis on peace

ful coexistence led to a convergence of policy with India. 

Even so, on a visit to the Soviet Union that summer, Nehru 

was concerned to put forward the case for the United 
States. \Vhen Bulganin and Krushchev accused the United 

24. Message to British Goverrunent, 25 April 1953. 
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States of adopting aggressive attitudes, Nehru commented, 

'I don't see why a strong man should always go about 

showing his muscles.' It was a remark seemingly made in 

agreement with Soviet criticism but, in fact, it had a double 

edge. Nehru then drew attention to the more hopeful 

elements in United States policy: the ecli~se of McCarthy, 

the differences between Dulles and Eisenhower and the 

more conciliatory ~ttitudes of the President, and the general 

friendliness of the people of the United States. But on 

leaving the Soviet Union, Nehru saw his task as being that 

of conveying to the Western Powers his understanding that 

there had been a real change of outlook in !vioscow. The 

new leaders of the post-Stalin period were keen on coexist

ence, but they could not be pushed beyond a certain point. 

So Nehru spoke up for the United States in the Soviet 

Union. and expounded the Soviet cause in his dealings 

with. Western governments. Althou~h nothing came of the 

summit conference at Geneva later in the year, all the four 

Powers agreed that Nehru's interpretation of each side to 

the other had helped. Credit is not claimed for Nehru for 

even the temporary lifting of the clouds. Great powers 

know their own interests and act on them. But Nehru had 

helped to convey nuances and impressions, to act in the 

interstices of great power relations and to improve mutual 

comprehension. As he once said about the role of non

alignment: 'There arc no affirmatives and negatives about 

it. There arc fine shades of opinion, hints thrown out, 

general impressions created without commitments, re

actions awaited and so on. If a reaction is favourable, one 
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takes another step forward. Otherwise one shuts up .... 

What do we try to do? To soften and soothe each side and 
make it slightly more receptive to the other. 'lJ11 

A similar sense of realism is to be found, despite general 

belief, ~n the formulation of Nehru's China policy. His 

romanticist fantasies about traditional friendship did not 

basically impinge en his handling of relations between the 

two countries. From the twenties Nehru had been of the 

view that Chinese communism was more nationalist than 
communist and, when the communists came to power in 
1949, the attitude of foreign governments appeared to him 

crucial in determining in which direction China would 

develop. Hostility of the \Vestern and other non-communist 

states would result in correspondingly ckser relations 

between the Soviet Union and China, but a diflcrent policy 

might well lead to loosening of even existing ties between 

these two countries. So he advocated an attitude of'cautious 

friendliness'. The exchanges on Tibet in 1950 left no room 

for any illusions, and even in Korea he knew that the 

Chinese government was exploiting his world influence. 

He made allowances for the Chinese view of the world. 

'Chinese psychology, with its background c.f prolonged 

suffering, struggle against Japan, and successful communist 

revolution, is an understandable mixture of bitterness, 

elation and vaulting confidence to which the traditional 

xenophobia and present-day isolation from outside 

25. Nehru to G. L. Mehta, Indian ambass.ador at Washington, 
1 June 1955. Nehru papers. 
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contacts have added fear and suspicion of the motives of 

other powers. For inducing a more balanced and cooperative 
mentality in Peking, it is essential to understand those 

psychological factors. ' 118 But such understanding did not 

necessarily mean a neglect of India's interests. An attempt 
would have to be made for friendly relations with China, 

if only because conflict, or even fear cf conflict and prepa

ration for it, would grossly distort India's economy. But 

Nclu·u did not assume such friendship; the basic challenge 

between India and China, as he remarked in 1952,117 ran 

along the spine of Asia. 'O~r attitude towards the Chinese 
Government, he instructed his ambassador later that 

year119 'should always be a combination of friendliness anci 

firmness. If we shew weakness, advantage will be taken of 

this immediately.' Chinese expansionism had been evident 
during various periods for about a thousand years, and a 

new period of such expansionism was, thought Nehru, 

perhaps imminent. His meetings with Chou-en-lai and 

other Chinese leaders in 1954 weakened the clement of 

uneasiness in his attitude to that country, and he felt it no 

longer necessary to answer fully, one way or the other, the 

question of cooperation or conflict between India and 
China. For a third position seemed to have emerged, of 

containment of China through friendship, by the creation 

of an environment in which China would find it difficult 
to be hostile. Perhaps Nehru overestimated the importance 

26. Nehru to Ernest Bevin, 20 November 1950. Nehru papers. 
27. F. Moraes, Witness to m1 Fra (De-lhi 1973), p. 200-1. 
28. Telegram toN. Raghavan, 10 December 1952. Nehru papers. 
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of India, and India's support, to China's leaders in the 

long term; and there were also inadequacies in diplomacy 
and administration which brought his China policy to 
ruin. But there was no basic flaw in the analysis or the 

assessment. 

In many ways, it is in the evolution of Nehru's policy 

on the Goa question that one sees the relative strength of 
various influences ofideas and principles and how, gradu

ally, some prevailed. Before 1947 Nehru, more than any 
other nationalist leader, had regarded the expulsion of the 

Portuguese and the merger of Goa with India as part of 

the freedom struggle. For this purpose, he relied, after 

becoming prime minister, un local and international pres

sures. The Government and people of J ndia themselves 

should not iPtervene, for economic sanctions might hurt 

the inhabitants of Goa more than the Portuguese authorities, 

and military action, though easy, should be on principle 

avoided as long as possible. The people of India, 

being mature and not 'children at play', would quietly 

wait. 

Goans settled in India were not stopped from entering 

Portuguese territory, but all other Indians were discouraged 

from supporting what should essentially be regarded as a 

freedom movement within Goa. When the Portuguese shot 

down some Indian volunteers who sought to cress into Goa, 

the Government of India did not react to such brutality, 

nor did they permit the establishment in India of a 
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provisional government of Goa. 'We have to take not only 

the right steps,' Nehru told the chief ministers,2 g 'but also in 

the right way. We have also to keep in view our general 
world policy because we cannot isolate one action from 

another. I have no doubt that we shall win in Goa. But I 

am anxious to do so without giving up in the slightest the 

basic policy that we claim to pursue.' 

So it was a policy of inaction and of patience, waiting 

for the popular movement in Goa to gain strength, for the 

colonial economy to weaken, for the sympathy of world 

opinion to prevail. The Government of India were not 

pacifist but they would only go to war in case of an armed 

attack. 'If you are under the impression that the Govern
ment will take police action or use force to liberate Goa 

from Portuguese domination, you are entirely mistaken. I 

am not going to do any such thing. '80 But such commit

ment to peace and principle was regarded abroad as weak

ness," and the very belief in Nehru's dedication to inter

national ethics slackened the pressure that foreign Govern

ments were willing to exert on Portugal. Those who had 

faith in Nehru would not take seriously his assertion that 

India would not accept indefinitely the continuance of 

Portuguese rule in Goa. So gradually it became increasingly 

clear that, because of the adamancy of the Portuguese and 

the failure of other powers to interfere, the dilemma could 

29. 3 September 1954. Nehru papers. 

30. Speech at Poona 4June, Timesoflndia, 5junc 1955. 
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not be resolved by Nehru's methods. It would have either 

to be broken at the cost of Nehru's principles or the Por

tuguese left undisturbed in defiance of Nehru's commit

ments. 

In 195 i, for the Jirst time, in a letter to Vmoba Bhave 

commenting on the futility of a peace brigade and the 

impracticality of reducing the size of the Indian army, 81 

Nehru reckoned reluctantly with the possibility of having 

to take armed action in Goa. He could not but recognise 

that his Goa policy was a singular record of failure and the 

situation, instead of improvin~, had in many ways dete

riorated. There was a total deadlock and India had 110 

policy beyond that cf waiting. He still believed that events 

in the world were working against the Portuguese and that 

the situation was developing in India's favour; but at the 

back of his mind was the growing unease· that ultimately 

action would have to be taken by India. When the Por

tuguese threatened to enforce a right of passage to the 

enclaves of Dach·a and Nagar Havcli, Kchru welcomed the 

prospect as providing an or·r.asion for occupying Gc.a in 

retaliation; but the Portuguese took no action. So when, 

in Nehru's phrase, the cup was full and began to spill over, 

he sanctioned rnlitary action in the national interest and 

at the expense of his general principles: 'Ultimately,' he 

wrote to President Kennedy, 'we had to face what might 

be called the choice between two courses both of which 

31. 4 May 1957. Nehru papers. 
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were undesirable from vanous points of view. We chose 

what to our thinking was the lesser evil. ,ag 

I have tried in these lectures to draw attention to the 

formative influences on Nehru as well as, with experience 

and growin~ responsibilities, the slow erosion of old assump

tions aml the subtle progression of new ideas. I have selected 

three !main groups of concepts and problems, and sought 

to discern, if possible, the development of his mind, symbolic 

of a w;wle generation of thinking Indians and reflected in 

a nation's policies. Democracy, as adapted to an under

privileged society; socialism, indistinct in outline, but net 

necessarily, therefore, disadvantageous, and not conceived 

as a l>ackward and poveny-stricken socialism but linked 

with production rather than distribution; and finally a 

nationalism poised on internationalism but not sucked 

into it before the world had become a fully international 

community. 

It is not possible to categorise Nehru: for he was a 

:Marxist who rejected regimentation, a socialist who was 

wholly committed tc civil liberties, a radical with a prefer

ence for nonviolence, and a world citizen who combined 

his international obligations with a total involvement in 

India, saw the necessity of self-reliance even in a ~hrinking 

world and stressed the need to adapt every icieology to the 

Indian condition. Above all, he was a leader who believed 

32. 29 December 1961. Nehru papers. 
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in carrying his people with him even if it slowed down the 

pace of progress. In 1936, when Krishna Menon wrote 
from London cc.mplaining that Nehru was not forceful 
enough in securing the acceptance of his views, he replied: 

'Try to imagine what the human material is in India. How 

they think, how they act, what moves them, what docs not 

affect them. It is easy enough to take up a theoretically 

correct attitude, which has little eflcct on anybody. We 

have to do something much more important and difficult 

and that is to move large numbers of people, tc. make them 

act. ... =aa Nearly twenty years later, as prin1c minister, 

his approach was very similar: 'A leader must always have 

a sense of the public. He cannot do some things, because 

he senses they would create difficulties .... We have to 

deal with human beings as individuals and in the mass, 
and we must know the art of getting into their minds and 

hearts and not merely imagine that any logical argument 

must prevail. '80 

It is, I think, tlus compulsive motivation to keep in step 

with the people oflndia, anci ;iis faith that if he followed this 

policy he could not go wrong, that explain both Nehru's 

achievements and his failures. It was said of a general in 

the last world war that to say that he made mistakes was 

merely to say that he made war. Nehru too made mistakes; 

33. 28 September 1936. Selected Works of ]awallarlal Nehru Vol. 7 
(New Delhi 1975), p. 470. 

34. To B.K. Kaula, 29 Ot:tober 1953, Nehru papers. 
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but he made them in the process of m::king the India that 

we know and have. As for his opponents and those who 

today have the opportunity to carp and criticise, they 

function in a world he changed. 
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